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				Chapter

				1

				James pulled in a breath, unable to accept what he had read. He recognized the handwriting and the style of alchemy notes on the facing page. The journal was Addie’s. But the words…no, they couldn’t be hers.

				Rowan snapped the journal closed, startling James. He looked up and realized that Neil, the necromancer behind all their recent problems, had fled, but he’d hunt him later. Now his gaze settled on the woman who knelt before them. Addie kept her head bowed, intermittent tears dropping to the glossy black tile.

				“Amelia.” Rowan’s voice broke the silence and Addie cringed, curling in on herself as he continued. “The last ingredient of the Final Formula.”

				She didn’t move. James began to wonder if she’d even heard when she took a quivering breath and spoke. “The blood of an Element. One drop.”

				Addie whispered the words, but they hit James with the force of a punch. It was true. Addie had found the Final Formula, the Elixir of Life…and she’d damaged Era, Rowan’s sister, to accomplish her goal. Was the rest of it true?

			

			
				Rowan walked over to her and James tensed, not sure what he’d do. Rowan dropped the journal and it smacked the tile. Addie flinched.

				“Counter what you did to her, and I’ll spare you.” Rowan’s tone was pure, uncompromising Flame Lord.

				Addie nodded, but kept her head bowed. Her hands settled in her lap, and James glimpsed the blood that slicked one palm. His blood. She might be immune to its deadly properties, but he couldn’t leave it where it might harm another.

				“Rowan, the blood,” he said.

				A flash of flame licked across the floor where James had lain—and danced across Addie’s palm. She gasped and fisted her hand, tucking it against her chest.

				Rowan started for the door.

				James hesitated. He wanted to ask her if it was true. Had she intended to give him to necromancers?

				A drop of blood fell from her bleeding nose and struck the tile with a soft splash. Her nose always bled when a surge of memory broke through her magically induced amnesia. Did she remember what she’d done to Era? To him? She doubled over further, her head hanging…in shame.

				James followed Rowan from the room. In a daze, he trailed along as they descended the carpeted stairs to emerge in the wide hall behind the visitation parlor. The faint scent of flowers lingered, but didn’t hide what lay beneath. It was the same with every scent in this building: floor polish, bleach, formaldehyde—nothing completely masked the odor of death. And it wasn’t the two bodies they’d left upstairs. This went deeper, into the very bones of the structure.

			

			
				The lights were off, but enough ambient light reached the windowless corridor to make the passage easy to navigate. Not that James had any trouble seeing in the dark. Rowan didn’t seem to have trouble either. His expensive shoes tapped out a determined rhythm on the polished hardwood, his stride confident in the gloom. Then, too, Rowan knew the lair of the city’s most powerful necromancer. He’d been here often.

				James trailed along, aware of little beyond the floor beneath his bare feet. His feet weren’t the only thing bare. He’d lost all his clothing to the whims of the woman who’d held him captive, but nudity was a minor concern to the current turmoil in his mind.

				He rubbed a hand across his sternum, wondering why it still ached. He’d shifted into his hellhound form so he could heal the wound left by the pen Addie had shoved between his ribs. She’d been trying to save him, or so she said.

				Animated by hellhound blood, James was technically dead and thus open to necromantic control. His considerable talents could become a weapon in the wrong hands. Now, after reading Addie’s journal, he began to doubt her motives.

				He rubbed his chest harder, longing to run upstairs and beg her to tell him the truth. Had she really intended to give him to necromancers?

				A bump against his chest stopped him. Rowan had thrown out an arm, blocking his progress into the parlor.

			

			
				“Are we alone?”

				James blinked, struggling to pull his mind back to the present. “What?”

				“Your brothers. The necromancer. Are. We. Alone?”

				James fisted his hands at the condescension in Rowan’s tone. “Yes.”

				“You didn’t check.”

				James let the hound rise to the surface and his senses sharpened. The bright glow of Rowan’s soul flickered into view as the hound’s vision overlaid his own. No sign of his brothers or Neil. He hadn’t checked before, but he’d be damned if he would admit it.

				James locked gazes with Rowan. “We’re alone.” The hound’s snarl came through in his tone.

				“Don’t.” Rowan didn’t break eye contact, and a slim orange band sprang to light, encircling his pupils.

				“Is that supposed to be a threat?”

				A muscle ticked in Rowan’s jaw, and the orange spread a little further into his iris. He looked like he wanted to say more. Instead, he turned and walked away.

				James glared at his back. “Coward.”

				Rowan continued to move away from him. “I put you on your ass once.”

				The words were spoken in undertone, but the hound heard, just as the hound smelled his rage. James realized that he was just as furious. He wanted to yell, scream, beat the shit out of something—or someone.

			

			
				James watched his prey take a few more steps. Suddenly he stood in front of Rowan. He’d moved so fast that he had no memory of it.

				If Rowan was surprised, it didn’t show on his features. “I don’t have time for this. We’re leaving.”

				“We?”

				Rowan walked passed him, close enough that the fine wool of his sweater brushed James’s shoulder. “Meet me at the manor.”

				“No.” James remained where he was. “Contrary to what you might think, I’m not yours.”

				Rowan stopped on the threshold to the foyer and faced him. “You’ve already accepted my leadership.”

				“I signed a piece of paper for the PIA.” Maybe it hadn’t been such a good idea to let Rowan register him with the Paranormal Investigation Agency, but he couldn’t change that now. “Neither you, nor they, have any power over me.”

				“Who does? Your brothers?”

				“No one will command me again.”

				“Until you meet your first necromancer. And that is not something I can leave to chance.”

				James gritted his teeth, and his upper and lower canines dug into his gums. Before today, he’d never had the hound rise so close to the surface without transforming completely, but today was a banner day for new discoveries. Why not add a few fluctuations to his power?

				Rowan closed the distance between them. “The soulless holds the heart of magic in his hands.”

				James stared at him. “Marian told you.” He remembered well the words Rowan’s eight-year-old seer had whispered in his ear. He didn’t know what they meant, but he wasn’t happy that she’d shared them.

			

			
				“I asked her to.” Rowan held his gaze without a flicker of remorse.

				The rage kindled and everything else faded away. James was moving without conscious thought. The hound giving him speed. Death giving him strength.

				Rowan tried to dodge him, but James knew him now. No one bound to this plane could elude him. He was as inevitable as…death.

				James caught Rowan around the throat with one hand, momentarily lifting him from the floor before he slammed him against the doorframe.

				Rowan gripped James’s wrist in both hands, and flames leapt through his irises, but he gave no other indication of his own emotions. The man’s control annoyed the hell out of James.

				“You had no right to ask,” James said.

				“It’s my job to know. Anything that might threaten magic goes through me.”

				“You believe I’m a threat?”

				“So you’re not trying to sever my carotid?” Rowan tried to swallow against the pressure of James’s grip.

				James looked down and noticed the blood on his fingers. He realized he’d been smelling it, but that knowledge hadn’t soaked through his rage. A tendril of fear snaked up his spine. He took his hand from Rowan’s throat and stared at his blood-smeared fingers. Two-inch long black claws sprouted where his nails had been.

				“Your power is still growing.” Rowan placed a hand in the center of James’s chest. “You need to learn control before you really hurt someone.” He shoved him and James stumbled back a step.

			

			
				“Control,” James repeated. “Let’s see your control.” He shifted into the hellhound with liquid ease and dropped to all fours. He was massive by canine standards, his head even with Rowan’s sternum. The world snapped into focus, all of his senses so keen, it was as though he’d been underwater before. Rowan’s soul glittered before him, a tantalizing morsel bursting with life. He flexed his paws, unsheathing ebony claws to rip deep grooves in the aged hardwood beneath his feet, and growled.

				“That’s enough, James.” A command, but under it, James sensed something else. Not fear. Uncertainty. And that pissed him off. He wanted fear.

				James reached out with his mind and ripped open a portal into the dimension the hellhound called home—directly behind Rowan.

				“James?” Yes, Rowan was definitely uncertain.

				James raised his upper lip, exposing his teeth in what could be interpreted as a smile. Then he sprang.

				Rowan stumbled back, holding out his hands. The air around them erupted in flames, but the heat only whispered against James’s midnight fur. Did Rowan think he could stop him? Hellhounds were immune to fire.

				James leapt through the flames and slammed into Rowan’s chest. The impact knocked him through the portal. James followed, his body shifting into a werewolf-like mixture of human and hellhound as he jumped into that dimension. He came down on top of Rowan, smashing him against the soft ground. The portal closed and darkness swallowed them—or swallowed Rowan. James could see fine in the dim, reddish glow.

			

			
				Hello, little brother. Gavin’s dark voice rasped in his mind, his accent like something out of a Charles Dickens movie. He’d been waiting for him. Gavin was always waiting for him.

				James snarled in response and lashed out with one clawed hand when Gavin drew too close. But it was a half-hearted attempt that failed to connect.

				Gavin didn’t step back. Over seven feet tall, his form was a fearsome mesh of hellhound and human—like James’s current form. Here it was the only form they could take. And with no human body to return to, it was the only place Gavin could be.

				Gavin had been the grim before James. Born in a day when magic was feared—or hoarded, Gavin had been locked away, slowly going mad with each passing year. Two decades ago, a necromancer had found him and released him. Gavin became death incarnate under his new master’s control. A family of European Elements had paid the price.

				“Get off me.” Rowan pushed against James’s chest.

				James relented and settled on his haunches.

				Rowan sprang up into a crouch, his glowing eyes shifting from James to Gavin and back again.

				Lunch? Gavin sounded amused though his fearsome visage didn’t change.

				Back off. James kept his attention on Rowan. Still in control?


			

			
				Rowan pushed himself to his feet. “Take me back.”

				James stood with a snarl. I’m not yours to command. He spread his arms, three-inch claws curling at his fingertips. You’re in my world now.


				For the moment. Gavin finished with a snort that sounded more vicious than cynical.

				James whirled on his predecessor. Gavin was taller, seven and a half feet to James’s seven, but he was rail thin. For the first time in their eighteen-year acquaintance, James wondered if he could take him.

				I can smell the life force leaking out of him. Gavin sniffed the air, seeming unconcerned that James was sizing him up. Can you smell it, little brother?


				What? James snapped his attention back to Rowan. He stood with his chin up, facing them, but the slump of his shoulders hinted at fatigue—and the glow had left his eyes.

				Unlike your friend, only a powerful necromancer can spend any amount of time in the land of the dead.

				He’s been here before.

				As I recall, you held the portal open for him. A lifeline to the world of the living.

				Worry crept in beneath the rage. He’s an Element. He’s immortal.


				Gavin snorted. Elements die as quickly as the common man.

				A soft thump and James turned to find Rowan on one knee.

				Rowan?


				Though he has lasted longer than I expected, Gavin said, his tone conversational.

			

			
				Rowan slumped over, his arms braced wide to hold himself up. His skin had taken on a translucent glow as if his soul had risen to the surface, seeking escape.

				Shit. James sprang forward, grabbing Rowan beneath one arm and pulling him to his feet. Rowan grunted as James’s claws bit through his sweater. Not being too particular, James found the nearest weak spot and ripped a hole into the mortal plane.

				Gavin snarled as light spilled into their world.

				James hurled Rowan through the opening and jumped out after him.


				



			

	





			
				


				Chapter

				2

				James landed on four paws, scattering the leaf litter that covered an overgrown cobble drive.

				Rowan stumbled a few steps then dropped to his knees.

				Shifting human, James hurried over and knelt beside him. “Rowan?”

				“Damn you.” Rowan came off the ground, slamming into James’s chest and sprawling him on his back. Rowan’s knee rammed into his gut, expelling the air from his lungs. James didn’t even see the punch coming until it connected with his chin. His jaws snapped together, driving his nonhuman teeth into his gums.

				Rowan pulled back for another punch, but James caught his fist against his palm, the smack of flesh on flesh loud. With Rowan’s eyes on full glow, James wasn’t surprised when the world ignited around them. What did surprise him was the way the dried leaves caught fire. Rowan didn’t catch things on fire; he vaporized them.

				When James failed to let go of his fist, Rowan took a swing with the other arm. James caught that hand, too.

			

			
				Rowan snarled in frustration, blood dripping from one nostril and a sheen of sweat coating his face. He struggled to pull free, panting with the effort.

				“Rowan, stop.” James tightened his grip. Flames licked around his bare shoulders, but did no damage. Even in human form, the hellhound blood protected him.

				But it didn’t protect Rowan. The sleeve of his sweater caught fire, flames crawling up his arm. James shoved him back, but couldn’t toss him aside. The open area around them burned for several feet to either side.

				Rowan continued to struggle, unaware of his burning sleeve. It seemed James had gotten his wish: Rowan had lost all semblance of control.

				“Would you quit?!” James released him and Rowan immediately took another swing. James ducked the uncoordinated move and caught him around the waist. Slinging him over his shoulder, he ran through the flames, escaping the fire.

				James set Rowan on his feet then caught the hem of his sweater, pulling the garment off and tossing it away.

				The sudden move threw Rowan off balance, and he staggered to the side before falling to one knee. The joint smacked the cobbles hard enough to bruise. He slumped forward, catching himself on quivering arms. The white T-shirt he wore bore no singe marks, though a line of blistered flesh marred his right forearm.

			

			
				James knelt beside him, alert for any sudden moves. “What were you saying about control?”

				“When I get my breath back, I’m going to kick your ass.”

				“Fair enough.” James settled to the ground and watched Rowan a moment to make sure he wouldn’t collapse—or attack him again—then lifted his head to look around. The leaves still burned, but with the lack of wind and diminishing fuel supply, it didn’t look like the fire would spread. The old cobbled drive led to an equally decayed building a dozen yards away. The stone exterior had a Greco-Roman flavor with the columned entryway and peaked roof. James thought the two-story structure a school, then he noticed the smokestack rising another two stories above the building.

				Mature forest encroached from every side, giving the impression that the building had been dropped in the woods. No overhead power lines, no trappings of modern civilization. Just the scent of fallen leaves, damp earth, and crumbling stone. He didn’t even hear any cars in the distance.

				“Where are we?” Rowan asked, head hanging.

				“I don’t know.”

				Rowan lifted his head to look at him. A sheen of sweat coated his face and dampened the edges of his auburn hair. “How could you not know? You brought us here.”

				“I found a thin spot.”

				“What?”

				“A thin place between the mortal plane and the next.”

				Rowan wrinkled his brow.

			

			
				Uncertain what the expression meant, James hurried on. “I panicked, okay? It takes less time if I use a preexisting portal.”

				“A natural phenomena?”

				“No. More like a heavy traffic area. A lot of people died here.”

				“Here?”

				James waved at the building.

				Rowan followed the gesture and grunted. “We’re near Cleves.”

				“You’ve been here.” Thank God. Maybe they weren’t that far from the manor.

				“No, I read the words on the portico.”

				Portico? James looked closer at the front of the building, his eyes settling on the decorative porch over the open front door. The weathered letters carved into the stone facing were barely legible. Winters Crematorium.

				“There are urban legends about this old crematorium up on Buffalo Ridge,” Rowan said. “Some crazy doctor by the name of Winters owned the place. Rumor has it that he was convicted of abuse of a corpse, and the place closed down.”

				Disturbing. “Buffalo Ridge? Are we still in Cincinnati?” James wasn’t a native to the area, but Rowan was.

				“West of the city.”

				James frowned, eyeing the building. “But why is the veil so thin here? You take the dead to a crematorium, you don’t use one to make them dead.”

				“You tell me. Death is your element.”

				James wanted to shoot back a smartass comment, but what could he say? Rowan was right. If anyone knew death, it was James.

			

			
				Rowan braced his hands on his thighs and bowed his head.

				James studied his face—or what he could see of it. Had he always been that pale? “Are you all right?”

				“No.” A drop of blood fell from his upper lip.

				Anxiety dumped adrenaline into James’s bloodstream, but he had no outlet for it. Nothing to attack, nothing to hunt. Nothing but guilt.

				“I need to get you home,” James said.

				“Not through…that place. I’ll walk.” Rowan kept his head bowed.

				“Can you walk?”

				“Screw you,” Rowan mumbled.

				James sighed. He hadn’t been trying to insult him. “I don’t suppose you have your phone?”

				“It’s in my car, at the hospital.”

				The hospital? James decided not to ask. “I can go to the manor and let Donovan know where you are.”

				Rowan grunted, head still hanging.

				James didn’t want to leave him here, but it was either that or carry him out of these woods and hope to find a pay phone—or a sympathetic motorist.

				James heard a distant rumble. Thunder? He sniffed the air, sorting through the scents: the pungent pine near the corner of the building, the musty dampness of the moss along the foundation, the faint spice of Rowan’s cologne…but there, a hint of ozone.

				“A storm’s coming. Why don’t you wait on the…” What had he called it? “Porch-thing.”

			

			
				“Portico,” Rowan muttered.

				“It looks like a porch.” James slipped a hand beneath Rowan’s arm.

				“I can walk.” Rowan pushed himself up, swaying as he got to his feet.

				“Uh-huh.” James kept his grip on his arm.

				“It’s Italian.”

				“Say what?”

				“Portico. It’s Italian for porch.”

				“Ah.” James started him moving. “Do you know Italian?”

				“Took an architecture class once.”

				“I thought you studied volcanoes.”

				“There was this cute co-ed. She was studying to be an architect.”

				“I see.” James bit his lip to keep from smiling and helped him to a seat on the steps. Rowan must be a little out of it if they were having this conversation. “If it should start to storm before I get back, take shelter inside.” He glanced up at the building. It looked structurally sound and—

				A flash of movement at an upstairs window drew his eyes. Something white, but now that he looked closer, he didn’t see anything. A trick of the light?

				“So, you strand me in the forest and leave me to take shelter in a haunted crematorium.”

				“Haunted?” James called the hound and studied the building. The walls weren’t an obstacle; if anyone were inside, he’d see the glow of their soul. For an instant, he thought he saw a flicker, but it didn’t reappear. “It’s empty.”

				Rowan raised his head. “You looked for ghosts?”

				“I see souls, the living and the dead.” He stepped away.

			

			
				Rowan frowned, but James didn’t give him a chance to comment.

				“Be right back.” Using the hellhound’s dimension as a way to travel between points on the mortal plane, he became the hound, ripped open the portal, and jumped through.
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				James stepped out on the manicured lawn in front of the Elemental Manor. Ivy scented the air from the vines climbing from the gray stone exterior of the first floor to the timber and stucco of the second floor. Cedar mulch and juniper bushes competed for his attention, but he went deeper. Hot metal and burnt oil. Not Cora’s sleek little BMW. Donovan’s decade-old SUV. Good, he was here.

				James examined the souls scattered around the large house and found the one he sought in the garage. Donovan must have just arrived.

				James slid into that twilight region between the mortal plane and the next, effectively becoming a ghost. He didn’t need an opposable thumb to open the garage door; he walked through it.

				Donovan had his back to him, digging through the mountain of outdoor supplies in the back of his vehicle. “Glad you’re back, son. I was getting worried.” Donovan tugged a warped campstool from the bottom of the pile and turned to face him.

				James stopped, surprised anew at the big man’s awareness of his surroundings. There was no way Donovan could have heard him. Shifting to human form, he crouched before Donovan, the cement cold beneath his bare feet.

			

			
				“Donovan, I—” James hesitated. Donovan had always been kind to him, always giving him the benefit of the doubt. God, how could he tell him he’d almost killed Rowan? He forced himself to continue. “I screwed up. I got angry and—”

				“Son, it’s okay. All that matters is that you’re safe.” He opened the stool and set it on the floor. The stool began to move, the bent leg appearing to straighten on its own, though James knew it was Donovan’s magic at work. Donovan possessed the elemental power of earth, though in this modern world, elemental magic was specific to a state of matter: solid, liquid, gas, and plasma. Donovan had the power to manipulate any solid object.

				“Did Rowan and Addie find you?” Donovan asked.

				James released his tense crouch, and his bare ass hit the cement. He’d forgotten; Donovan didn’t know. He hadn’t read Addie’s journal entry.

				“James? What’s wrong? Have you seen Rowan and Addie?”

				“Yes.” The word was little more than a whisper.

				“You’re scaring me. Where are they?”

				“She’s—she’s not—” He had to stop to swallow. He wanted to soften the blow. Protect her. But what could he say? He settled for the truth. “It was her all along.”

				“I don’t follow.”

				A slight hesitation, then the words tumbled free in a mad rush. “She had Era captured and used her to brew the Final Formula. Neil did the dirty work for her and in exchange, she was going to give him…me.” His voice broke on the last word.

			

			
				Donovan frowned, though he looked more concerned than angry. “Did she regain her memories?”

				“No. Neil had her journal. He was behind it all: the zombies at the clinic, Lawson and the other liches. We read her journal entry, Rowan and I. Rowan commanded her to fix Era, and we left.”

				A shorter pause this time. “Where’s Rowan?”

				“The Winters Crematorium near Cleves.”

				Donovan grunted. “What were you doing out there? Was Neil—”

				“I got mad. Again. I picked a fight with Rowan, then jerked him into the place where the dead go. It…it hurt him.” Donovan didn’t look happy, so James hurried on. “You need to go get him.”

				“All right.”

				“Do you know where it is?”

				“Yes, but it’ll take me an hour, maybe longer, depending on traffic.”

				“Okay.” James rose to his feet, then stilled as Donovan moved closer. “I’ll go back and stay with him until you get there.”

				“Good. I’ll feel better knowing you’re watching over him.”

				Donovan trusted him to watch over Rowan? Stunned, James didn’t know what to say.

				“How about some clothes? I’ve got your duffle bag in the truck.”

				James blinked, forcing his attention on Donovan’s question. “Wouldn’t work. I change form as soon as I jump through. Any material object touching my skin vanishes.”

				“If I tossed in the duffle after you jump in?”

			

			
				“That might work.” James hadn’t experimented much with the portal. Growing up, his brothers had been very adamant that he not shift forms. Even to the point of making up lies about certain body parts shriveling and falling off if he shifted too much. Gavin had cracked up when he asked him about it.

				Donovan returned to the SUV and quickly threw a few things into the duffle bag: granola bars, a couple bottles of water, and a first-aid kit. James frowned at the last. Rowan healed so quickly, he rarely needed medical attention.

				“There’s some ibuprofen inside,” Donovan said, catching his frown. No doubt, he knew Rowan had another headache. It was a common side effect when Rowan used his gift, and Donovan probably suspected he’d used it to defend himself against James.

				“I’m sorry,” James said.

				A big hand came to rest on his shoulder. “Apology accepted. Now keep an eye on the hothead until I get there.”

				James nodded, unable to speak past the lump in his throat. He stepped away, forcing Donovan to release him, then shifted into the hellhound to jump through the portal.

				“You know, that’s some very cool magic you have there.”

				James looked up, meeting his eyes. That might be true, but he doubted Donovan would be willing to pay the price to possess such magic. He pulled open the portal and jumped through, his body morphing into the hellhound-human hybrid on its own. Reaching back, he caught the edge of the portal before it could close.

			

			
				“Unreal.” Donovan stepped up to the opening, his eyes sliding upward to take in James’s new form. He’d never witnessed this aspect of James’s ability. Maybe it would change his mind about his cool magic. Wordlessly, Donovan thrust an arm through the opening to hand James the bag.

				Thank you.


				“See you in a bit.” Donovan stepped back.

				James released the portal and it winked closed. The bag fell from his hand, his claws slicing through the handle. He sighed, the sound more like a low growl in this form. He hoped he could get it out the other side without destroying his change of clothes.
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				The duffle bag tumbled across the cobbles and James landed beside it. A wind had kicked up, sending cool fingers combing through his fur. He returned to human form, and the temperature seemed to drop several degrees.

				The front steps were empty. “Rowan?” Perhaps he’d gone inside to get out of the wind.

				James opened the duffle bag and pulled on the sweatpants and long-sleeve shirt inside.

				Tucking the bag under one arm, he hurried up the stairs. He stepped across the threshold and froze. The weight of the place bore down on him, making the air almost too thick to breathe. The energy here was staggering. He was dead, with little to fear from such things, yet the fine hairs on his body rose as if charged.

				He stood in a large, two-story foyer. Old checkerboard tile cover the floor, most of the pieces cracked or missing entirely. A counter ran along the rear wall, and high windows above the door let in the fading afternoon light. But what dominated the space was a large white statue of a woman. She wore an old-fashioned nurse’s uniform, the long skirt reminiscent of something from the early 1900s. Not something he’d expect to see in a crematorium. Maybe a hospital.

			

			
				“Rowan?” James didn’t see him in the room. He spun in a slow circle, searching the dim corners. With the storm rolling in, the light was fading fast. James couldn’t imagine Rowan deciding to take a tour of the building. Perhaps he’d wandered off into the trees for a bathroom break. James searched for the familiar glow of his soul and found…nothing. He’d have to be dozens of yards away to escape James’s notice. Had he gotten lost?

				“Rowan!” James’s voice echoed in the empty room.

				A glimpse of movement out of the corner of his eye and James whirled to face the open doorway and the man who stood in the shadows beyond the threshold.

				“Where did you—” James fell silent, his sensitive nose picking up the odor of charred meat and ashes. It wasn’t Rowan.

				A man stepped into the room, the source of the odor, his dark complexion almost the same shade as the decades-old suit he wore.

				The man moved closer and James realized that the guy’s skin wasn’t brown, it was charcoal. Literally. The man’s head swiveled toward James, black pits where the eyes should be.

			

			
				Get out. The man’s lips didn’t move, but James had no doubt the raspy whisper was his. The man’s appearance began to change, the flesh of his face falling away to reveal charred bone.

				James stood his ground. “You first.” He let the hound rise, coloring his tone and his eyes. It wasn’t an empty threat. The ghost’s soul was in the mortal plane and as accessible to James as any other.

				The ghost tipped his face toward the ceiling, then faded away.

				Something snapped above him, and James looked up. The chandelier two stories overhead broke free. James dove through the door into the open hallway an instant before the heavy chandelier crashed down where he’d been. The wrought iron arms shattered the tile floor, lifting a cloud of dust.

				Wrought iron. Had the ghost known that James was weak to iron?

				James pushed himself to his feet. He pulled in a breath—and froze. In the narrow confines of the hallway, he picked up a new scent. A familiar scent: Rowan’s blood.


				



			

	





			
				


				Chapter

				3

				James found the first droplet a dozen feet down the hall. Squatting, he touched a finger to the spot. The blood was fresh. What was Rowan doing here? James lifted his head, searching his surroundings for souls. If Rowan was still in the building, he should be able to see him.

				Dim flickers from the souls of the building’s other occupants winked in and out of existence. Had they hidden from him before, trying to entice him into the building? He’d encountered a few ghosts over the course of his life. Most avoided him, while others had been unaware of their surroundings. James wondered if they even knew they were dead.

				He sighed and let his vision return to normal. Unable to locate Rowan by sight, he was left with one option: he’d have to hunt him.

				Like his brothers, James was a Hunter. It was their genetic heritage, passed down not only through their genes, but also in their blood. Though nowhere near his strength, his brothers were still magical. Traces of hellhound blood flowed in their veins, enhancing their senses and their intuition to second-guess their prey. James didn’t want to think of Rowan as prey, but as long as he stayed in human form, that shouldn’t be a problem.

			

			
				He closed his eyes and touched the blood to his tongue. Heat seared across his senses and he pulled back in surprise. It was just magic, but damn, he’d never felt anything like it. Moving past the magic, he focused on the taste of Rowan’s soul. Molten metal flowed across his senses, hardening into an unbending will, but beneath it, James picked up the disorienting tang of confusion. That didn’t mesh with the man he knew. Had their trip through the hellhound’s dimension messed him up that much?

				James was reminded of a conversation he’d once had with Addie. She’d admitted that blood alchemists would torture people to imbue their blood with certain characteristics. Scare them, and bottle the essence of fear. Hurt them, and their blood held pain. Starve them, and capture the want of hunger. At the time, he’d been too shocked that she knew such things, but now, he looked past that and saw the truth in her words.

				He raked a hand through his hair. What had he done to Rowan?

				James rose to his feet, the taste of Rowan’s soul heavy on his tongue. The thrill of the hunt filled him, tingling across his skin and urging him to change. He resisted the temptation, determined to let the cool head of logic prevail.

				He continued down the hall. The dust wasn’t heavy, but he still noticed the scuff from a shoe, the scent of disturbed plaster where Rowan had brushed a wall. And of course, the blood. He found the next drop near a closed door a few yards further down the hall. He touched his fingers to the peeling paint and the door swung open, the hinges protesting with a screech. He stepped inside and stopped.

			

			
				Spray-painted messages adorned the walls. Words meant to frighten.

				She walks.

				You are not alone.

				Ashes to ashes.


				Several other phrases and warnings decorated the space, no doubt the work of some kids sneaking into the crematorium on a dare. A chalked circle had been drawn in the center of the room, faintly visible beneath the dust. Lumps broke up the chalked line at regular intervals, and James realized it was the congealed wax where candles had once burned. A séance perhaps, or maybe something darker.

				Someone had been here in the not too distant past. One window had been covered with black fabric. An aluminum stepladder stood beside the other window, black fabric draped over the top beneath an industrial-sized staple gun. The kind that shot two-inch staples. Those things were expensive. James would suspect that the owner had intended to return, but everything was coated in a layer of dust. No, this stuff had been abandoned.

				A shoe scuffed the floorboards behind him, and James whirled to face the sound. No one had entered the room. The only tracks in the dust-coated floor were his own. Yet he knew he wasn’t alone.

				“Show yourself.” A growl crept in beneath the words. He quieted his breathing and listened. The wind moaned outside the building, but inside, only silence reached his ears.

			

			
				He rubbed the back of his neck. The wrongness of this place tugged at him, urging him to leave. If the place affected him this way, no wonder the person who’d worked in this room had fled, abandoning his equipment.

				“James!” The voice was faint, far away, and undeniably Rowan’s.

				“Rowan, where are you?” James ran from the room, then skidded to a halt when he reached the hall. He’d been right; he wasn’t alone.

				She stood before him, her long white nurse’s uniform glowing in pristine brilliance, though there was no ambient light. The white uniform bore an eerie resemblance to the one worn by the statue in the foyer. She watched him a moment, then gestured at the hallway behind her.

				James followed her gesture and tensed as the door at the end of the hall swung open. He turned his gaze back to the nurse, a question on his lips, but she was gone. Was she helping him, or playing a game to amuse herself?

				Tamping down his sense of foreboding, he hurried forward.

				The door opened onto a stairwell. One set of stairs led up to the second story while the other led down to a basement he hadn’t noticed previously. The scent of damp and mold rose from the darkness…as did the iron tang of Rowan’s blood. He called the hound and his surrounding took on a green glow, not unlike the view through a night-vision camera. He discovered a blood droplet on the top stair. How had Rowan found his way in the darkness? And the bigger question, why?

			

			
				The stairs descended more than a story, but not quite two. At the bottom, they opened onto a wide corridor, the ceiling high and the walls at least ten feet apart. Tile had once lined the walls, but most had fallen over the intervening decades and lay broken on the rough cement floor. The corridor curved to his left some distance ahead. He was able to make it out by the flickering, orange reflection. A fire?

				“Rowan?” James’s voice reverberated in the corridor, but only the echo of his own voice answered him.

				James glanced over his shoulder. The corridor ended a dozen feet behind him in an avalanche of dirt. Unease pressed against the edges of his control. He looked up, examining the ceiling for cracks, aware of the tons of brick and stone above him. This place reminded him of the basement beneath the Alchemica. He remembered well when it had collapsed, nearly burying him and Addie inside.

				He shook his head in an effort to dispel the image. He didn’t want to think about that now. He didn’t want to think about her.

				Firming his resolve, he started toward the flickering reflection of flames on the distant wall. Why would Rowan be down here starting fires? He must be a lot more messed up than James realized. He remembered the crazy, uncoordinated attack when they first returned to the mortal plane. That hadn’t been like Rowan at all.

			

			
				He took a deep breath in an attempt to calm his mounting anxiety. With a conscious effort, he returned to the hunt, focusing on the scents around him. Damp cement, mold, and earth were the dominant smells, but not the only ones. Underlying those were ash, blood, and an odor the hound recognized immediately: death. He rolled his shoulders to shake off the unease. He couldn’t determine if it was the sheer number of dead that had passed through this place or something more recent. It suddenly occurred to him that there was another reason he’d fail to see a soul: it was no longer on the mortal plane. The muscles of his throat tightened, making it hard to swallow. He picked up his pace, hurrying toward the light.

				The corridor curved in an odd downward arc as if it circled something in the ground. Perhaps the foundation for the smokestack? The flickering light grew brighter, and the corridor spit him out into a large room. The curving wall continued on his right, the light coming from that direction. To his left, he found a bank of mortuary drawers with a rusted gurney parked beside it. But the counter straight ahead snagged his attention. An assortment of early twentieth-century lab equipment took up most of the space. He could imagine Addie rushing forward to inspect the find, unmindful of any potential threats in her surroundings—much as she had the night they’d explored the ruins of the Alchemica.

				James rubbed a hand over his face, forcing his mind from those familiar channels. He had to stop doing that.

				He walked to the counter, trying to puzzle out the purpose of the equipment. The pieces were old, early to mid-twentieth century, but he still recognized most of them: flasks, sample jars, an iron ring stand, and a rack of test tubes. The items were dust covered, and the metal pieces a bit rusted, making it clear that nothing had been touched in decades. But why was it here? Why—

			

			
				Then he saw the alembic. Maybe it wasn’t an unusual piece of equipment for this time period, but today, that particular item was most likely to be found in an alchemist’s lab. Was the person who’d put together this collection of equipment an alchemist?

				James continued down the counter and stopped before a desiccator that sat at the far end of the bench. The old-fashioned glass jar was used to hold samples in a low-humidity environment. James leaned closer and eyed the dozen or more vials lined up within. Yellowing labels were affixed to each. He squinted at the fading letters. Were those names? Other than the labels, each vial appeared to contain the same thing: ash.

				The light had grown brighter, and heat now warmed his back. He glanced over his shoulder and found the cremator set in the base of the curving wall. He’d been right about the smokestack foundation, but that observation was a fleeting one. For a long moment, he stood and stared at the flickering flames. Why would Rowan light the cremator?

				“Rowan?” No answer.

				James raked a hand through his hair. This made no sense. He’d followed the trail, and it led to the basement. Had he missed another room?

			

			
				He left the odd lab and cremator behind, and hurried through the door. Rounding the curved wall, he stepped out into the corridor and pulled up short.

				“What the hell?” This wasn’t the way he’d come—or was it? James stared at the white tiled walls and freshly painted cement floor. It no longer looked like it had been sitting dormant for decades. It looked like he imaged it would during the crematorium’s early days. Even the mound of dirt was missing at the far end of the hall. Instead, wide double doors took up the space.

				It occurred to him that he could see much better than he could before. Wall sconces he hadn’t noticed earlier glowed with a soft light. How, he had no idea. There was no electricity here.

				A thump sounded from the room he’d left, and James spun toward the sound.

				“Rowan?”

				He returned to the room and stopped inside the door. Like the corridor, the room looked like it probably had during the crematorium’s operation. Unlike the corridor, this room was occupied—and it wasn’t Rowan. A man in a white lab coat pushed the same gurney to a stop beside the mortuary drawers. Except the gurney was no longer rusted—nor empty.

				“Hello?” James took a step closer, but the man didn’t acknowledge him. Stitching on his coat pocket spelled out a name: Winters. Was this the crazy doctor that Rowan had mentioned? The owner of the crematorium, the building’s namesake?

				A woman in the long-skirted nurse’s uniform lay on the gurney. A tingle of unease danced across James’s nerves. It was the ghostly nurse he’d met upstairs. He was witnessing a vision from the past.

			

			
				The man held her pale hand in his own. “This wasn’t suppose to happen,” he whispered. “I’ll make it right, Gertie.” James didn’t need to check for a soul to know she was dead.

				The image around him changed. The gurney held another body, but Dr. Winters still stood beside it. He pushed up the man’s sleeve, and with a syringe, injected something into his forearm. Dropping the syringe onto a cluttered cart, Dr. Winters began to push the gurney over to the cremator, then slid the body onto the waiting slab. The man groaned with the movement.

				James gasped. He was alive.

				Dr. Winters began to push the slab into the flames and the scene changed. Once more, Dr. Winters didn’t seem to move, though his lab coat was filthy and his previously neat hair stood up in gray clumps, revealing a lot more scalp. A different man lay on the slab, this one bound and gagged and clearly wide awake as Winters shoved the slab into the flames.

				Another change of scene, and now Winters was completely bald and the person on the slab was a child.

				“Jesus, no.” James took a step toward him, but the scene changed before he was forced to watch more.

				Winters stood by the mortuary drawers again. He opened a door and slowly pulled out the drawer. James recognized the nurse’s uniform, but it had been years, no—decades since he’d seen her last. Nothing remained except bone and desiccated flesh in a decaying dress.

			

			
				“I’ve done it, Gertie. I found him. The perfect sacrifice. He was at the cemetery. Can you believe it?” Winters laughed then selected a golden bowl from the cart he’d pushed over beside the open drawer. The bowl contained a heaped pile of ash that James needed no explanation for.

				A slight shift of scene, and Winters was standing in the center of the room beside a circle eerily similar to the one upstairs, except this one was drawn in ash. The golden bowl sat empty outside the circle. Winters ran a scalpel along his inner arm.

				“With my blood, I call him back.” He allowed the blood to drip upon the ashes.

				Winters was a medium? James glanced at the counter full of lab equipment. With the ability to summon and bind souls, Winters was capable of worse things than bottling the essence of powerful emotions.

				“His power will be mine, Gertie, then I will wake you!” Winters almost sang the last part.

				A crash behind him, and James whirled to find a large blond man standing inside the doorway; his wide collar and flared slacks looked like something from the seventies, and perhaps it was.

				“Did you find him? Is he here?” A woman in a red trench coat pushed past him. She stepped into view and a snarl rose in James’s throat.

				It was Clarissa. The necromancer who’d held him prisoner only hours ago.


				



			

	





			
				


				Chapter

				4

				James tensed, ready to spring, before he reminded himself that what he was seeing wasn’t really happening…now. Clarissa wore vintage 70s clothing, and she was much younger. Besides, it couldn’t be her. He’d killed her, or rather, his blood had.

				“Xander, make him tell me where Carl is,” Clarissa said.

				“You’re too late!” Winters cried, his tone gleeful. “You’re much too late!” He stepped into the circle.

				A wind stirred the ashes, and they billowed into the air, swirling around the perimeter before coalescing into the form of a boy within the circle with him. The form was so perfect that James could make out the features of his face and even the individual strands of his hair. Winters had summoned the boy’s spirit from beyond, the circle providing a portal into the land of the dead.

				“Carl!” Clarissa cried. “Baby, is that you?”

				James flinched. Dear God, had this boy been her son?

			

			
				“If death is what you seek, old man, let me introduce you.” Xander’s blue eyes faded to white.

				A rattle from the mortuary drawers, and the nurse rose to her feet. It appeared that Clarissa’s large blond friend was a fellow necromancer.

				“Gertrude?” Winters whispered.

				She moved toward him, her step so disjointed, James expected her to collapse. Yet she kept lurching forward.

				“But I haven’t finished the incantation.” Winters glanced from her to the ash figure of the boy. Had he been attempting to take the boy’s necromantic power to bring back his dead love?

				Gertrude continued toward him until she joined him in the circle, dragging one foot across the line as she stepped within. The wind died and the ashes drifted to the floor.

				“Gertrude.”

				She reached up and wrapped her fleshless fingers around his throat.

				Sobbing, Clarissa dropped to her knees beside the ashes.

				Winters began to gasp for air.

				“Easy.” Xander stopped beside the dead nurse and laid a hand on her shoulder. “Leave a little life in him.”

				Another shift of scene, and this time it was Winters on the gurney. Xander and Clarissa were literally up to their elbows in his open chest.

				“You got it?” Xander asked.

				In answer, Clarissa lifted out his heart. James wasn’t squeamish, but this made the bile rise in his throat. The heart was still beating.

			

			
				Time skipped forward again, and now Xander and Clarissa stood beside the open mortuary drawer where Gertrude’s body once more lay. In a macabre twist of what they’d just done, they dropped the glistening red heart into Gertrude’s chest.

				Xander pushed Gertrude’s rotten rib cage closed.

				“Animate her now.” Clarissa giggled.

				Xander chucked as well, then pushed the drawer back into the wall before closing the door.

				“Locked inside a corpse, he can’t move,” she said.

				“Buried alive.”

				“Forever.”

				“Forever.” Xander brushed a tear from her cheek, leaving a smear of red.

				Clarissa fell into his arms. “It’s not enough. It’s not enough!”

				“I know.”

				They stood that way for a long moment, then he released her.

				“Let me gather his ashes.” She took a step toward what remained of the circle.

				“No. They’re tainted. Let him go.”

				She tried to speak, but choked instead.

				“Focus on this one.” Xander pushed aside her coat and placed a hand on her rounded belly.

				James stared at the red handprint Xander left on the white dress she wore. She was pregnant. With Neil?

				“If he’s half as talented as his brother, I’ll name him my heir.”

				Another hiccupping sob, and she pressed her face into his shoulder.

			

			
				Wordlessly, Xander wrapped an arm around her shoulders and propelled her toward the door.

				The scene faded, and the room slowly reverted to its present day form.

				James blinked. He’d heard about residual haunting of a location, but he didn’t expect it to be so…chronological. It was almost as if someone wanted to show him the sequence of events that led to Winters’ downfall.

				“An explanation,” he muttered, walking over to the bank of mortuary drawers. It had to be the nurse, Gertrude. She’d shown him a glimpse into the past. Perhaps that was why she remained here, paying penance for the harm caused by Winters’ obsession with her.

				James pulled out the drawer.

				Gertrude still lay on the steel tray, though only her bones were left, wrapped in thin swatches of what had once been white fabric. But those were passing observations. James stared at the blackened, shriveled organ lying among her ribs.

				It twitched.

				James resisted the urge to step back. He’d read about this in regard to lich making, but he’d never heard of it used as a punishment. “Necromancers are twisted bastards.”

				“Indeed, they are,” a familiar voice said from directly behind him. Something slammed into James’s back. A rapid series of thunks accompanied piercing pain along his right shoulder blade. His awareness of the hound faded and his senses dulled. James threw himself to the side, his shoulder slamming against the mortuary drawers before he could turn to face his attacker.

			

			
				Rowan smiled and held up the staple gun James had seen among the abandoned equipment upstairs. “Got you back.”

				James’s jaw sagged, too stunned to speak. Rowan had shot several steel staples into him. Steel contained iron, and Rowan was very aware of what iron did to him.

				“Not so cocky now, are you?” Rowan asked.

				“Are you trying to kill me?”

				“Didn’t you try to kill me?”

				James reached over his shoulder, and the tip of his middle finger brushed a staple. He tried to slip a fingernail beneath and pry it out, but it wouldn’t budge. Trying to get better leverage, he gripped his shirt and pulled it away from his skin. The thin cotton fabric ripped, nowhere near strong enough to pull the staples free. James suddenly understood why Rowan had chosen that spot. The staples were sunk into bone.

				He dropped his hands. At least he wasn’t bleeding. He wouldn’t bleed until the staples were pulled free, then his toxic blood would follow the iron through the hole in his flesh and become a danger to everyone around him.

				James pushed himself off the mortuary drawers. “Look, I’m sorry.”

				“You say that now.” Rowan raised the staple gun, pointing it at James’s chest.

				James stopped. He could already feel the iron starting to drain him. He didn’t need any more. “What’s wrong with you?”

				“Surely, you’re not afraid of a this.” He gestured with the gun then tossed it aside. It landed on the gurney with a metallic clang. “How about this?” Fire lit in Rowan’s eyes and the air ignited, dancing across the space between them.

			

			
				James stood still as the flames flashed past. They winked out and Rowan arched a brow.

				“Why do you look surprised?” James asked. “You know I’m immune to fire.”

				“Just wanted to check.” Rowan giggled.

				A chill crawled up James’s spine. Rowan didn’t giggle, nor would he abuse his magic like that. James narrowed his eyes, but cut off from the hound, he couldn’t see Rowan’s soul.

				“You’re possessed.”

				Rowan grinned.

				James fisted his hands. “Who are you?” He longed to look with the hound’s sight. He’d never seen another soul actually invade the living. If he had his ability, would he be able to soul-rip the parasite?

				“I should thank you,” the spirit riding Rowan said. “You delivered a nearly empty vessel. Dropped him right in my lap.”

				Unsettled, James rubbed the gooseflesh rising on his arms. That sounded a bit too much like the bodies left behind after he soul-ripped them. He remembered the way Rowan’s skin had grown translucent within the portal. How close had he come to death?

				“Do you know how long I’ve waited for a suitable vessel? I’m so tired of this place.” The voice was Rowan’s, but the inflection was wrong, as if he spoke with an accent. It reminded James of a voice he’d heard before.

			

			
				“Winters,” James whispered.

				“You sound so—” Rowan suddenly doubled over. “James—”

				“Rowan, fight him.” James took a step toward him, longing to help. Rowan had a strong will. If anyone could break free—

				Rowan abruptly straightened, his orange eyes meeting James’s with a crazy light that had nothing to do with his magic.

				“He’s too weak.” Rowan, or rather, Winters chuckled. “But he won’t let me remain long. We’ll need to conclude our business before he grows too strong for me to hold.”

				James’s relief that Rowan would recover was tempered by Winters’ insistence that he had delivered Rowan to him. As if Winters had drawn them to the crematorium for this purpose.

				“We have no business,” James said. “Leave this man, and I will make your trip to hell a quick one.”

				“How will you manage that, grim? You’re cut off from that realm you call home.”

				James frowned. “You know what I am.”

				“Indeed,” Winters answered. “You are this one’s greatest adversary.” He thumped Rowan’s chest. “You are the soulless one who would steal the heart of magic.”

				James stilled. No one except Marian knew about that. Winters had taken that knowledge from Rowan’s mind. Fury overrode thought, and he leapt across the intervening space. He caught Rowan by the upper arms and took him to the ground.

				Winters grunted as he collided with the floor. “Careful. You don’t want to damage your friend, or is it…leader.” His eyes took on a far away look as he considered something. “Hmm, yes. Not just your leader—”

			

			
				“Get out of his mind,” James snarled.

				Winters laughed. “What other secrets does he hold?”

				James struggled to keep his rage in check. He didn’t want to hurt Rowan.

				“Ah, a woman.” Winters chuckled again. “The two of you love the same woman.”

				James clenched his teeth so tight he could barely speak. “Get. Out.”

				“Addie,” Winters continued, his orange eyes a bit unfocused. He blinked, then started to grin. “Sorry, dead man, she chose your friend here. More than once. The shower memories are especially—”

				Rowan tensed beneath him and squeezed his eyes shut; an unintelligible stream of curses left his lips.

				“Fight him, Rowan.” James knew his words weren’t much clearer. “Force him out.” Then Rowan could ash these staples, and James would take Winters to hell.

				Rowan convulsed beneath him, then went still.

				“Rowan?”

				A pause, then he started to laugh. “He didn’t want to share that,” Winters said. “Hmm. He fights so hard when I get close to her. What…” His brows rose. “An alchemist?” He whispered the word with a reverence that sent a thrill of fear along James’s nerves.

				James’s grip on Rowan’s arms tightened. “What do you want?” He longed to pull him off the floor and slam him back down, but it wouldn’t be Winters he’d hurt.

			

			
				“Ready to do business now? I thought you might come around.”

				James said nothing, but he didn’t look away.

				“You’re going to help me free Edgar’s soul.”

				“Edgar?”

				“Dr. Edgar Winters. A true visionary who was taken from this world far too soon.”

				The air froze in his lungs. If this wasn’t Winters, then who— “The nurse,” James said.

				She used Rowan’s face to smile.


				



			

	





			
				


				Chapter

				5

				James released Rowan and rose to his feet. Brute force wasn’t going to accomplish anything, nor did he have his power to fall back on. He had to find another way. What did he know about this woman?

				He remembered meeting her upstairs. She’d shown him the way, guided him here to…free Winters? “What makes you think I can free him?”

				Her smile on Rowan’s face looked so wrong. “It’s in your blood, grim.”

				Something moved behind Rowan. The burned man James had met upstairs stood in the doorway. His empty eye sockets seemed to stare right at James. Then he flickered out of existence.

				“Are you not the Element of Death?” Gertrude asked, drawing James’s attention back to her. The smile became a grimace. Rowan squeezed his eyes shut, twisting his head from side to side.

				“Come on, Rowan,” James whispered.

				“No…mine.” Rowan pulled his lips back, baring his teeth.

			

			
				A low rumble rolled around the room, vibrating the glass in the cabinet doors over the counter full of lab equipment. Abruptly, the ground buckled beneath them, throwing James to the side. He caught himself on the handle of a mortuary drawer. The old handle came free and he fell to the floor. Another rumble, louder than the last, shook the walls, and the bank of drawers bulged forward as if the ground behind it had shifted. The sound crescendoed and a section of six stacked drawers came free from the wall.

				James pushed himself to his knees, but didn’t get a chance to stand. One of the doors popped open and its drawer, now tipped at a downward angle, fell free. He got a hand up, but he wasn’t able to slow the momentum of the heavy drawer. It slammed into his chest and shoved him over backward. He grunted on impact, momentarily pinned beneath the drawer.

				James pushed the drawer up, holding it above at arm’s length as he tried to slide out from beneath it. As he did so, the next door up popped open, releasing its drawer. This one aimed at his face.

				James shoved the drawer he held up, and rolled to the side. He was only inches away when both drawers slammed into the spot where he’d been. He pushed himself up onto his hands and knees, sucking in a lung full of dirt-scented air.

				A deafening pop, and the framing around the drawers gave way, the entire section falling toward him.

				James shoved himself to his feet and jumped out of the way an instant before it all smashed to the ground. His shoulder collided with the wall adjacent to the drawers. Stumbling, he threw out a hand to steady himself, but his foot caught on a loose tile and slipped out from under him. He landed hard on his butt.

			

			
				Another concussion shook the room. A snap sounded overhead and James looked up. A series of deep cracks radiated outward across the ceiling. When they hit the wall, they continued downward, busting the mortar joints. Bricks broke free and tumbled toward him. James scurried on his hands and knees out of the bricks’ path until he reached the corner. Unable to go any further, he crouched down, using his arms to shield his head. The wall caved in, pulling a large section of the ceiling down with it. Debris continued to fall, blocking his view of Rowan, then blocking the light entirely.

				The tremors stopped, and the abrupt silence left James’s ears ringing. Dirt trickled to a rest with a soft shushing sound, as if trying to calm the violence of a few moments before.

				“Rowan?” James held his breath and listened. No one answered him. He didn’t know if only his corner had collapsed, or if the entire building had fallen in, burying them alive.

				Fighting to keep his stomach where it belonged, he pushed himself to his feet.

				“Rowan!”

				Still no answer. He reached over his shoulder, trying in vain to pull out the staples. He could only reach the one, and it was lodged too deep for him to pry free without some sort of leverage. He dug at it for several more minutes before he forced himself to stop. Even if he managed to get it free, the other staples would remain, hindering his ability to shift forms and heal himself. His human body didn’t heal on its own. Without the ability to shift, he’d simply bleed to death.

			

			
				“Patience,” he whispered. It might only be his corner that had caved in.

				His human eyes couldn’t penetrate the darkness, forcing him to use his hands to feel his way around. Miraculously, an area of clear space, about three feet in diameter, surrounded him. He found a half-buried brick and pulled it free. An avalanche of soft earth followed, the cool dirt covering his bare feet as it flowed into his space. Just when he began to fear he might be buried after all, it stopped. He reached out and found an opening. Slipping into a wider space, he felt his way to the next obstacle.

				He lost track of time, and his fingers grew raw as he moved broken brick and block, along with handfuls of damp soil. Digging out by hand was agonizingly slow, and the staples buried in his back didn’t make it any easier. Iron drew his blood like a magnet. His fingers and toes already tingled with the limited blood flow, but he couldn’t let himself think about that. He kept digging, stopping occasionally to scent the air. Was that blood he smelled, or was it his imagination? Shoulders aching, he dug faster.

				Loose dirt continued to bury his feet, at times as high as mid-calf. Some of it was from his digging and some from the unstable earthen walls that brushed his shoulders to either side. He’d left the corner well behind, moving in the direction where he’d left Rowan. He dug in for another handful, and his fingers scraped painfully into a brick surface, ripping away part of his middle fingernail.

			

			
				He cursed and gripped his smarting finger with the opposite hand. It might not bleed—only iron made him bleed—but it still hurt.

				After a brief moment to let the pain subside, he reached out to feel the rough bricks his finger had encountered. A broken section of wall, or had he been digging in the wrong direction?

				His stomach squirmed, but he refused to give in to the fear. He closed his eyes, searching with his dulled senses. This must be how his brothers felt. They only had the power of the blood, and not the actual hound to guide them. He didn’t want to think about them, but his mind traveled the familiar path without guidance. He used to spend hours trying to figure out a way to become something other than his family’s dirty little secret. To find a way to earn their respect. But that was gone now. They’d sold him out, too.

				He opened his eyes. Yes, this direction felt right. He began to sift through the dirt, searching for an edge. A few minutes later, he found it. He dug his raw fingers under the bricks and pulled. Resistance, then a chunk of wall broke free—or half-a-dozen bricks did. A small trickle of dirt spilled into his cramped space, but when it cleared, dim firelight shown through. He’d found the main room.

				Ignoring his tender fingers, he reached for the next brick. A flash of light and heat suddenly enveloped him. James jumped back. His heel caught on one of the bricks he’d pulled from the wall, and he fell against the mound of dirt behind him. The wall he’d been digging through was gone, and Rowan stood in the clear area before him. Fire burned in his eyes, and he gave James a wide grin.

			

			
				“I see you survived, grim.” The giggle that followed made it clear that Gertrude was still in charge.

				The cremator stood a few yards away, the counter of lab equipment across from it. The tremors hadn’t been violent enough to tumble anything to the floor. Odd. It was almost as if the violence had been limited to the corner where James had been. Or limited to him. He remembered the chandelier in the foyer and the burned man’s presence here.

				“That wasn’t an earthquake.”

				“No. I guess the building’s permanent residents don’t want you to help me wake Edgar.”

				The building’s permanent residents? Of course. She was referring to Winters’ victims, like the burned man. They were trying to stop her. Everything clicked into place. She hadn’t shown James that vision, it had been Winters’ victims trying to show James why Winters must never be resurrected.

				“He killed all those people for you,” James said. “That doesn’t bother you?”

				Another smile, the fire still glowing in Rowan’s eyes. “Why would it? What Edgar and I have is real. True love transcends even death.”

				James stepped around the mound of earth, not sure what he could do to stop her, but determined to try. He stopped when he saw what lay beyond. Candles had been arranged in a circle in the open area past the cremator. As it had been in the vision, the circle had been drawn with ash. The desiccator sat a few feet away, lid open, and a collection of empty vials littered the floor beside it. But that wasn’t what drew James’s eye. In the center of the circle, on a neatly arranged towel, lay Winters’ black heart.

			

			
				“What are you doing?” James asked.

				“Just what I said: returning Edgar to this world.”

				Rowan threw out an arm, and an explosion of powder hit James in the face. No, not powder, ash. The taste of death coated his tongue and something more: magic. Alchemy. No, blood alchemy. Phantom screams filled his ears, and fear clenched a fist around his throat, locking his muscles in place.

				Rowan caught him by the shoulders and slammed him against the wall. James smacked his head against the bricks, and a scattering of stars sparked across his vision. He blinked his eyes into focus—in time to see Rowan’s fist coming. The blow slammed his head against the wall a second time. Darkness haloed his vision, but James fought it, his fear no longer alchemically induced.

				A second punch sent him into the darkness.
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				James woke on his stomach, the back of his shoulder throbbing. He lifted his head and groaned. His shoulder wasn’t the only thing that hurt. Rowan could certainly throw a punch. James pushed himself up on his hands and knees. Dust, ash, and blood hung heavy in the air.

				He twisted around to discover Rowan on his knees within the circle. In his hands, he held Winters’ heart, except it was no longer blackened and withered. The glistening red organ dripped fresh blood onto the cracked cement floor, the iron scent mixing with the waxy odor from the candles.

			

			
				“Rowan?”

				A shimmer outside the circle grew into a familiar form. James recognized the white uniform and the dark hair tucked up beneath the nurse’s cap: Gertrude.

				Does his blood contain enough power, my love? Gertrude’s mouth didn’t move as she spoke, but the voice was clearly female.

				My love? Dread clamped James’s stomach into a tight ball.

				A low chuckle rose from Rowan’s chest. He lifted his head and gave her a wide grin. “More than enough, Gertie.”

				He lowered the heart to the towel with tender care. Multiple slashes marred Rowan’s forearms, made by the bloody scalpel beside his knee. Blood had trickled down his arms and painted his palms. He’d used his own blood to coat the heart—or rather, Winters had. Gertrude had been successful. Winters had returned.

				“His immortal blood was the perfect conduit to allow me to cross over. Now I only need to sever the link to my prison, and I will be free.” Winters picked up a set of pliers James hadn’t noticed, a long industrial staple held in its jaws. Candlelight glinted off the crimson that colored the staple’s pointed tips.

				James flexed his shoulder and sucked in a pained gasp. Warm wetness tacked his shirt to his skin. The overpowering scent of Rowan’s blood had masked the smell of his own. Gertrude must have removed a staple. Dear God, if she’d gotten any of his blood on Rowan….

			

			
				“Be careful with that!” James pushed himself to his feet, then braced a hand on the wall as his head spun.

				Rowan locked eyes with him, though the maniacal light shining within was not emanating from the man James knew.

				“The grim,” Winters said.

				“The psychopath,” James held his gaze and took a step toward him.

				“I wouldn’t.” Winters lifted Rowan’s free hand and reached out to touch the staple he still held clamped in the pliers.

				“Don’t!”

				“Then don’t interfere.” Winters gave him another grin before turning back to his wasted heart. It twitched beneath the fresh coating of Rowan’s blood.

				“What are you going to do?”

				“Use your blood to sever the soul-binding that tethers me to this last vestige of my mortal life. My brilliant lover saw the potential the moment she realized what you were.” He drove the staple into the bloodied organ. It sizzled like a steak on a hot grill, and a puff of smoke rose. Then the heart burst open, the outer layer crumbling to expose the black interior.

				Winters threw back his head and screamed. The fact that he used Rowan’s voice to do it made it hard to tell who was in pain.

				James sprang across the intervening space and landed in the circle. He gasped in surprise when he realized just what the ashes did. The mortal plane and the next didn’t overlap here; this was the land of the dead. James reached for Rowan, intending to throw him out of the circle.

			

			
				Edgar, stop him! Gertrude cried.

				Winters rose to his feet, and fire ignited in his eyes. Flames erupted in the air around them, but didn’t touch James. Damn it, if the circle didn’t kill Rowan, the overuse of his gift would.

				“Too late, grim. The link to my mortal life is gone. This body is mine.”

				James hesitated. If he threw Rowan from the circle, Winters would still have him. James needed his power, the power of a grim, to rip Winters’ soul from Rowan. An idea forming, James bent and picked up the scalpel.

				“What are you going to do?” Winters asked. “Stab your friend?”

				Trying not to think beyond the moment, James ran the scalpel across his palm. It was sharper than he expected, and the blade bit deep. James clenched his fist and let a crimson drop fall onto the ashes forming the circle.

				“No.” Winters took a step toward him, but hesitated when James lifted the bloodied scalpel.

				Another drop of James’s blood fell to the ashes. As it had in the vision, an invisible wind swirled the ashes to life. They began to collect, forming into a figure. But unlike the vision, the ashes blackened. The figure grew taller, now topping seven feet. Shoulders rounded with muscle and ears erect over glowing red eyes, it lifted one clawed hand.

				Little brother? Gavin’s voice was soft, as if carrying over a long distance. Is that you?


				James grinned. It’d worked. He’d summoned Gavin into the circle.

			

			
				“Get the parasite,” James whispered.

				Winters screamed and tried to leap from the circle.

				With a snarl, Gavin sprang, slashing his claws across Winters’ back before he could escape.

				James flinched as Gavin’s three-inch claws ripped open the back of Rowan’s T-shirt, but his horror turned to amazement when Gavin’s claws came away coated in a glowing mist. Rowan dropped to his knees, blood blooming along the rents in his T-shirt.

				The mist began to rise from Gavin’s claws, solidifying into a man in a stained lab coat: Dr. Edgar Winters. He started to turn away, but Gavin reached out and caught him by the throat.

				Rowan turned, looking back over his shoulder. “Shit!” Flames flared to life in his eyes.

				“Rowan, wait—”

				The ashes burst into flame. James threw up a hand, shielding his sensitive eyes. When he dropped his arm a moment later, both Gavin and Winters were gone.

				Rowan collapsed at James’s feet.

				“Rowan?” James dropped to a knee beside him, but hesitated to touch. His hand still bled.

				A groan, and Rowan rolled onto his back, pressing his hands to his face. “Are they gone?”

				James closed his eyes, relief making his joints weak.

				Bury them!


				James jerked his head up, recognizing that voice: Gertrude. She was still here, incorporeal and thus invisible to James’s human eyes.

			

			
				Movement all around him, it seemed the walls came alive with the spirits of Winters’ victims. Blackened flesh hung from charred bones, and the stench of burnt meat filled the air. The spirits swirled around the room, then vanished into the walls. Once again, the room began to quake. Dirt poured in from the broken walls, and chunks of cement fell from above.

				“Rowan, move!” James caught him beneath the arm with his undamaged hand. He didn’t like to get close to him when he was still bleeding, but didn’t see himself having much choice. Rowan showed no signs of seeking shelter.

				Rowan stumbled along beside him as the tremors continued to shake the room. James guided him to the counter of lab equipment and helped him crawl beneath an open area between two of the lower cabinets.

				The cabinets above the counter bowed outward. Their glass doors shattered, spraying James with tiny shards.

				“James! Get in here!” Rowan pulled his legs against his chest, making room. The space was about four feet long. Enough room for two grown men, but not if one was bleeding toxic blood.

				“I—”

				Rowan reached up and caught him by the front of his shirt and jerked him into the space.

				James clenched his bleeding hand and tumbled into the cramped space.
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				The room shook itself to pieces, but somehow the counter remained intact. James kept his fist tucked against his chest, chewing his lower lip until the quaking finally stopped. It seemed to last for hours, but he suspected it was only minutes.

				“How bad are you bleeding?” Rowan’s voice sounded loud in the silence—and tired. James had to go by sound. Without the hound’s night vision, the darkness was complete.

				“I’m okay.” For now.

				“You need to change to make it stop?”

				“Yes.”

				Rowan sighed. “I’m sorry. I can’t even see right now, let alone ionize something.”

				James started to crawl out from beneath the counter, but hesitated. “You don’t need to apologize. I got us into this mess.”

				“I’m just as much to blame. I goaded you into it.”

				“Please. You know my temper—”

				“Yes, I do.” Rowan cut him off. “And I intentionally picked a fight with you.”

			

			
				James blinked. “You did? Why?”

				“I just…” He stopped.

				James tensed, not sure what to expect.

				“I just wanted to hit someone. Anyone.” Rowan’s voice echoed as if he’d tipped his head back and spoken into the underside of the counter. “You were convenient.”

				The confession stunned James. Rowan always seemed so in-control. So grown-up. “That’s exactly how I felt.”

				“I know.”

				James opened his mouth and closed it, not sure what to say next. They were too close to the painful center of the matter. Yet oddly, he felt much closer to Rowan. But not close enough to take this conversation further.

				He rose to his feet. A wave of vertigo washed over him, and he gripped the counter until it passed. Damn, he’d lost more blood than he realized, or maybe the iron embedded in his skin compounded the problem.

				“Where are you going?” Rowan asked.

				“I’m trying to see how screwed we are.”

				“Can you see?”

				“My night vision is better than a human’s, but without the hound, I can’t see in total darkness.”

				“You speak of the hound as a separate being.” Rowan scooted around in the small space.

				“No. At least, not a sentient being.” James struggled to find the words. He’d never discussed this with anyone. “But it is…other. I’m still me, just in another form.” He shook his head. “That doesn’t make any sense, does it?”

			

			
				“Intuitively. Maybe.” Rowan’s voice was no longer muffled. He must have crawled from beneath the counter.

				James took a careful step away from him, moving toward where the doorway had been. He held his uninjured hand before him, tucking the other against his chest. He moved slowly, but even so, his bare foot collided with something that clanked when he kicked it. He bit back a curse.

				“What was that?” Rowan asked.

				“I’m guessing a ring stand.”

				“Say what?”

				James bumped his fingers against an earthen wall, and followed it to a corner. “I think Winters dabbled in alchemy.”

				“He lived and died long before magic returned.”

				“Alchemy is basically Old Magic, you know. How do you think the first grim was created?”

				The ground rumbled, setting off a clatter of falling debris around them. James clung to the earthen wall. He raised an arm above his head, expecting to be struck, then the rumbling stopped.

				“Aftershock?” Rowan asked in the silence.

				“It was never an earthquake. Gertrude sicced Winters’ minions on us, but they ran out of energy. We need to get out of here before they recharge.”

				“Minions?”

				“Ghosts. The spirits of his victims. Winters was a medium in life. Mediums can summon souls from beyond, and powerful mediums can trap them here.” James moved forward, rounding the end of the earthen wall. “But he wasn’t only a medium. I think he used the ashes of his cremated victims as ingredients in his blood alchemy formulas.” The powder Gertrude had thrown in his face had been alchemical.

			

			
				Rowan remained silent and James wondered what he was thinking. He decided not to ask and continued around the corner. Ahead, he could see the faint outline of a mound of broken cinder blocks. He wouldn’t want to step on those with his bare—

				Wait. He could see.

				James hurried forward and dropped to his knees in front of the wall of debris blocking his way forward. A faint line of orange light spilled from a tiny crack near the base of the wall. The other side must be open to the cremator. Maybe the entire room hadn’t caved in.

				“James?”

				“There’s a little light leaking in over here. I might have found a way out.” Fingers still sore from the last digging he did, he gripped a block and pulled it free. Dirt fell and the crack widened, letting in a little more light. He grabbed another block and repeated the process. It was slow going with only one hand, but he didn’t want to chance leaving blood smeared where Rowan might brush against it.

				He tossed a block aside and heard the scuff of a shoe behind him.

				“Let me help,” Rowan said.

				“No, stay back. I’m still bleeding, remember?”

				Another rumble, this one louder, and the walls to either side began to rain pieces of broken masonry. James tensed, ready to assume a fetal position in the corner, then the quaking stopped.

			

			
				“It appears the minions are gaining strength,” Rowan said.

				“Perhaps you should wait under the counter until I get the way clear.”

				The last shaking of the room had opened the crack a little wider, and James could easily see the look Rowan gave him. That would be a no.

				Rowan stepped up to the hole and gripped a cinder block with both hands.

				“Seriously, if you get my blood on you—”

				“I understand the risk and I choose to take it.” He pulled the block free and stumbled back as its weight dragged him down.

				James sighed. Rowan was nowhere near well. Gripping another block in one hand, he tugged it free. He didn’t fall over the way Rowan had, but it was becoming clear that his own strength was fading.

				“Once we get some light, maybe I can get those staples out of your back the old-fashioned way.” Rowan set his block aside and returned to the hole.

				“They’re buried in bone.”

				James pulled another block loose and tossed it aside. The hole had grown to about a foot in diameter. A little more, and they might be able to squeeze through.

				“In bone? She knew what she was doing,” Rowan said.

				“Apparently. I was afraid she’d burn you out.”

				Rowan didn’t respond, so James kept working. He wrapped his hand around a brick and almost dropped it. His fingers had gone numb. He needed to break through to the other side soon and find a way to get the staples out. Hopefully, the area would be open once they got through here.

			

			
				Rowan cleared his throat. “What I experienced…Was that what it was like when Clarissa had you under her control?”

				James glanced over. That’s what he’d been thinking about? “It was similar, I guess, though I controlled my own actions with respect to how I carried out her commands.”

				“I had no direct control, but I was conscious of every move she made, every word she said, every time she went digging through my memories.”

				James kept his attention on his work, exposing what appeared to be a brick wall around one edge of the hole. He didn’t want to discuss the memories Gertrude had stolen from Rowan’s mind and shared with him. “Clarissa couldn’t enter my mind, though she seemed to get a sense of my emotional state. Mainly, she just forced me to do things I didn’t want to do.”

				It had felt a lot like the time Addie had hit him with the Perfect Assistant Dust. He hadn’t told her at that moment, but he’d sensed her through the blood she’d used. In hindsight, he realized that even then, he’d known that she had more than a passing knowledge of blood alchemy.

				James forced the memory away. Rowan hadn’t spoken, so he glanced over to find him frowning at him.

				“Did she…violate you?” Rowan’s tone was soft, but his eyes were hard.

				It took James a startled second to realize that he referred to Clarissa, not Addie. “Just my will.”

			

			
				Rowan nodded, though his eyes never left James’s. “I won’t let it happen again. I’ll inform Xander that if any of his necros—”

				“Xander?” James stopped. Of course. The man in the vision with Clarissa. Xander, her bother. The Deacon.

				“What?” Rowan asked.

				James curled his fingers over the edge of the hole he’d made and pulled. A section of wall broke free and tumbled out of the dirt, spilling bricks at his feet. James jumped back to spare his toes.

				“The spirits of Winters’ victims showed me a vision of the past.” James moved the debris aside, working his way back to the wall. He told Rowan what he’d seen as he worked.

				Rowan didn’t comment until he finished his tale. “You know, if you’d told me that yesterday, I would have scoffed. Now—”

				The building rumbled, the ground beneath their feet quivering.

				Rowan gripped the exposed edge of the brick wall. “We need to get out of here.”

				“Step back.” When Rowan complied, James threw his shoulder against the remaining section of wall. A moment’s resistance and then it gave. He tumbled through the opening, landing hard on his side amid the broken masonry. He groaned then lifted his head to look around. What he found made him want to groan again. The doorway past the mortuary drawers had caved in as well. He looked in the opposite direction and found that the area where the circle had been was buried as well. So much for the pliers.

			

			
				“Are you all right?” Rowan stumbled out of the hole behind him.

				James opened his mouth to tell him to watch for blood, but Rowan was already through the hole. “We’re still trapped,” he said instead.

				“I see.” Rowan dropped to a seat on an upturned block. Elbows resting on his thighs, he sat hunched over, head hanging.

				James rolled to his hands and knees. The movement made his head swim, and he stilled, waiting for his vision to clear.

				“Why is it so cold in here?” Rowan asked.

				James realized he was right. Lifting his head, he found a pair of polished shoes a few feet away. He looked upward and discovered the burned man standing over him. James sank down on his haunches, a growl trying to escape his human throat.

				“What is it?” Rowan asked.

				“We have company.”

				“One of Winters’ minions?”

				The burned man lifted his arms. Winters is free. The ground began to shake.


				



			

	





			
				


				Chapter

				7

				James pushed himself to his feet. He swayed—whether from the quaking floor or the blood loss, he wasn’t sure—then launched himself at the ghost. He landed hard in the spot where the burned man had been, and caught a whiff of charred meat. A chunk of ceiling crashed down beside him, and he threw an arm over his head. Unable to do anything else, he curled up in the rubble, bracing for impact.

				Moments later, the shaking stopped. James lifted his head, surprised that nothing had fallen on him.

				“James?” Rowan called.

				“Yeah, I’m good. You?”

				“Look behind you.”

				James turned. The mound of debris blocking the room’s only exit had parted, exposing the doorway to the corridor. He got to his feet and braced a hand on the side of the cremator to get his balance, the hot bricks warming his palm.

				The way is open. Stop him. The last word was an airy whisper, then it was gone.

				“Did we just get some help?” Rowan asked.

			

			
				“I think so. Come on.” James started for the door.

				“What’s the plan?”

				“We find a way to get these staples out of my back, then I take Winters and his girlfriend to hell.”
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				It seemed to take hours to make their way to the foyer. James stumbled along beside Rowan, both of them using the walls for support. The building rumbled from time to time, but it seemed that Winters’ minions hadn’t built up enough energy to do more. Or maybe the burned man was running interference.

				Reaching the foyer doorway, James stepped around the wrought iron chandelier, careful not to trip and fall on the thing.

				“I guess the quaking damaged more than the basement.” Rowan eyed the damaged chandelier as he followed James into the room.

				“No. That was an earlier attempt to stop me.” James crossed the room to where he’d left the duffle bag. “The burned guy didn’t want Winters freed.”

				“Burned guy?”

				“The spirit that helped us get out of the basement. I suspect he was one of Winters’ victims.” James dug out the first-aid kit. He’d kept his injured hand fisted and close to his chest, but blood had seeped out between his fingers, trickling over his wrist and dampening his sleeve.

				Rowan stopped behind him. “Where’d you get that?”

				“Donovan tossed it in the portal after me. Didn’t you wonder where I got the clothes?”

			

			
				“Honestly? I hadn’t really thought about it.”

				James found a roll of gauze and with the help of his teeth, began to quickly wind it around his hand and forearm. He used the entire roll, then ripped off a piece of medical tape to secure it in place. It was a sorry bandaging job, but it would keep the blood contained. For now.

				“Anything we can use to get those staples out?” Rowan asked. “Tweezers?”

				James held up a tiny plastic pair.

				Rowan grunted. “I was hoping for something more…substantial.”

				“We can search the room where I saw the staple gun.” James pushed himself to his feet. The room spun around him, but Rowan caught his arm before he ended up on the floor.

				Rowan didn’t immediately let go. “I’m getting stronger. A little longer, and I should be able to ash the staples.”

				James glanced over, meeting his eyes. In the better light, his skin looked almost gray, the tension around his eyes hinting at the headache he must be suffering. “You look like hell.”

				The corner of Rowan’s mouth quirked. “And you look like death warmed over.”

				“Ha ha.” Thunder rumbled in the distance, and James looked out the open front door into the evening gloom. Rain still fell, but it looked like the storm had rolled past while they were stuck in the basement. He’d lost all track of time, but shouldn’t Donovan be here by now?

				“It’d be best if you waited outside,” James said. “If you get possessed—”

			

			
				“I won’t.” Steel laced Rowan’s tone.

				The building rumbled, belying Rowan’s words, but James didn’t have the strength to argue. He released a breath and gave Rowan a nod. With Rowan at his side, he started for the hall, trying to ignore the way darkness tinted the edges of his vision. If he lost consciousness before the staples were removed, would he ever wake up again?

				The hall was unlit, but there was enough ambient light for them to reach the room they sought without incident. James stumbled on the threshold and once again, Rowan caught his arm. The arm with the bleeding hand.

				James pulled away. “Careful. I’m bleeding.”

				“I haven’t forgotten.” Rowan’s tone was soft. “Five more minutes. If we don’t find a way to get those staples out, I’ll just ash all of you and hope I get them.”

				And perhaps kill himself in the process. “We’ll find something.”

				James led the way into the room, grateful that one window had remained uncovered. He didn’t think he had the strength to rip down the makeshift curtains.

				It was Rowan who found the small metal toolbox tucked in one corner. A worn decal embellished the side of the box: a cartoon ghost with the words “paranormal investigator” encircling it.

				James snorted. “Some investigator.”

				“I suspect he found more than he wanted here.” Rowan picked up a pair of needle-nose pliers. “Sit down.”

				James did as he was told, turning so his back was toward the window. “Please be careful.”

			

			
				“I promise to be gentle.”

				“That’s not what I meant and you know it.”

				“I might be immune to your blood.” Rowan didn’t go on to point out that Addie was immune. They suspected her immunity came from the Final Formula. A formula that incorporated Element blood.

				“I’d rather not prove you wrong.” James bowed his head, waiting for Rowan to begin. He should refuse to let Rowan do this, but he couldn’t deny the selfish desire to cling to this…life. Please, please don’t let Rowan get any blood on him.

				Rowan dropped to a knee behind him, but before he could begin, another tremor shook the building, this one stronger. A thumping clatter followed as something nearby fell over or caved in.

				“Maybe we should go outside.”

				“This will only take a moment.” Rowan touched the pliers to his back. He braced a hand on James’s opposite shoulder and pulled.

				James sucked in a breath through his teeth as Rowan pulled the staple from his flesh. His vision darkened as more of his blood leaked out the new holes Rowan had created. Would he have the energy to change when the iron was finally gone?

				“Two more,” Rowan said.

				The pliers dug in, pinching skin along with the staple head. James opened his mouth to tell him, but Rowan jerked it from his flesh before he could speak. James bit down on a scream, muffling it to a yelp.

				“Sorry.”

			

			
				James panted through the pain. “Finish it.”

				A touch of cold metal to his shoulder, then the ground bucked beneath them. The pliers hit the floor with a clatter, but the sound was drowned out by a splintering crack as the floor fell in only yards from where they sat. The hole grew, working rapidly toward them as if determined to pull them down into its black maw.

				Somewhere, James found the energy to leap up and grip the window sill with his injured hand. He reached out and caught Rowan with the other and jerked him over beside him as the spot where they’d been sitting fell into the basement below.

				“The pliers.” Rowan reached for them, but failed to catch them before they disappeared into the hole. “Shit!”

				James tugged him back. “Forget it. Help me with the window.”

				They stood on a narrow section of floor against the wall. It was only a matter of time before it collapsed as well.

				James thought he might have to resort to busting the glass, but between the two of them, they managed to shove the window up. They tumbled through the opening to land in an overgrown hedge. Branches snapped, leaving sharp ends to slash several more wounds in James battered body, but at least these injuries wouldn’t bleed. They crawled away from the building and collapsed on the rain-slicked cobbles.

				“Still want to make fun of that paranormal investigator for running?” Rowan asked. A gash trickled a steam of red down one cheek, but he otherwise seemed unharmed.

			

			
				“God, no.” James stared at the building, so dizzy he could barely focus. He tried to push himself to his feet and failed. Spots swam before his eyes, the darkness growing around the edges of his vision.

				Rowan gripped his upper arm. “James.”

				James knew he should tell him no, but time was nearly gone. If that staple didn’t come out in the next few minutes, his was done—and the next group of kids who braved the haunted crematorium would take home a nasty surprise.

				“Rowan? James!” A deep voice shouted.

				James blinked, not believing what he was seeing when Donovan walked out the front door of the crematorium.

				“Where were you guys?” he asked walking closer.

				Weak with relief, James continued to blink his eyes, pretending it was the blood loss that now blurred his vision.

				“Donovan,” Rowan said. “I need you to remove—”

				The ground shook, and a familiar rumbling came from within the crematorium. With a crack, the stone edifice spit, sending large pieces of stone crashing to the ground.

				“Oh, God.” Donovan whirled to face the building. “Era!”

				“What?” James asked.

				“What is she doing here?” Rowan demanded at the same time.

				“She loves spooky old buildings. I left her in the foyer!” Donovan ran toward the entrance, even as stone continued to rain down.

				He reached the front steps as the floor beneath one of the portico’s support columns gave way. With a crack, the portico fell, taking the other columns with it. Stone clattered against stone, raising a cloud of dust over the jagged pile of rubble that now blocked the front door.

			

			
				Donovan didn’t even slow. A wave of the hand and the debris flew out of his path. An instant later, he disappeared inside.

				“Will he survive if the building collapses?” James asked.

				“No.” Rowan gripped his arm. “Can they be possessed?”

				“Him, probably not. Her…” James didn’t finish. Era’s mind was damaged. She’d be easy prey.

				“Then it’s up to you.” Heat rippled through James’s shoulder and he gasped, though in surprise rather than pain. His senses sharpened; the iron was gone.

				“Good thing you’re immune to fire,” Rowan muttered and slumped forward, though he didn’t collapse.

				James opened himself to that other dimension. The warm darkness of…home filled him. He moved away from Rowan, heeding Gavin’s advice to never be in contact with anyone when he called the hound. Euphoria filled him as he slid into his other form. He turned to face the crematorium.

				“James.”

				James looked over his shoulder, and Rowan lifted his head meeting his eye.

				“She’s my heart.”

				The soulless holds the heart of magic in his hands.


				Another violent quake rocked the ground beneath them. James spread his legs to keep from falling.

			

			
				A massive boom, and the whole building imploded. They could do nothing but watch as two stories of stone and brick collapsed inward. The four-story smokestack followed, leaving a plume of black smoke behind to mark where it had been.

				“No!” Rowan shouted.


				



			

	





			
				


				Chapter

				8

				James couldn’t move. For one long moment, he could do nothing but stare.

				“No,” Rowan repeated, his voice now a whisper.

				James shook himself and turned his attention to the rubble. A plume of dust rose in the air, obscuring the lingering smoke from the stack. He turned to his other sight, searching….

				There! Two souls, alive. Slipping into the twilight region between planes, he ghosted through the debris. When he reached an open area, he stopped. He was back in total darkness, the air thick with blood and dust. But as the hound, he didn’t need light to see in the dark.

				Broken checkerboard tiles littered the ground beneath his feet, but the damp scent of earth suggested that the foyer had fallen into the basement. A clatter of brick was followed by the minor rumble of stone on stone. The pile of debris before him literally parted, and he found himself looking into Donovan’s dust-streaked face. A cut above one eyebrow bled, but he seemed otherwise fine.

			

			
				“James?” Donovan must have seen his eyes glowing in the darkness.

				He shifted human. “Yes. Can you make your way out of here?”

				“No problem. Where’s Era?”

				“Alive. I’ll let you know if I need help.”

				He shifted into the hound, then worked his way through the rubble. He found Era standing before what was left of the counter of lab equipment. Coals still burned in the cremator, though most of the fire had been smothered when the stack fell. The dim orange glow added a little light to their surroundings.

				James shifted human, but remained in a crouch though it was probably too dark for her to see. “Era?”

				She gasped and spun toward him. “Who’s there?”

				“It’s me, James. What are you—”

				“James!” Her voice broke on a sob and she ran toward him—or tried to.

				He rose to his full height, catching her against him as she stumbled over some loose bricks. “It’s okay. I’m here.” He caught her by the shoulders and pushed her back a step. It’d be nice if he didn’t lose his clothes every time he shifted form.

				She snorted. “What’s the matter? Shy?”

				James had a startled second to wonder at the question, then she jabbed a hand at his midsection. Instinctively, he twisted to the side. A brush of cold metal grazed his ribs before he knocked the weapon aside. A scalpel flew from her hand, glinting in the dim light before clattering to the floor.

			

			
				“You’re quick, grim.” She smiled.

				“Gertrude.” James pressed a hand to his side and it came away clean. He didn’t even want to think about getting his blood on Era.

				“Not exactly, though I am thinking about giving Gertie this body.”

				“Winters.” Damn, he had escaped Gavin.

				“Gertie might like being blonde.”

				James fisted his hands. “Leave her.”

				“You have no power here. You can’t take my soul without taking this girl’s as well.”

				James growled and looked closer. Era’s vibrant soul seemed to vanish as another swirled around hers, masking the living brightness. Winters.

				James suddenly realized why he hadn’t been able to find Rowan before. Rowan’s possession by Gertrude had dimmed the brightness of his soul and made him appear like another ghost in a building teaming with them.

				“Ask the Fire Element to step inside. Pulling the building down on the other one did nothing except destroy my cremator.”

				“You intentionally pulled down the building on top of them?” James gritted his teeth and his oversized canines dug into his gums. He forced down the hound, and the anger, afraid he’d hurt Era if it got away from him.

				“These Elements would be an ideal entry point into this world. And he, at least, could lead me to that alchemist.” A shake of Era’s blonde head. “The Elixir of Life. Amazing.”

				James shifted form and dropped to all fours. Maybe he could scare Winters into leaving Era. He pulled open the portal.

			

			
				Winters glanced over his shoulder. “What are you doing?”

				James lifted his lips and growled.

				No! A shimmer in the air, and suddenly Gertrude stood before him. James didn’t hesitate. He sprang, catching Gertrude in his jaws before slamming into Era. She stumbled into the open portal, and James jumped through after her. He released Gertrude once inside, then reached back to catch the portal before it winked closed.

				Era landed on her butt, her wide eyes still shining with a crazed light. Winters hadn’t left her. Damn it. Did James need to let the portal close?

				You’ve been busy, Gavin commented.

				James ignored him, enjoying the terrified expression on Gertrude’s face as she took in his nightmare form. Welcome to hell. James smiled, exposing his teeth. She took a hasty step back.

				Not exactly, Gavin said, his tone almost cheerful.

				“Can’t take me. Won’t work,” Winters whispered.

				If it won’t work, then why are you so scared? James asked.

				Edgar? Panic painted Gertrude’s voice.

				James glanced over and was surprised to find Gertrude as solid as Gavin in this place.

				Edgar, what’s happening?! A dark cloud seemed to be forming around her feet, rising slowly up her body.

				“Gertie, go!” Winters cried.

				She turned and ran for the portal James still held open with one hand. Out of fear for Era, he didn’t dare let it go. Instead, he lashed out, raking his claws across Gertrude’s stomach. She screamed and stumbled back, the rips in her uniform and flesh growing as he watched.

			

			
				Edgar! A dark mist-like substance began to ooze from her wounds, clinging to her clean white uniform.

				Winters pushed Era to her feet, then ran for the portal.

				James caught him by the upper arm, careful not to drive his claws into Era’s slim biceps. I guess self-preservation trumps true love.

				Winters whimpered in his hold, trying to pull free.

				Drive him out, little brother. Gavin lifted a hand, rolling his fingers so the light glinted off his ebony claws.

				James remembered how Gavin had clawed Rowan’s back to extract Winters. Could he do that to Era? She trusted him. Rowan trusted him.

				Shall I? Gavin offered.

				James looked down at the girl he held and snarled at the thought of Gavin ripping into Era’s flesh. He couldn’t see any other way, but he knew he had to do it himself.

				I’m sorry, James whispered. Not letting himself think about what he did, he dug in his claws.

				Era screamed and James released her. She dropped to the ground at his feet, but his gaze caught on his hand and the glittering mist that clung to his fingers. He flicked it aside, but it flew only a few feet before reforming into the shape of a man. He grew more solid and James recognized the man from the vision: Dr. Edgar Winters.

			

			
				Gertrude cried out and threw herself into his arms. As if on cue, darkness began to envelop Winters’ form as if it oozed from his pores.

				Then they started to scream.

				James laid his ears flat, snarling against the fear that wanted to send him fleeing back to the mortal world.

				Ooo, bad ones, Gavin said. His ears were pricked forward, and he watched the darkness consume the pair with eager interest.

				Seconds later, they were gone.

				What was that? James asked. He had ripped three souls in the past, but those had simply faded away when he brought them here.

				I’d say you chose well.

				“James?” Era’s voice sounded small in the dimness. “My arm hurts.” In the dim glow from the cremator, she held her upper arm, her wide eyes staring up at him.

				I scratched you. I’m sorry.

				“Are you a werewolf?” She continued to stare up at him, looking more fascinated than scared.

				Something like that. Step through and I’ll tell you more.


				“Okay.” She did as he asked.

				James jumped out after her, landing on four paws.

				“And now you’re the dog.” She smiled and reached out to rub his head.

				James wagged his tail to reassure her, pleased that she was taking everything so well. Her blood scented the air, but it was minor. If she healed as quickly as the other Elements, the injury would be gone soon.

			

			
				A low groan rumbled through what was left of the building. Stone ground against stone, and dirt trickled down the walls of their small space. James tensed, ready to pull open the portal. Even if he had to risk taking her through, it was better than being buried alive. Moonlight suddenly broke through from above. A thump, and something big landed in the soft earth beside them. Donovan.

				“Era!” he cried and pulled her into an embrace.

				“Hey, Don. The coolest thing just happened. Did you know James can become a werewolf?”

				Donovan gave James a searching look, and he wagged his tail in response. He didn’t want to flash Era by shifting human in front of her; he’d explain to Donovan later.

				Donovan seemed to get the hint. “Come on, honey, we need to go. Rowan isn’t feeling well.” Slipping an arm around her shoulders, he guided her back the way he’d come.

				James didn’t follow. He made his own way back through the rubble and returned to Rowan’s side.

				“James!” Rowan lifted his head. “Era, Donovan—”

				“They’re coming. Winters and his girlfriend had a safe trip to hell.”

				Rowan bowed his head, and a fresh trickle of blood ran from one nostril. “I knew you could do it.”

				James sighed. “We need to get you home.”

				“Home?” Rowan looked up.

				“Back to the manor.” James glanced toward the ruins of the crematorium, wishing Donovan would hurry.

				“You referred to the manor as home.”

			

			
				“For you.” James found Rowan watching him. “What is it?”

				“Come work for me.”

				“What?”

				“I’d like to offer you a job.”

				“Doing what?”

				“What you do best: scaring the hell out of people.”

				James lifted a brow. Had Rowan just admitted that he’d scared him? A rattle of stone, and Donovan and Era emerged from the ruins. James quickly shifted back to the hound.

				“Rowan!” Era ran over and dropped to her knees beside him. “You’re bleeding.” She touched his upper lip.

				“I’m okay.”

				“Here, honey.” Donovan held out a set of keys. “Why don’t you run back to the truck and bring me my backpack. I’ve got a set of clothes James can use.”

				“Sure.” She cheerfully took the keys and hurried toward the far end of what remained of the building. James shifted human as soon as she was gone.

				“The truck’s around the corner,” Donovan said, kneeling beside Rowan. “How bad are you?”

				“Going down fast. I hired us a new bodyguard.” Rowan waved a hand at James—or attempted to. The hand barely left his lap.

				“Excellent.” Donovan smiled, though it didn’t reach his eyes. He wiped the blood from Rowan’s upper lip before his worried eyes rose to James’s. “What kind of salary did you hold out for?”

				“I’m not sure.” James frowned. Should they be discussing this right now? He wanted to get Rowan out of here.

			

			
				“Son, you need to get those things in writing before you agree.” Donovan gripped Rowan’s shoulder. “You did at least give him a car.”

				“We have a limo,” Rowan whispered.

				“He’s an eighteen-year-old boy. He needs a sweet ride.”

				“Fine.” Rowan slumped over, but Donovan caught him.

				James was already watching with his other sight. “His soul is still firmly attached.”

				“It’ll take more than a trip to hell to knock Rowan down for the count.”

				“How about a grim with anger management issues?”

				Donovan looked up, meeting his eyes. “We all make mistakes. Some you can never atone for.” A sadness entered his voice.

				“I nearly killed him.”

				“Since you didn’t, it’s clear that you have more control than you give yourself credit for. And knowing Rowan, I suspect you’re not entirely to blame.”

				James looked up, surprised that Donovan saw so much. “He said he picked the fight with me.”

				Donovan kept his attention on Rowan, but his mouth curled into a sad smile. “That’s a bit more restraint than I’d expect from him at that moment.”

				James frowned, remembering how hard Addie’s betrayal had hit him. He hadn’t looked beyond his own feelings. He’d been so hurt that it never occurred to him that he wasn’t the only one. He remembered the way Rowan had fought when Gertrude delved into his memories and got too close to Addie.

			

			
				“He loved her,” James whispered. “Addie, I mean.”

				“Yes. I’ve never seen him fall that hard.”

				James released a breath, aware of how it shook. “I loved her, too.”

				Donovan laid a hand on his shoulder. “I know.”

				“I never…knew love, before. I—” God, he sounded pathetic. But he wanted to confess, to let it all out. “She didn’t care that I was dead. She, she…”

				“Loved you, too.”

				“Like a brother.”

				“Exactly.”

				James bowed his head. Donovan had seen it, why hadn’t he? He felt he should say something. Instead, he just sat there, naked and pathetic, kneeling beside the man he’d nearly killed.

				Donovan looped a thick arm around his shoulders. “Come on, let’s go home.”

				“Home?”

				“The manor. Rowan said he gave you a job.”

				“I didn’t realize that included room and board.”

				“Of course it does. Besides, Era has a closet full of clothing waiting for you. Good thing, since you’re so hard on them.” Donovan patted his shoulder and released him.

				Movement out of the corner of his eye, and James turned to find the burned man watching him. “Winters is gone. You don’t need to threaten me.”

				“What?” Donovan asked.

				James held up a finger, asking him to wait.

				I wished to thank you…and apologize. The burned man’s voice rasped in his mind.

				“I accept. Do you want me to take you across?”

				I know the way.


			

			
				“You chose to remain,” James concluded. “To keep him contained.”

				I did not wish to see him rise and use my magic for ill once more.


				“Your magic? You were a medium? Then what was Winters?”

				An alchemist. A pause, and the burned man faded away.

				“James?” Donovan asked, a note of concern in his voice. “Who are you talking to?”

				James met Donovan’s worried frown. “I see souls, the living and the dead.”

				“That’s….”

				“Disturbing, I know.” The truck door slammed and James knew Era was returning. “Still want me as a guard dog?”

				The corner of Donovan’s mouth kicked up, and a flash of teeth showed through his beard. “Hell, yes.”

				James smiled as well, then became the dog.


				



			

	





			
				


				Epilogue

				James leaned his shoulder against the tall gray obelisk and crossed his arms. “Like this?”

				“Perfect!” Era adjusted the lens of her camera and snapped another picture. “Just a few more.”

				James obliged her, wondering what the couple walking along the headstones a short distance away must think of them. Maybe they’d think Era was shooting a few shots of some ancestor’s grave. Good thing they didn’t know she had close to a hundred similar photos taken throughout the cemetery on her camera.

				“Got it!” Era pulled the camera away from her face and started toward him, scrolling through the photos she’d taken.

				James straightened. “Get anything?”

				She stopped before him, clicking through a few more pictures. “No.” She gave the monument a frown. “It was supposed to be haunted. They say the eyes are real and they follow you.”

				James studied the bronze bust of a man mounted halfway up the side of the obelisk. The eyes were glass, and he had to admit the effect was unsettling, but the hound saw no spirits.

				“Creepy,” he said. “Do you think we’d have better luck at dusk?”

			

			
				Era’s eyes widened in barely held excitement. “Yes, but three a.m. would be best. That’s the witching hour.” Her voice dropped to a whisper on the last part.

				James smiled, amusement and sadness warring to be the dominant emotion. “Rowan wouldn’t want you out so late.”

				“We could ask him to come,” she said, latching onto the idea. “He likes spooky things, too.”

				James stepped away from the monument, leading her toward the path as the couple approached. If this headstone had such a reputation, they probably didn’t wonder why Era had been taking pictures. The man had a cell phone in hand, and James suspected he was about to snap a few pictures himself.

				“Anything else you want to do?” James asked as they walked toward the parking lot.

				“Not here, but there’s another cemetery I’m dying to see.”

				He bit his lip at the pun she didn’t get and agreed to take her. They still had several hours before the other Elements finished at the Offices. Besides, James had promised to take her ghost hunting.

				The phone in James’s back pocket buzzed. He pulled it out and saw that it was a text from Donovan.

				“It’s not time to go home, is it?” Era asked.

				“Shouldn’t be.” James tapped the screen on his phone.

				Addie is bringing the antidote to the Offices in an hour. Drive Era over.


				“James?” Era’s voice pulled him back. “What’s wrong?”

			

			
				“We need to swing by the Offices.” He tucked the phone in his back pocket, trying to sound indifferent. “Addie’s coming over.”

				“Really?” Era clapped her hands, bouncing in place.

				“Yes.” James leaned down to unlock the passenger door on the sleek black Charger.

				“We haven’t seen her in forever.” Era jumped in the moment he got the door open.

				James closed it behind her. “Over two weeks,” he whispered. He took a deep breath and circled the back of the car to the driver’s side. Addie had found the antidote. Could she make everything right?

				[image: Flourish-16.ai]


				James stepped back, content to watch as the Elements collapsed into a group hug.  The day had grown overcast, but every lamp had been turned on here in the library at the Elemental Offices, giving the room a warm glow.  The light glinted off Era’s golden hair as she pressed her cheek to Rowan’s chest.  James didn’t know what stunned him more: that Addie had cured Era or that she’d used the Final Formula to do it.

				He turned to see how Addie was taking it, but she was no longer there.  The door latch snicked and he realized she’d left the room.  Leaving the others to their reunion, he went after her.

				He caught up to her in the foyer.  “Addie?”

				Her hand settled on the door and stopped.  A moment’s hesitation and she turned to face him.  It struck him again how much she’d changed in just a few weeks.  She looked like someone recovering from an illness, her complexion pale and her clothes hanging off her too thin frame.

			

			
				He froze, the words refusing to leave his throat.

				“I need to go.” She broke the silence. “I have a cab waiting.” She hooked a thumb toward the front door.

				He struggled with what he wanted to say and settled on his secondary concern. “You said the Final Formula regenerates the body. Resets it.”

				She swallowed. It was clear she didn’t want to answer the question. “You’re already in your prime and immortal.” Her voice dropped to a whisper as she continued. “It doesn’t restore life.”

				“James?” Rowan stood in the doorway behind him. Was he annoyed that James had followed her?

				“I’m sorry,” Addie whispered, her voice just loud enough for James to hear. “About everything.” She turned and hurried toward the door.

				“Wait.” Rowan surprised him by stopping her. He carried a manila folder to the receptionist’s desk. “I need your signature.”

				Addie moved closer, her expression curious, yet cautious. “What do you need me to sign?”

				“Your PIA registration forms.”

				James blinked. Rowan was trying to register her?

				“What?” She raised her dark brows in surprise. “I’m not magical.”

				Rowan looked up. “You wield magic better than the majority of those registered.”

				Uncertainty crinkled her features. “And the PIA bought that?”

				“They agreed that it’s best to keep tabs on you.”

				“Agreed? As in agreed with you?”

			

			
				Rowan found a pen and laid it beside the papers. “Yes.” He held her gaze.

				James tensed for an argument. No way Addie would take that. She didn’t disappoint him.

				“Look, I’m not making excuses. Between the journal and Neil, I remember enough to know that he spoke the truth, mostly, but I am not that person.” She pointed at the pages lying on the desk. “My name is Addie, not Amelia. And I right my wrongs.”

				“Your wrongs? You didn’t run a stop sign; you brain-damaged my little sister.” Fire glowed in Rowan’s eyes.

				“I fixed that,” she whispered.

				Rowan clenched his jaw. “Do you expect me to thank you?”

				Concerned, James moved closer. “Rowan.”

				“No, I don’t expect gratitude,” Addie continued. “But I do expect…” She seemed to consider her words. “The opportunity to redeem myself without you and your PIA cronies standing over me.”

				Rowan frowned, then turned back to the desk. He picked up the pen and scratched a few lines on a Post-It pad before offering it to her. “If redemption is what you seek, here.”

				“Dr. Albright?” she asked after reading the paper.

				“He works in the Burn Center. I’ll see that he’s expecting your call.”

				“My salve,” she whispered.

				“He’s not magical, but he’ll listen to me. You’ll have one shot at this.”

				“My formulas don’t fail.”

				“Is that a yes?”

				“That’s a yes.”

			

			
				“Good, but I still need you to sign.”

				James watched them argue. It was so surreal. Suddenly, it was weeks ago and he was chewing his lip, trying not to laugh as Addie went toe-to-toe with the Lord of Flames. He’d never met anyone so confident, so driven, so…fearless. But this wasn’t then.

				Rowan put an end to the argument when he picked up the folder and headed for the hall. “James, the car is here.”

				James didn’t follow. He still had a question to ask and this was the moment. When Addie finally looked up, he forced himself to speak. “The flier that came to the shop. Did you send it?”

				“I remember researching your family, learning where you lived, but beyond that…” She spread her hands then let them fall. “I don’t know.”

				“So, you did intend to give me to Neil.”

				“I don’t know.”

				“Then why don’t you take the Final Formula and find out?” He struggled to rein in the anger, the pain. “Recovering your memory is what you wanted. All you wanted for the past three months.”

				“That’s not what I want anymore. I don’t want to know what I was.”

				“You think if you don’t know, it never happened?”

				“No.”

				“Then what?” His voice broke on the last syllable, and he swallowed, trying to hide the hurt. But she knew. She knew him better than anyone.

				“I…I want to try again. Alchemy can be so much more. It shouldn’t be hoarded and hidden.”

				He folded his arms and stared across the room, unable to look at her. She reached out and grabbed his wrist, and he just managed not to jump.

			

			
				“Rowan’s giving me another chance. Won’t you?”

				He didn’t dare look at her. He had to be strong. “You worked with necromancers.”

				“Just one, and apparently, he’s stunted.”

				He frowned, meeting her eyes at last. Was she joking with him? Now?

				She pulled her hand from his wrist. “How do I make it right?”

				“I don’t know.” He looked toward the hall, knowing that Rowan waited for him. “I need to go.”

				“Here.” She reached in her pocket and pulled out a pair of vials.

				“What is it?”

				“It’s the last of Rowan’s antidote. I can make more, but….”

				“You’ll need his blood.”

				“Yes.”

				He took the vials. “I’ll give him these.”

				“Thanks.”

				Silence stretched and he couldn’t think of anything to say. He should leave.

				“James?” she whispered.

				“I need to go.”

				She met his eyes, then nodded.

				A dozen different responses ran through his mind, but he didn’t voice any of them. Instead, he settled for a nod and walked away. He’d reached the hall when he heard the front door open and close.

				Rowan leaned against the wall a few yards away. “You okay?”

				“Yeah.” James closed the distance between them. “You?”

			

			
				“She fixed Era.” Rowan dodged the question.

				“Yes, she did.” James offered him the vials. “The last of your remedy. She can make more, but she’ll need your blood.”

				Rowan hesitated a moment, then took the vials. “Guess I better lay off the fire.”

				“That shouldn’t be a problem. That’s why you hired me.”

				“I hired you to protect the others.”

				“Consider it a perk.”

				Rowan sighed and gave the empty foyer a final glance before clasping James’s arm. “Let’s go home.”

				James nodded and followed Rowan toward the library where he heard Era’s voice followed by Donovan’s laughter. It still shocked him that Addie had cured her, but it had done little to ease the ache in his chest.


				



			

	





			
				


				Afterword


				The setting for this story does exist. There really are ruins of an old building in the forest off Buffalo Ridge Road, in southwestern Ohio. According to rumor, the decaying foundation is all that remains of a crematorium. Legends tell of dark rituals and human sacrifices that took place in this building, and the dense woods surrounding it.

				As it turns out, the ruins are actually the remnant of an observatory that was started in the 1930s. The project fell victim to the Great Depression and was never completed. The legend of the Buffalo Ridge Crematorium has been debunked.

				But I thought the crematorium made for a more interesting story.
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