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THE MEDUSA FILES
CASE 1: WRITTEN IN STONE
 
 
C.I. BLACK
 
 
 
Every instinct U.S. Marshal Morgan Jacobs has screams she's dangerous. And all logic says she's crazy. She couldn't have turned that man to stone with her gaze. That's impossible. Except she has no other explanation for what she remembers about that night or how she got away from him four months ago. And when her friend is kidnapped, Morgan must partner with the mysterious FBI agent Alexander Gage and face the truth…
 
The monsters of myth are real and she's one of them.
 



 
 
CHAPTER 1
 
 
Every time Morgan closed her eyes she watched the man turn to dust. His face had frozen in terror, his mouth opened in a silent scream, and his skin turned gray and coarse.
Their gazes had locked, and an intense rage had burned across her eyes, setting her face on fire. Cracks had shot through the man’s cheeks. They raced to his temples, fracturing into a spider’s web.
His hand on her jaw hardened and cracked. One finger broke off, then another. With a snap, his cheek slid free, shattering on the ground beside her head.
She had struggled against his grip, desperate to stop the inferno in her eyes, desperate to get him off her. But his weight was enormous, his flesh heavy as solid stone.
His wrist cracked, and she shoved him aside. He hit the garbage-strewn asphalt. His head slammed against the dumpster and shattered. Pieces snapped apart, crumbling, until all that remained was dust.
Morgan pressed her palm to her chest where the man’s knife had plunged, barely missing her heart. It had been four months. The scar was still raw, and when she closed her eyes and saw him die again, it ached, a burning reminder of the impossible.
She pushed a wild lock of silver hair from her eyes — the bane of her existence ever since she’d realized as a little girl she wasn’t supposed to have gray hair and discovered it wouldn’t stay dyed
She dragged her attention across her apartment building’s lobby to the dark street outside. Beyond the glass, light reflected in the puddles on the road and sidewalk. At one in the morning, the street was quiet. Her chance of running into anyone was slim. She stepped toward the door. Perhaps it was safe to venture out.
And yet, no matter how many times she told herself it was, she still closed her eyes and watched that man impossibly turn to stone. Even just thinking about him made her eyes burn. She couldn’t risk making eye contact and—
God, she couldn’t risk that.
When she’d been released from the hospital, she’d tried to pretend it hadn’t happened, that everything was normal.
Except every time she looked someone in the eye, a spark blossomed and the fire threatened to consume her, something that had never happened before that terrible night. She’d locked herself in her apartment, working out relentlessly to keep at bay her fear and frustration, and pacing the too-small rooms like a caged animal.
She was a caged animal. She even went so far as picking up her mail at midnight to avoid meeting anyone and ordering her groceries online, having only the briefest contact with the delivery guy — she could at least avoid looking him in the eye for the thirty seconds it took to answer the door, take the bag, and say thank you.
But no more than that. Every fiber within her being screamed she was dangerous, regardless that she didn’t know how or why.
It had happened… It couldn’t have happened…
It had to have been the shock of having her head bashed against that dumpster and being stabbed. That was what had made her imagine it and made her imagine the fiery sensation in the days that had followed. She hadn’t noticed the burn in at least a month. Maybe it really was her imagination.
Yet she couldn’t shake the feeling it had been real and she was dangerous.
Her neighbor stepped into sight, his collar turned up against the April drizzle. He grabbed the handle to the outside door, his gaze meeting hers through the glass. His image wavered. Horns shot from his head, and his nose and jaw morphed into a goat’s.
She jerked back.
Her neighbor frowned and opened the door. The image of her attacker turning to stone flashed through Morgan’s head, and fire itched around her eyes. She yanked her attention to her mailbox and fumbled with her keys for the smallest one on the ring.
“You’re up late, or early.” Her neighbor chuckled, a rich sound edged with a hint of nerves. “Or whatever it is.”
“Yeah.” She bobbed her head, focusing on her keys, trying to blink away the fire. She shouldn’t have read that extra chapter in her novel and put herself off schedule. She should have picked up the mail when she usually did. Please just leave. She was dangerous. At the very least, crazy. Just go away.
“Thought you were a ghost. Haven’t heard a peep from you since you moved in, what? Four months ago?” He stepped close and slid his key into the lock beside hers. “Did the landlord tell you I work nights and you have to be quiet?”
“No.”
He inched closer to reach inside his mailbox, and she fought the urge to shy away. She was not going to be some simpering weakling and fear human contact, although she was still in her yoga sweats and hadn’t washed her hair today. In this case, it might be polite to back off.
“I suppose with you up at this hour, you probably work nights as well.”
“Unhunh.” She didn’t work at any time, not since the attack. That, however, was going to have to change soon since her savings were running out. But she just couldn’t go back to work, not when reading people and searching their eyes for the truth was such an important part of her job.
Her neighbor locked his box and stepped away — thank God. “Well, see you around.”
“See you.” She offered a smile, but doubted he saw it, and she wasn’t going to look to check if he had. She pressed her forehead against the cool wall of mailbox doors and squeezed her eyes shut. Money was running out, but she was still feeling the fire, and now she was seeing things.
Her attacker crumbling to dust flooded her mind’s eye.
She struggled to focus on the lock an inch from her nose. There had to be something she could do that involved working from home. That was best for everyone. Maybe she could be an analyst at the marshal’s office, or a researcher, or something.
This was ridiculous. She wasn’t dangerous. No one could kill someone with just a look. The sensation of fire was psychosomatic — and she wasn’t just psycho.
With a twist, she unlocked her mailbox and pulled out half a dozen regular-sized envelopes, likely bills, and one large brown envelope. That had to be paperwork from the office. Her boss’s not-so-subtle way of telling her it was time to come back to work.
“Deputy Marshal Jacobs?”
She jumped and glanced at the man who’d snuck up on her — not that he’d likely done it on purpose; she just hadn’t been paying attention.
His black leather jacket hung open, revealing a black T-shirt straining against a broad well-muscled chest, and his brush-cut dark hair accentuated the chiseled lines of his cheeks and jaw. He raised an eyebrow, drawing her to bottomless brown eyes.
Her pulse pounded, and her breath caught in her throat. She could drown in those eyes, spend an eternity examining their depths and never know all the secrets they kept.
“Deputy Marshal Morgan Jacobs?”
Shit. She’d been staring in his eyes. She jerked her attention to her mailbox. “Who wants to know?”
“The local office said you were here.” He leaned against the mailbox doors. His scent enveloped her, a heady mix of musk and mint and all male. She bet his breath was the mint. That made her think of his lips and what they’d feel like under hers. And how terrible she must look with her untamed curls, no makeup, and—
Oh man, she really needed to get out.
She snapped her mailbox closed. “And you just assumed I was Jacobs?”
“You did open her mailbox.” He tapped the apartment number engraved on the door beside her hand.
“Maybe I’m just a helpful neighbor.”
“Getting the mail at one in the morning?”
She fought the urge to look at him. She was certain he had a smug smile, and she’d love to wipe it off — or kiss it off — his lips.
Wow, she really did need to get out.
Except going out meant risking that she really was dangerous or crazy or both. She’d hallucinated when she’d looked at her neighbor. What made her think her broken mind wasn’t playing tricks on her now with this guy?
“Listen, I also looked at your file. Not a bad picture, I might say.”
Wonderful, so the man knew she was on medical leave and likely a nutbar.
“I’d like your consultation on a case.”
“I’m not a marshal anymore.” It hurt to say it, but it was true, and she was just going to have to live with it. She’d figure something out. She always did.
“This is time sensitive.”
“Aren’t they always?” She’d been with Fugitive Operations for the United States Marshals Service and almost everything there was time sensitive. The thrill of the hunt was one of the things she’d loved about the job, but she wasn’t anything special. There were dozens more marshals like her and there would be dozens more. “I’m sure, Marshal…”
“Gage. Alexander Gage. And it’s not marshal.”
“I’m sure, Mr. Gage, the office can put you in touch with someone more appropriate.” She fought the urge to glance at him, or breathe in any more of his heady scent — she wasn’t going to ponder how a non-marshal had gotten a look at her file, or what that might mean about who he really was — and turned to the stairs. No way in hell was she waiting for the elevator.
He grabbed her wrist, stopping her. “Please. This is important.”
“I’m sorry you’ve wasted your time.” She tugged against his grip, but he held tight.
“If you’d just come with me.”
“I don’t think so.” Who the hell was he to boss her around? She tugged harder. There was no way she was going with him, no matter how much she wanted to step out those doors. She just couldn’t risk it. Maybe if he saw she was crazy and dangerous and who-knew-what else, he’d back off.
She lifted her gaze. Just a fraction. But heat flooded her face and eyes, and her pulse raced. What was she doing? She couldn’t look at him, couldn’t risk being right.
But God, she couldn’t be right. That was impossible.
She jerked her attention back to the envelopes now trembling in her hands. Some marshal she was. “I can’t help you.”
“You don’t understand.”
She wrenched her arm free. “No, you don’t understand. I can’t help you.” She stepped toward the stairs and the world exploded.
The sound roared over her and the force of the blow shoved her forward, bashing her shins against the first step. Glass and stone flew past, biting her back and legs and arms. Dust filled the air, dancing around her head in the twisting light and shadow.
Ears ringing, she dragged herself around. She reached for the gun at her belt that wasn’t there, her brain stuttering, as insanity stepped into the lobby.
A monstrous man towered above Gage. Flecks of rain on his bare chest and arms caught the wildly swinging light above him, accentuating gray, coarse skin.
Behind him, the lobby doors were a wreck of crumpled steel, shattered brick, and shards of glass, as if a truck had plowed through it.
Morgan struggled to breathe. This was not happening. It was impossible. She had to be hallucinating. But the monster snarled and the muscles in its thick arms bunched. It hefted an enormous hammer and swung at Gage.
Gage ducked. The hammer slammed into the mailboxes with a boom. Metal squealed and bent, and doors flew open.
Morgan ground her teeth. It had to be a normal man. It had to. Her mind was transforming him into a monster — just like the flash of her neighbor moments before.
But the vision didn’t fade. He whirled toward her, turning inhuman yellow eyes on her, and curled back his lips, revealing large pointy teeth.
Just a man.
“Back off.” Gage pointed his gun at the man… monster.
He growled. “That isn’t going to stop me.”
Gage fired. The man-monster jerked but didn’t fall. He swung the hammer toward her.
She threw herself to the side, against the metal railing. The hammer crashed into the stairs beside her.
Another two bangs exploded from Gage’s gun. Man-monster roared. Blood oozed from three holes in his chest, but he looked more mad than anything else.
He swung again, and Morgan scrambled back. The hammer crashed into the railing, ripping it from the stairs.
Gage fired another shot.
With a jerk, faster than Morgan thought possible for someone his size, the man-monster tossed his hammer at Gage. It grazed Gage’s shoulder, whirling him into the broken mailboxes. His head cracked against a metal door, he sagged, and his gun dropped from his limp hands.
Morgan seized Man-monster’s wrist to wrench it around and lock it behind his back, but he twisted and grabbed the front of her shirt. He hauled her up and shoved her into the wall.
Her breath burst from her lungs and her head slammed against the wall. The man-monster’s face wavered. In its place was a normal human face. Square and meaty with a day’s worth of stubble on his cheeks and shaved head.
He clasped his other hand around her neck, hefted her, and smashed her into the wall again. She couldn’t catch her breath. Her vision blurred and the monster with yellow eyes and fangs leapt back into sight.
She clawed at his hand. It tightened around her neck, and he flashed his fangs at her again. Her lungs burned. Specks danced around her vision. She twisted and kicked him in the groin, drawing a chuckle.
He pressed his enormous weight against her. “Now you’re just flirting.”
“Fuck you,” she said and punched him in the eye.
He staggered back but didn’t release his grip. The destroyed lobby twisted in and out of focus.
She swung again, but he jerked back, his arms longer than hers. She dug her nails into his hands, trying to pry his fingers free, but her arms and legs grew heavy, too heavy to fight.
Everything slowed. Her heart, the swinging lamp above them, even the man-monster.
From a great distance away something clicked.
Gage pointed his gun inches from Man-monster’s head. Man-monster’s eyes widened and the world exploded in a cloud of red mist.
The foyer careened to the side and she hit the floor, still staring into Man-monster’s yellow eyes as blackness swept over her.
 



 
 
CHAPTER 2
 
 
Morgan woke, hurting all over. Her head, her chest, and especially her throat ached. It felt like she’d had one wild night with the girls. Like the time she, Kate, and Izzy had gone to Vegas. Except that had been years ago when they’d all been fresh out of the academy, just before Izzy moved to New York.
She hadn’t seen Izzy since. Emailed, yes, but not seen. And Kate, who worked with Morgan at the local marshal’s office… well, Morgan didn’t know how to explain anything to her — heck, she couldn’t even explain it to herself, other than she was crazy — and hadn’t talked to Kate since being released from the hospital after the attack. She couldn’t even bring herself to email or text her friend. What could she say? She couldn’t see her, literally, because she was afraid her gaze would turn her to dust.
What a mess. Morgan drew a deep breath, and sharp pain stabbed across her chest. The memory of the night’s events flooded her.
Oh, God.
She was crazy. There was no denying it now. Had the man-monster even been real? Her body said his attack had been, but had he been monster or man?
Then the memory of the red mist swept in. Had Gage really blown her attacker’s brains out? She struggled to remember, but none of it was clear, only flashes of what had to be hallucination.
She pressed her palms to her eyes, touched something sticky on her cheeks, and peeled them away. Red specks colored her hands. Blood.
Bile burned the back of her throat. He had killed that man. Unless the blood was from something else. Please let it have been from something else.
She jerked up and more pain raced across her chest and through her head. The dark room twisted in and out of focus, and she drew quick, shallow breaths, determined to make it settle before she threw up.
Then it hit her. This wasn’t her bedroom, and from the king-sized bed, it wasn’t a hospital room either — even if the décor was hospital plain.
She tossed back the blanket and scrambled from the bed. Save for her aching ribs — which didn’t feel broken, maybe cracked or bruised — and her sore head and neck, she’d somehow managed to get through whatever had happened unscathed. And thank God she still wore the yoga sweats she’d put on to get the mail that night… morning… she didn’t even know what time it was.
Heavy curtains hung to her left, but the light emanating from around the edges was weak. Which could mean it was still very early morning and she hadn’t been unconscious for long, or the April rains still darkened the sky—
Or there wasn’t a window behind them at all. What if Gage had realized she was crazy and locked her in a psych ward… with fake windows?
That didn’t fit with the big bed, but the uncertainty drove her to the window. She yanked the curtains open, sending another spike of pain through her chest, and revealing glass without bars. Rain beaded on the pane, drawing runnels down its clouded surface.
Beyond lay a manicured lawn rolling down to a tall, brick wall. Trees towered above the wall and through the mostly bare branches were the high rises of the city’s center. She was still in town. From the look of the wall and the massive trees, in Old Town. Heavy clouds hung in the sky, blotting out the sun, and while she could tell it was day, she had no idea if it was morning or afternoon.
And none of that explained how she’d gotten here or what was going on.
Someone knocked and she eased around to face whoever it was. The door opened with a squeak and light flooded in from a hallway beyond, accentuating Gage’s well-muscled form.
She yanked her attention to the floor before her eyes could start burning.
“How are you feeling?” he asked.
“Like I’ve been hit by a bus.”
“An ogre, actually.”
“Excuse me?” She couldn’t have heard that right.
“Ogre.”
Wonderful, now she was suffering auditory hallucinations as well.
Gage shifted, his army boots inching a step into the room. “We really do need to talk, Marshal Jacobs.”
“Yes, your urgent matter.” She drew in a steadying breath, catching a hint of his scent. Even from across the room he was intoxicating. “I think you’ve just taken care of that, and I’m not a marshal anymore.”
“I said time sensitive, not urgent,” he said.
Her gaze darted to him, all sexy muscles and confidence. She dragged it back to the floor. “Fine, time sensitive?”
He shifted again, his feet inching back into the hall. “There are painkillers in the bathroom. Clean up and meet me in the rec room.”
“The rec room?”
“To your right. End of the hall.” His feet turned to go, but he didn’t walk away. “There’s also a pair of sunglasses on the dresser. They might make you feel more comfortable.”
And what was that supposed to mean? But before she could ask, he’d shut the door, leaving his intoxicating scent hanging in the room.
She glanced at the dresser. A pair of sunglasses and her mail sat on top. She turned to the only other door in the room. Inside lay a walk-through closet and beyond, the aforementioned bathroom.
Her reflection stared back at her. Even from this distance, at the far end of the closet and in the gray daylight, she looked like the victim of a car crash. Blood streaked across one cheek and stained her sweatshirt and yoga pants around tears in the fabric. She doubted she’d look any better with the light on.
Maybe she could just hide in this room, go back to sleep, and pretend nothing had happened. She was tired enough, sleep might even be possible, but the exhaustion bled into anger. She might have spent the last four months hiding from the world, but not because she was weak and gave up. She wouldn’t be weak now.
Except everything had gotten worse. She was seeing things and hearing things. At the very least, she’d been part of… of whatever had happened last night and should be talking with the police. If she was honest with herself, she should go to the closest hospital and get help.
The memory of the man-monster flashed into her mind. With a jolt, the image jumped to the red mist.
And if she was really honest with herself, she’d pull it together and figure out what the hell was going on. Gage had said he wasn’t a marshal, but he’d seen her file.
The key words being ‘he’d said’. She had no proof he’d seen it, other than he knew what she looked like and where she lived, and that information could be found through any manner of ways.
She didn’t know anything about him, didn’t know where she was or what he wanted. She could be in bigger trouble than just fearing to look people in the eye. She had no way of telling what was real and what wasn’t. For all she knew, Gage, as she was seeing him, wasn’t real either. Which was a shame because he was nice to look at.
She shivered at the thought. That could all just be an extension of her fantasy. How the hell was she going to figure this out? She couldn’t even trust herself. How could she trust anyone else?
She’d thought she could get through this herself, but the more she thought about it, the more complicated it became. She’d never know for certain if she wasn’t sick. Except she didn’t feel sick.
A small part of her whispered this fear, these visions were reality and everything else, what she’d believed was true, was the fantasy. Which didn’t make any sense. Monsters didn’t exist. And she wasn’t one of them.
Which meant she needed to get out of here and get medical help. To do that, she needed to face Gage.
With a flick, she turned on the light and walked through the empty closet into the bathroom, keeping her gaze away from her eyes in the mirror. She’d look everywhere but there. It had been like that since coming home from the hospital. When she did look herself in the eye, what stared back wasn’t her. It was alien and strange and gave her the creeps. More evidence there was something wrong with her.
She scrubbed the blood from her face and ran wet hands through her wild curls — doing nothing to tame them. She didn’t feel refreshed or better or anything. Just angry and tired and wary.
She grabbed the sunglasses from the dresser and put them on, not wanting to think about how Gage knew they’d make her feel more comfortable. Not that she was going to be looking anyone in the eye anytime soon, but she had to admit, they did feel as if they offered a sense of protection.
It was ridiculous to think pieces of tinted plastic were a defense against anything, but her fear wasn’t logical, which meant the solution didn’t have to be logical either.
She cracked the bedroom door open and glanced out. Cream walls and a gray carpet — too thick to be institutional — lined the hall. She was at the far end of it, with a small curtained window to her left. To her right were half a dozen doors on either side of the hall. At the end, it looked like two more halls branched off, and straight ahead was an archway opening into a large room, probably the rec room where Gage wanted to meet.
She squared her shoulders, drew in a breath that didn’t steady her, and headed down the hall.
“What were you thinking?” a silky masculine voice in the room at the end of the hall asked. “You shouldn’t have brought her here.”
She froze. Whoever it was, he didn’t sound happy.
“And where else was she supposed to go, Lachlin?” That was Gage, his voice softer but edged with steel.
“Any place but here.”
She glanced back at the window at the end of the hall. If she exhaled, she might be able to squeeze through. Or better yet, go back to her room and go out that window, except she had no way of knowing if she could get that window open or not.
“You know she won’t have a hope of transitioning anywhere else.”
Transitioning into what? Crazy? Already there.
“She’s not going to be able to transition, period.”
“Maybe so. But here is still the only place for her.”
Ah, hell no. Whatever was going on, there wasn’t an only anything, and they weren’t going to force her.
She inched closer. Maybe if she could get to the intersecting hall she’d be able to escape without anyone noticing.
“We’re short a member. In time—”
Silky Voice, Lachlin, snorted. “Time can’t help her.”
Only a few more feet to the intersection, but now she could see into the room. It was indeed a rec room with two sofas and three comfy chairs huddled around a big screen TV, a pool table beside them, and a full wall lined with books and board games.
Gage stood with his back to her in front of the pool table, his arms crossed. On the other side by the sofas stood a tall man — taller than Gage — but narrower all over. He was lithe grace if Gage was solid muscle. Black hair hung loose around his shoulders… or was that down his back? She couldn’t tell, and the moment she thought she could, it seemed to change. His narrow face was breathtakingly beautiful. It tugged at something within her, drawing her to him, yearning to bask in such perfection.
She ground her teeth against the desire and pressed against the wall, praying he wouldn’t notice her.
“Regardless,” Gage said, “we still need to bring her up to speed.”
“There’s no bringing her up to anything. She’s a changeling and a half-breed at that. You can’t fix that.” Lachlin dropped onto the sofa, making something so simple look smooth and sexy and inviting. “We all want Chava back, but this girl isn’t the answer.”
A huge shadow emerged from the hall to her right and stepped into the entranceway to the rec room. The man was enormous, as tall as Lachlin but at least three times the width. He was muscles upon muscles like the man-monster who’d attacked her last night. Except instead of gray skin covered in coarse hair, he was smooth, rich ebony.
“I don’t want to replace Chava either,” the large man said, his voice a deep rumble.
“See, even Clayton is smart enough to know this is a bad idea.” Lachlin grabbed the remote and turned on the TV.
Gage flicked a finger and the TV snapped off. “She’s got skills for the job.”
She did not just see that. Did she?
“I hate when you do that.” Lachlin turned the TV back on. “But if she can’t see through glamour, she’s useless. The odds of a changeling breaking the psychological compulsion not to see us are impossible.”
“Those aren’t odds,” Clayton said.
Lachlin glared at him. “And even if she can, she’s a half-breed. She’ll go mad first.”
She already was mad. Their words whirled through her. They didn’t make any sense and yet a small part of her felt maybe if she concentrated hard enough, she’d figure it out.
“The boys really do natter,” said a soft, feminine voice beside Morgan.
She jumped and bit back a yelp. There, at her elbow, stood a tiny woman of East Indian descent with bright purple hair, the short locks spiked in all directions.
Her features were delicate, a match to her less than five-foot-high petite frame. Her chin, nose, and ears extended into points, wavered, then blunted back to normal human features, then extended again. For a heartbeat her eyes were purple, like her hair, then back to dark brown.
“I’m Rika. It’s good to have another girl in the house again.”
The large black man turned, his eyes wide, his mouth in a silent ‘oh’.
“Don’t just stand in the hall, Clayton,” Lachlin said. “Bring the girl here.”
Morgan rolled her eyes. As if he was so much older than her. In fact, he looked younger, mid-twenties to her early thirties. “I’m hardly a girl.”
“Trust me, Kitten, to me you’re practically a babe in arms.” His ears morphed like Rika’s into long, delicate points then jumped back to normal. He turned to Gage. “You see why she can’t be here.”
“You’re only worried she’s Kin enough to see through your charm.” Rika ushered Clayton into the room, making space for Morgan.
Lachlin rolled his eyes. “She’s half-human. That isn’t Kin at all.”
“It’s Kin enough for your sister,” Clayton said.
Lachlin shot upright. “We are not talking about my sister.”
“No, we’re not. We’re talking about Chava’s daughter, half-human and changeling or not.” Gage turned to Morgan and extended his hand.
She stared at it. She didn’t want to take it. She had no idea what they were talking about, but without a doubt they were crazier than she was. At least she knew she’d lost it. Unless, of course, she wasn’t hearing the conversation right. “I think I’m with Lachlin. I don’t belong here.”
“That’s because you don’t understand.” Gage inched his hand closer.
Her gaze leapt to his bottomless brown eyes. Through the sunglasses, they seemed darker and deeper than before. She could drown in those eyes and be happy.
And she could kill him with a look.
She jerked her attention back to the floor.
“Ah, shit.” Lachlin slammed the remote on the coffee table. “She knows.”
“Argue with that.” Rika grabbed Morgan’s hand and squeezed.
“She’s going to kill us before our job does,” Lachlin said.
Morgan pulled her hand free from Rika’s. “Knows about what? What the hell are you talking about?”
“It’s what we need to discuss. Why don’t we find someplace more private,” Gage said.
She didn’t want to be alone in a room with him… okay, well, maybe she did, but at least she was smart enough to know right now that was a bad idea. “How about the hall.”
Gage’s eyes narrowed, but he stepped into the hall and slightly around the corner.
Morgan followed, keeping the rec room and the others in sight. “So?”
She wanted to look at him, stare him straight in the eye, and read him like she used to read suspects and sources when chasing fugitives. But she couldn’t risk it. Not with that voice in her head getting louder and louder, saying she was dangerous.
Gage shifted and twisted a silver ring on his right index finger. “From the way you averted your eyes, you already know your gaze is dangerous, and I suspect you’re now seeing things.”
“We’ll assume that’s true.” She didn’t want to give him any proof she was crazy or that she bought into his craziness.
He arched an eyebrow. “You have a terrible poker face.”
She could just punch him. “Fine. Your friend, Lachlin, mentioned a changeling. That’s a fairy child replacing a human child.”
“Very good.”
“Don’t get cocky.” Even if that confidence completely turned her on. “I took first year mythology as an elective in college.”
“Not sure that will help.” He shifted again, drawing her back to his eyes. “You know within you something is different. You know the world around you is different from what you were told and you think you’re losing your mind.”
She pulled her gaze to the wall behind his right ear. “Oh, and that’s because I’m a changeling like Lachlin says. That would mean I’m a fairy who grew up in the human world.” She’d known from a young age she was adopted, but a changeling? That was ridiculous.
Except the part of herself that knew the heat in her eyes wasn’t her imagination told her what Gage said was true. But that just meant she really was crazy.
“Not quite a fairy but one of the Kin.”
“Kin?”
“Yes. Everything likely mentioned in that mythology course you took and more.”
“This is a joke, right?” Maybe she wasn’t crazy. Maybe Izzy had told Kate that Morgan was moping and they’d plotted something outrageous to brighten her up. It wasn’t likely, but Izzy could have convinced Kate drastic measures were necessary.
“This isn’t a joke, Kitten,” Lachlin called from the rec room, miming his head exploding.
Gage glared at him then turned back to Morgan. “When you look at Lachlin, what do you see?”
One hot, arrogant guy. “What do you mean?”
“You see two Lachlins, don’t you. You see a human face and a face that’s more than human. He’s Fae. Just like when you looked at the ogre, you saw his human glamour as well as his real appearance. Kin can see other Kin.”
“So why couldn’t I see any of this before?” Still not going to buy it, but she couldn’t help asking. Besides, she couldn’t be Kin. She wasn’t some kind of mythological monster.
“It’s complicated.”
“Well, make it uncomplicated or I’m out of here.” And really, she should have gone a long time ago, but she couldn’t make herself leave. It was like watching a car accident. That was it. She was watching herself go crazy and couldn’t bring herself to look away.
Gage twisted his ring again. “Sometimes half-humans, like you, are left to be raised by humans because the chance of them having enough Kin blood to be Kin is slim. Hence they become changelings. Kin abilities show up around puberty, and when you didn’t manifest your abilities, your mother probably thought you were too human and it was better to leave you alone. Non-Kin can’t see through glamour.”
“But Kin can.”
“Yes, and because you’ve recently come into your power, you’re starting to see past the glamour.”
“And every Kin has this glamour?” Did that mean she had a glamour? Was that what she was seeing through when she looked in the mirror and a stranger stared back?
“Yes. Everything magical does. It’s a type of universal magic that keeps magic protected and hidden from humans.” Gage crossed his arms. “Humans can’t usually see through glamour and with the current belief that the Kin don’t exist, it’s almost impossible to get them to see through it. If they do, the glamour will change their memories, so they can’t remember what they’ve seen.”
“So you’re telling me there are monsters walking around, looking like humans?” And that she was one of them, or rather half of one.
He raised an eyebrow. “You worked for Fugitive Operations. You don’t have to be Kin to be a monster.”
He had a point. But her head still whirled. She didn’t want to accept it, and she had no proof any of it was real. It was just so hard to remember she couldn’t trust her judgment.
“And you’re telling me I’m one of those monsters?”
“Here it comes,” Lachlin said.
Gage’s expression darkened. “One more word and I swear—”
Lachlin jerked up and leaned over the back of the sofa, sneering. “You’ll what?”
The lights in the room flickered and dimmed. Clayton’s eyes widened and Rika hugged herself. The air crackled with pent-up energy and the hair on Morgan’s arms and neck stood up.
“You can’t do anything,” Lachlin said.
“Try me,” Gage growled. The lights flared bright and returned to normal.
Lachlin snorted and slumped back down on the couch.
To hell with this. She was getting out of this crazy house. She couldn’t believe anything Gage said, and she certainly couldn’t believe she was some kind of monster.
A bright chime rang and Rika pulled a glittery purple phone from her back pocket. “Yeah?”
Gage held out his hand to Morgan. Light flashed from the ring on his finger. “I know this is a lot to take in, but it’s important you understand it.”
“Police report a break-in at 23 Park Street,” Rika said.
Lachlin changed the channel. “Because our mighty leader was just there.”
Rika tapped her foot. “Beyond the car driving through the front doors.”
“A car drove through the front doors? I thought—?” But Morgan wasn’t sure what she thought. She was a monster. No, damn it. That wasn’t true.
“I had to say something to explain the destroyed lobby,” Gage said.
“And the ogre didn’t get anywhere near the fifth floor,” Rika said.
“The fifth floor?” That was her floor.
Rika pocketed her phone. “Apartment 522.”
Gage reached for Morgan but hesitated and didn’t grab her arm. Even Lachlin straightened.
“That’s—” She didn’t know if she wanted to scream or sob.
“Your place,” Clayton said.
“What have you gotten me involved in?” It was bad enough she didn’t even know if she’d been attacked or not, but now her apartment, her private space, had been violated.
“That’s complicated,” Gage said.
“More complicated than Kin and changelings and fairies?”
Lachlin snickered and Rika glared at him.
“That’s it. I have to go.” She couldn’t stand there any longer. She had to get back to her apartment.
Gage grabbed her arm. “You’re not going anywhere.”
“She’s a snake charmer. She’s hardly helpless,” Lachlin said.
Gage turned on him, his grip iron around her arm. “It’s too dangerous. Not until we know what’s going on.”
And boy, would she love to know what was going on, but not until she’d seen the damage to her place. Those rooms, the locked front door, were the only things that were real to her. She was not going to lose that, too — that and it made an excellent excuse to get the hell out of there.
She seized Gage’s hand, wrenched her arm around — breaking free of his grasp — and yanked his hand around to his back, holding him close. His scent slid around her, captivating her senses, and she ground her teeth against its charm.
“Planning to keep a U.S. Marshal captive isn’t viewed well by the rest of law enforcement.”
Gage chuckled, the deep sound vibrating through his back into her chest. “I thought you weren’t a marshal anymore.”
“I’m leaving.”
“Told you. Changelings just can’t take it.” Lachlin leaned back and switched channels again.
“Not helping,” Gage said, but nothing about him indicated he was worried about her.
Lachlin shrugged. “You said you wanted her on the team, but in a few minutes it’ll really sink in and Clayton will have to mop her brains off the floor.”
“I’m fine and I’m leaving.” They could easily stop her. Four to one odds were terrible even if she’d had her gun.
Gage drew in a breath, his chest expanding, pressing his warm back against her. “Why don’t I explain more after we assess the damage to your apartment?”
“Excuse me?” Her mind stuttered over that. It didn’t make sense for him to just give up, unless of course he really did want her cooperation. He’d said he’d wanted her to join some team. Holding her prisoner wasn’t really a good start to any partnership.
“Can you please let me go?” But she wasn’t sure from his tone if he wanted her to let him go or not. Or were those her feelings? Ah, shit.
“Fine.” But there still wasn’t any way to tell what was real and what wasn’t. She didn’t know what was worse, losing her mind or knowing it was happening. And none of that mattered until she found out what had happened to her apartment.
 



 
 
CHAPTER 3
 
 
She drove with Gage and Lachlin to her apartment building while Rika and Clayton stayed at the house, which indeed had been a small estate in Old Town.
No one said a word during the five-minute drive.
Gage parked his black Mustang between two police cars. Their flashing lights painted the ruined front of Morgan’s apartment building in red and blue strobes and sparkled in the puddles. It did look as if a car had crashed through the double doors into the staircase, and sure enough, a tow truck was loading a mangled midsized car onto its flatbed. But she couldn’t shake the memory of the man-monster… the ogre — according to Gage — attacking her.
She still didn’t know how she felt about what they’d told her regarding changelings and fairies, or rather the Kin — whatever they were.
“What happened to the body?” she asked.
Gage glanced at her through the rearview mirror, his expression clear he didn’t want to answer her. “We have a specialist who adjusted his injuries to match the accident.”
“And by specialist, you mean…?” She wasn’t sure she wanted the answer and she didn’t know if she believed him.
“Let’s see if this will be what breaks the changeling’s mind.” Lachlin chuckled and got out of the car.
Gage glared at him. “Think of this specialist like a cross between an undertaker and a pathologist.”
“Sure.” Whatever that meant. It all seemed impossible. Hell, everything she knew about the world said it was impossible.
Except the tiny part of her that said she was dangerous believed Gage. But without hard proof — which she wasn’t even sure she’d believe given she doubted her sanity — she had to err on the side of reality. Yes. She had to be practical.
But that voice inside her was getting harder and harder to deny.
She got out with Gage and they joined Lachlin at the building’s front door. A work crew was already fixing the mess of her lobby, clearing away rubble and twisted steel, while a police officer stood on the curb watching it all.
Morgan followed Gage and Lachlin to the elevator at the end of the hall — since the stairs were roped off — and Lachlin pressed the call button. He hadn’t given her a second look since leaving the house. The air around him was practically frigid. And yet there was something that drew her to him. Perhaps the hint of lithe grace, or his chiseled features. It couldn’t be his arrogance, which was impossible to ignore, even beyond the model-hot looks. Sure, some girls liked bad boys, but Morgan had spent more than enough time arresting them to know they were just trouble.
Gage shifted beside her. He was a completely different story from Lachlin. Rugged, masculine, tough. He exuded confidence and a hint of violence like a well-honed soldier. She’d bet he’d spent time in the army, probably special forces or the marines. And his scent. God, just standing beside him was driving her crazy… all right, more crazy.
The elevator doors opened and her heart skipped a beat at the thought of being in close quarters with either of the men.
She shoved the thought aside and entered. Gage and Lachlin followed, drawing a shiver she fought to hide. Her thoughts were just because of the shock of everything that had happened — and the months of being locked in her apartment… the apartment that had been ransacked.
The bell dinged and the doors opened. Halfway down the hall, her apartment door stood open. A well-muscled male uniformed officer stood in the entrance flirting with a female forensic tech, while a man in a gray suit — his back to her — talked with her neighbor.
Her throat tightened at the invasion of her sanctuary.
She sucked in a steadying breath, surprised at how intense the feeling was. This was their job. She’d done it herself and it didn’t mean anything. But that apartment had been her safe house. She just hadn’t realized how dependent she’d become on it.
“Hey.” Her neighbor waved at her and the man before him turned around.
“Oh, great,” Lachlin mumbled. “Wright.”
The man, a middle-aged guy with salt-and-pepper hair cut short around a bald spot, tapped a pen to his notepad and headed her way. He looked familiar. She must have seen him the last time she’d visited the local police department, but she hadn’t had any dealings with him.
Gage reached into his leather jacket and pulled out his identification. “Special Agent Alexander Gage.”
So he was FBI. Did that make him more or less trustworthy?
“I remember you, Special Agent. Detective Wright.” The muscle in Wright’s jaw twitched. Guess it wasn’t a positive memory. He turned to her. “Morgan Jacobs?”
Over Wright’s shoulder, her neighbor’s eyes widened in shock, but she couldn’t tell at what. He didn’t seem to be looking at her but at Lachlin or maybe Gage. Her neighbor’s face morphed into the goat’s then back to human, and she bit the inside of her cheek. Don’t react. Don’t let the detective know she was crazy. “Yes.”
“And you just so happened to show up with the FBI?”
Lachlin shrugged. “Job interview.”
Wright tapped his pen on his pad. “At seven in the morning?”
“Is Marshal Jacobs a suspect in the break-in of her own apartment?” Gage asked.
Wright held Gage’s dark stare.
Gage raised an eyebrow and Lachlin rolled his eyes. Wonderful, it looked like this was going to turn into a pissing contest.
She stepped ahead of Gage, drawing Wright’s attention. She adjusted her gaze to the empty air just beside his head and prayed the sunglasses hid the fact she wasn’t making eye contact. “Let’s just fast-track to the part where you let me evaluate the damages.”
“Not sure you really want to,” Wright said, but he stepped aside anyway, giving her a clear view through the door.
Her stomach lurched. It was destroyed. Her apartment had been violated beyond recognition. Her furniture was torn apart, tables and chairs smashed, everything hanging on the walls had been ripped down save for one painting which hung at a precarious angle, and stuffing from her couch and comfy chair littered the debris like fake Christmas snow gone wild.
“Anything missing?” Wright asked. At least he sounded contrite at such a ridiculous question.
Nothing and everything could be missing. She had no idea how she was going to be able to tell. Her television had been knocked over but hadn’t been taken. The hutch with her grandmother’s china and silver had been toppled to the floor as well, but if they’d taken anything, she couldn’t tell since silver and pieces of china littered the floor around it.
“Do you see anything?” Gage asked.
“Well, they weren’t after valuables.” She picked her way through the mess to her desk. Her laptop hung behind it, caught on its power cord and the cord for her printer — which lay on its side a few feet away.
“Not your usual burglary,” Wright said.
“No. Might have something to do with work.” Maybe someone she’d apprehended had found out where she lived and wanted payback. But finding that out meant she’d have to talk to Kate, and that would make their initial conversation since the attack even more awkward. ‘I’m not calling because I miss you, but because of work.’ Oh yeah, she was a great friend.
“I’ll follow up with the work lead. You’re a U.S. Marshal?”
She nodded.
“Even if it is work, unless they left prints or we get lucky with something else, the odds aren’t good we’ll catch anyone. Particularly if they’re not trying to pawn anything you can identify.”
“Thank you, Detective. I’ll have Jacobs contact you if she thinks of anything.” Gage ushered Wright to the door, shook the man’s hand, and watched him go. Her neighbor continued to peer in from the far side of the hall. Gage shot him a hard look and her neighbor scurried off.
In that moment, there was something dark and powerful about Gage. Morgan still had no idea if she could trust him, and for a heartbeat she didn’t care. For that heartbeat, she wanted the intensity of that stare on her and the power it promised wrapped around her and within her. Without a doubt, that intensity translated to the bedroom. She knew it the same way she knew she was dangerous. And she wanted him. Craved him.
Holy shit. She really had lost her mind.
Gage closed the door and turned to face her. Warmth swept over her cheeks. This was so embarrassing.
Lachlin blew out a sigh. “All right, fine. You were right.”
Ice consumed the warmth. “Right about what, specifically?”
“But that doesn’t mean she can completely accept the reality about Kin.” Lachlin picked at a piece of fluff from the broken back of her couch. “I’m pretty sure she still doesn’t understand what you told her at the house. She certainly didn’t believe you.”
“Right about what?” She wanted to stare at Gage, give him the same hard look he’d given her neighbor, but everything within her said that was a bad idea — particularly if she wanted him flesh and blood and in her bed. She crossed her arms instead.
“Remember I said that matter I wanted to discuss with you was time sensitive.”
“You would have been better off being more direct and saying someone wanted to trash my apartment.”
“More like someone wants you dead.”
“Yep, that would have gotten my attention better than asking about a case and saying it was a time-sensitive matter,” she said.
Lachlin snorted. “You actually said it was time sensitive?”
Gage picked his way into the room toward her. “I didn’t want to frighten you.”
Good God! Men. “You know I apprehend criminals for a living.” She wasn’t some damsel in distress. She wasn’t even that feminine, never had been, and what with all the working out she’d been doing in the last four months, she had even less girlish curves than before.
“And an ogre tried to rip her head off,” Lachlin said. “I’m sure she suspected something was up.”
“Yeah.” She wasn’t going to add that she still wasn’t sure she believed that… no matter how right it felt. As soon as she was alone in a hotel room, she was calling Izzy and finding out just who Alexander Gage, FBI, really was.
She reached over her desk to grab her laptop. Something silver and shiny caught her eye, poking out from beneath a pile of scattered papers and pens on her desk. It looked like a cell phone, except hers was black.
“What is it?” Gage asked.
He must have seen her hesitate. Even Lachlin leaned forward, his air of indifference gone. He noticed her attention and leaned back, the indifference returning.
Interesting, there was more to Lachlin than met the eye. Of course, there was more to Gage and everyone else she’d met in that house, she was certain of that.
She grabbed a pencil and pushed the papers aside, revealing a silver phone. The touch screen lit up, and a red message alert flashed, indicating one message. “I think, according to our local detective, we might just have gotten lucky.”
She pressed the pencil’s eraser end to the message alert. The phone chimed, the screen went black, then brightened into a photo. Center on the screen was her friend Kate, gagged and bound to a chair.
Morgan’s heart skipped a beat. “Oh, God.”
Blood crusted Kate’s right temple and her right eye was swollen shut. Her expression was hard and angry. If she got free, hell would have no fury compared to what she’d do to her captors. At the bottom of the picture were two words: We’ll call.
 



 
 
CHAPTER 4
 
 
Morgan stared at the picture of her friend bound and bleeding. She couldn’t stop looking at it.
Gage swore under his breath. “We can handle this.”
“You’re not handling anything. A marshal has been abducted. This is a matter for the marshals and the police.” If, in fact, Kate had been abducted. Morgan was jumping to conclusions. A panicked reaction at seeing the photo, at the whole damned morning. She needed to do what she’d been trained to do, and that meant keeping her cool.
“Except the message was obviously left for you. That makes it our business,” Gage said.
But she knew he didn’t mean FBI business. “You mean because I’m Kin.”
“Why do you think they didn’t ask for a ransom?”
“I’m sure they’ll get around to it.”
“Why would they even ask you for one? If you had a fortune, you wouldn’t be living here.” Gage gestured to her ruined living room.
And that was what bothered her. Why her? And why Kate? It had to have something to do with their job as marshals.
“If the kidnappers do ask for a ransom, it’ll be a lie. They’re after you,” Gage said.
“Don’t be ridiculous.” But even as she said it, the words sounded false.
“Even I can’t believe your luck is so bad as to be attacked, have your apartment ransacked, and your friend kidnapped all in the same morning,” Lachlin said.
“I would bet whoever’s responsible is Kin. The marshal’s office isn’t qualified to deal with them. You want your friend back alive, you stand back and let me deal with this.”
“No.” This was her friend and she sure as hell didn’t trust Gage, no matter how good he smelled.
Gage raised an eyebrow. “I’m not sure you have much of a say in the matter.”
“I’m not some helpless damsel in distress.”
“Six hours ago you had no idea Kin even existed. You’re not ready for this,” he said.
“Try and stop me.”
Lachlin snickered. “Go on, Gage. Stop the snake charmer.”
Morgan glared at him. “Stop saying that.” Heat raced across her eyes and gray swept over the picture precariously hanging behind him. It cracked and fell, shattering on the floor.
Lachlin jerked away. “I told you she was dangerous.”
The heat swelled, racing over her face. The edge of her toppled chair in front of Lachlin hardened.
“Morgan,” Gage said, panic edging his voice.
“Stop looking at me!” Lachlin’s face morphed back and forth between normal and Kin. “Stop looking.”
“Close your eyes,” Gage said.
Her eyes were on fire. A gray haze filled her vision.
“For God’s sake, close your eyes.”
The chair crumbled. Lachlin drew his sidearm. Gage grabbed for it, but Lachlin twisted out of the way. The wall behind them cracked. Oh, God.
“Close your eyes,” Gage yelled.
She wrenched her gaze to the floor. The inferno raged over her cheeks and forehead. Stop, please. Just stop. She squeezed her eyes shut. Pressure pounded against her lids. She pressed her palms to her eyes. She was going to explode. It was too much. She was burning alive. She couldn’t control it. She really was crazy.
And she was dangerous.
Something brushed her shoulder. It settled on her forearm, a hand, sure and strong. Musk and mint slid across her senses. Gage.
“That’s it. Focus. Take a deep breath.” His voice eased over her, cutting through the roaring in her head, a cool balm on a sunburn.
She drew in a ragged breath. The pressure pulsed in her eyes.
“Another breath.”
The heat billowed but not as ferocious as before. She sucked in another breath. Her pulse slowed and the pressure eased even more.
“Lord and Lady,” Lachlin said. “Through the damned sunglasses even.”
The heat threatened to roar over her again. She forced in another breath.
Gage squeezed her arm. “That’s it. Just focus on being calm.”
“Calm?” The word came out edged with hysteria. “I turned my chair to stone.” And her painting and wall and that man who’d attacked her. Stone!
Gage’s other hand rubbed a gentle circle between her shoulder blades. “I know.”
“To stone.”
“It happens.”
“It doesn’t just happen. It can’t happen.” Gage had said the Kin were every monster mentioned in her mythology class, and the most famous one who turned people to stone was Medusa, one of three gorgon sisters. Her stomach lurched. “I can’t be.”
“Morgan,” Gage said, his voice soft.
“How can I?” Her gaze leapt up to the chaos and the crumbled stone that she’d made.
Lachlin winced, but Gage met her gaze as if he could hold her essence, shelter it from the storm inside her with just a look.
“Gorgons aren’t real. I can’t be— My reflection—”
“The mythology books don’t usually have all the details right.”
“Obviously, since looking at your reflection won’t turn you to stone,” Lachlin said.
The muscle in Gage’s jaw twitched. “Gorgon is a race. A very rare race, and the ability is only passed through the female line.”
“But what does that mean?” She didn’t want to know. And yet she’d just proven how dangerous she was. If she didn’t want to kill someone else, she had to know. “And what about the sunglasses? Why didn’t they turn to stone?”
“It’s all about focus,” Gage said. “Your gaze turns what you look at to stone. You’re looking through the sunglasses, hence your power goes right through them.”
“Except the tint in the glass and the fact they’re so close to your face is supposed to trick your powers into thinking something is in front of your eyes and hold your powers back.” Lachlin shifted, his indifference looking forced. “Obviously you’re an exception to the rule.”
“Let’s get you back to the house, and I’ll explain everything,” Gage said.
She nodded, forcing her gaze down. Kate stared back at her from the phone forgotten in her hand. She couldn’t go anywhere. She had to pull it together. “No. Kate is the priority.”
“And Lachlin and I will find her,” Gage said.
“No. I won’t just sit around and wait.” She hadn’t hurt anyone since leaving the hospital, and just a few minutes ago, the hall outside her apartment had been filled with people and she hadn’t gone all eye crazy on them. Lachlin had pissed her off. The man in the alley had scared her and pissed her off. She couldn’t believe she was even thinking about this. “My temper is the trigger. I keep it in check, furniture stays normal.”
“You can’t just roam the streets,” Lachlin said.
“Stop telling me what I can and cannot do.” Heat flickered around her eyes. Furious, she ground her teeth and forced it back. “Kate is the priority. I can control this.”
And she wasn’t going to think about how the impossible had suddenly become terrifying reality. Kin were real. She was a monster. And none of that mattered. She needed to figure out if Kate really had been abducted and, if so, rescue her.
‘The Imperial March’ from Star Wars sounded, weak and tinny.
“What the hell is that?” Lachlin asked.
“My phone. My boss is calling.” She scanned the floor around her. She’d left the phone on her desk when she’d gone to get her mail. It had to be somewhere in the mess.
The tune chirped again. To her left? Under the shredded cushion?
Gage shoved aside the couch. Not under there. She tossed the cushion over it and gathered the papers underneath, blowing off bits of fluff.
Another chirp. There, a hint of light from the phone’s face under a book.
She grabbed it and turned it on. “Jacobs.”
“You all right?” her boss, Supervisory Deputy U.S. Marshal Ed Waters, asked. “I just got word about your apartment.” His gruff voice was even more gruff than usual, which meant he’d been worried… or it had been too long since she’d heard it and she wasn’t used to it anymore.
“I’m fine. I was out when it happened. Looks like—”
“Don’t get him involved,” Gage hissed.
She glared at him, realized what she was doing, and jerked her attention back to the floor.
“Looks like what?” Ed asked.
“Like complete chaos. The police are on it. I’m sure they’ll do their job.”
“I’m sure.” Ed’s tone darkened even more. Yeah, she didn’t like the idea of letting someone else handle any of this either, but marshals didn’t deal with break-and-enters. “You got a place to stay for a while? And don’t tell me you’re staying there. We don’t know if this is case related or not.”
She bit back a snort. She was pretty sure it wasn’t case related. “Fine. Is Kate there? I’ll stay with her.”
Gage’s feet shifted closer. “What are you doing?”
“She called in sick this morning,” Ed said. “Well, actually, emailed. It was pretty early when she sent it.”
Shit. So the photo on the phone could be true. “I’ll try her at home.”
“You call if you need anything.”
“I will.”
“And Jacobs…”
“Yeah, Boss?”
“You better be coming back.”
That was the closest she was going to get to him confessing he missed her, and she had no idea how to respond to that. “I gotta go.”
“Unhunh.”
The line went dead and she turned to Gage, keeping her gaze just past his shoulder. “Kate emailed in sick early this morning.”
“Is there any doubt the photo is real?” Lachlin asked, his casual arrogance returning.
“I don’t believe everything I see. And maybe she is just sick. I’m going to her house to find out.” She pocketed both phones and picked her way to her door.
“You can’t just let her roam the streets,” Lachlin said.
“We’ve already proven you can’t stop me.” And she sure as hell wasn’t going to sit back and let these strangers look for Kate, FBI, Kin, or whatever the hell they were.
 



 
 
CHAPTER 5
 
 
Kate’s house only confirmed she’d been abducted. The front door had been left unlocked, the key table in the foyer knocked over, and her cell phone smashed into pieces beside it, giving evidence of a struggle. Aside from that, however, there was no indication who was responsible or where Kate might be.
They returned to the estate in Old Town to a room Gage called the situation room. Rika took the kidnapper’s phone, transferred everything on it to a computer set into the large table in the middle of the room, and handed the phone back. Then she perched on a stool at the far end and tapped on the table’s surface.
The picture of Kate appeared on the big screen monitor at the back of the room, blown up to ridiculous proportions. Everything but Kate was dark, and there were only hints of a cinderblock wall behind her. There wasn’t even a window in the shot. The blood on Kate’s temple had caked to her skin in a thick line to her jaw, pasting a lock of blonde hair to it, so she’d been upright when it had dried, which only proved if she’d been unconscious it hadn’t been for long.
Rika pursed her lips. Her ears turned pointed and her features more delicate, and stayed that way. She rolled a purple spike of hair between her fingers and stared at the screen embedded in the table.
Clayton sat on the stool beside her, his dark, hulking presence becoming unnaturally still. Morgan didn’t know anyone who focused to the point where it looked as if he didn’t breathe.
“This is going to take a while,” Rika said without looking up. “I’ll run an algorithm that’ll hopefully extract more detail, but until it’s done, it’s normal eyes at work.”
“I’ll see what I can find,” Clayton said, his deep voice a soft rumble.
“Good. There’s got to be something there.” Gage draped his leather coat on the back of a chair, leaned over the table, and examined the computer screen embedded in it.
Lachlin strolled in with a mug, steam curling over the lip. “So what’s the plan?”
The rich aroma of coffee wafted over Morgan’s senses and her stomach growled. She hadn’t had anything to eat since dinner last night. Funny how she’d thought to get her sidearm from the gun safe in her bedroom but hadn’t thought to grab anything to eat. Guess she now knew what her priorities were.
Gage tapped on the table and swiped across it. The picture of the man-monster took Kate’s place, along with his rap sheet. “We have an I.D. Daryl Matas. Assault, possession, and possible gang ties.”
“And we still don’t know if the attack on me is related to Kate’s abduction,” Morgan said.
“It’s too much of a coincidence not to be.” Gage crossed his arms, straining his T-shirt across his broad shoulders and around his biceps. “We have to assume the goal of the abduction is to get another chance at you and we have to assume, because Matas was involved, it’s Kin related.”
“And we have to assume they want you dead.” Lachlin hooked a waist-length strand of black hair behind a pointed ear.
“But why would any Kin want me dead? I didn’t even know they… you existed a few hours ago.”
“Gorgons are rare and extremely powerful,” Gage said.
Lachlin snorted and took a sip from his coffee.
“Some Kin react badly to that kind of power and see you as a threat. Because you’ve come into your power, anyone who sees you will know you’re a gorgon.” Gage wasn’t saying something. It was subtle in his tone and how the others glanced at him — save for Clayton who didn’t move — before they turned back to their work, or in Lachlin’s case, his coffee. Maybe everyone was waiting to see if she’d lose it and turn them all to stone.
“So sometime in the last four months I’ve run into someone who recognized what—” God, she didn’t want to say it. “—what I am?”
“Exactly. I know it’s tough, but there has to be someone. They probably acted surprised when they saw you,” Gage said.
It wasn’t going to be tough. She hadn’t communicated with a lot of people in the last four months, and she’d looked at them even less when talking with them, although in the hospital— “There were tons of people in the hospital after I…”
“Used your power,” Lachlin said.
“Yes.” The image of her attacker crumbling to dust flashed into her mind and a hint of fire licked at her face. She slid her gaze to the wall beside the big screen and forced the fire back.
“It would have taken at least a few weeks for your power to fully manifest,” Gage said.
Power she didn’t want.
“After that, you’d be recognized as Kin,” Lachlin said.
Well, that narrowed it down. She hadn’t spent long in the hospital and she’d only ventured outside in the week after. The fear that she was dangerous had been so overwhelming, she’d found her new apartment and cut ties with everyone who knew her even on a casual basis, including her best friends, her job, and her parents. She’d sequestered herself, determined to keep everyone safe until she’d figured out what was going on. “There hasn’t been anyone.”
“Well, there has to be someone.” Lachlin set his cup on the table and Rika picked it up, glaring at him with bright purple eyes.
God, Morgan was never going to get used to that.
“What about your neighbor?” Gage asked. “He recognized you.”
“We’d just met last night. Just before you showed up.”
“Not enough time for him to call someone and have them send Matas after you,” Rika said, extending the cup closer to Lachlin.
“Maybe enough time for a kidnapping.” Lachlin took the cup back. “Perhaps they are two separate incidents.”
“No, it feels more like your friend’s abduction was a result of Matas’s failure,” Gage said. “We need to figure out who saw past your glamour.”
Lachlin rolled his eyes. “Anyone could have seen past her glamour. It’s completely blown apart.”
“Glamour works on Kin as well? I thought it just worked on humans.”
“If you’ve got control of it, most Kin won’t be able to see past it,” Gage said. Which made her wonder if what she saw was really him or his glamour.
“Unless you’re one of a few special Kin who can see past almost anything,” Lachlin said, his tone clear he was not one of the special Kin. “Like a gorgon.”
“Or you will it away,” Clayton said, still frozen and staring at the big screen.
“But that only works on Kin because no matter how hard you try, you can’t will all of it away. Most humans can’t see past even a fraction of glamour,” Rika said.
“So someone, a Kin, has seen past my glamour.”
“What little you’ve got,” Lachlin said.
“Except I haven’t talked to anyone in person for four months.” But that wasn’t true. Every Wednesday, she’d forced herself to open her apartment door and not make eye contact with the guy delivering her groceries.
Process of elimination. There wasn’t anyone else. It had to be him.
“I think we have a lead.”
 
* * *
 
Morgan’s delivery guy, Todd Redding, was indeed Kin and had a rap sheet involving petty theft and a few drunk and disorderlies, but nothing too serious. He lived in a small, sagging house on a street lined with small, sagging houses in a less than desirable part of town. The front yard was a mass of weeds and grass lying in matted lumps, still mostly dead from the winter, and surrounded by a rusted, waist-high metal fence. With the background of heavy gray clouds threatening rain, the whole lot looked tired and forgotten.
Lachlin and Clayton hustled down the narrow driveway to the back of the house while Gage reached for the gate separating the sidewalk from an overgrown path to the sagging front porch.
“Remember to keep your head,” Gage said.
“This isn’t my first rodeo, you know.”
“I know.” But he didn’t sound certain. He drew in a quick breath and twisted the silver ring on his finger. “All right, crash course. Redding is a Naga.”
“So a snake man?” She’d never expected that mythology course to be so useful. All she’d wanted was an easy elective to balance out her psychology classes.
“Exactly. A little stronger than your average human and a little faster, but not by much. What you need to watch for is their venom. If he opens his mouth, you get behind me.”
“I think I can avoid being bitten.”
Gage opened the gate. It groaned on rusted hinges and only opened halfway. “He can also spit it.”
“Now that’s disgusting. How deadly is it?”
“Depends on the Naga. Redding’s venom is a paralytic, so it won’t kill you right away, but if the antidote isn’t administered soon enough, it’ll work its way to your heart and lungs.”
“Wonderful. So death by suffocation.” And here she’d thought tracking violent offenders was dangerous. Poisonous spit wasn’t something handled in the marshal’s manual or basic training.
Gage settled his dark gaze on her, drawing a shiver of anticipation. “You might be able to control him, but I don’t want you to try unless it’s absolutely necessary.”
“Control him?” Lachlin’s words jumped to mind. She was a snake charmer, a gorgon. “Wonderful. So I can turn people to stone and snakes think I’m the bomb. I’m never going to get a date again.”
Something flashed across Gage’s expression, but he turned away before she could tell what it was.
“Oh, God, please tell me I don’t have snake hair.”
Gage gave her a sidelong glance, a hint of a smile pulling at his lips. “It’s fine. You don’t have snake hair. Now come on. I’m sure Lachlin and Clayton are in position.”
She followed Gage up the path to the porch and stood slightly behind him. He rested his hand on his gun, ready to draw, and knocked on the front door. Morgan matched his position, hand on gun, and strained to hear any indication someone was inside.
Nothing.
Gage knocked again.
Footsteps thudded on the other side of the door.
“I’m coming,” a voice said. The door opened, and the guy who delivered her groceries stood on the other side. She recognized him from his mop of sandy blond hair and the snake tattoo on the back of his right hand.
Her gaze locked with his and his green eyes widened. Time seemed to slow and Todd’s expression went from neutral to horror. A hint of fire tickled Morgan’s face. She ground her teeth against it, refusing to let it grow into the terrifying inferno. It simmered and didn’t billow. Maybe she could control it.
“Todd Redding?” Gage asked, shattering the moment.
With a squeak, Todd scrambled away from the door and down the hall.
Gage drew his gun and leapt after him. Morgan followed.
Todd rushed through the kitchen, yanked open the back door, and slammed into Clayton’s thick outstretched arm. Todd toppled back, landing on his butt, and Clayton’s enormous form filled the doorway.
Gage slowed, his weapon ready. Todd’s skin turned mottled green and his face flashed into a snake’s, with a stubby nose and lipless mouth. Thick flaps of skin flared from either side of his neck like a cobra’s hood and he hissed, revealing a pair of wicked long teeth.
Morgan blinked. She couldn’t make her mind accept this was the new reality. The fire licked at her cheeks. She jerked her gaze to the grease-covered oven door beside Todd’s head and concentrated on controlling it.
Gage squared his shoulders. “Don’t even think about it. Withdraw those teeth.”
“You can’t just barge in here.” The hood quivered and a semi-translucent liquid beaded at the end of his teeth.
Lachlin cleared his throat and pointed at Clayton, who towered over Todd. The hood quivered for a second more then settled over his neck. His face wavered between human and snake and finally settled on a stomach-churning combination of the two: snake eyes and nose, and everything else human. His flesh remained pink, but dark splotches mottled his cheeks and forehead.
The blaze eased — thank God — and Morgan returned her focus to Todd again. This was her job. She now might be a monster, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t still be a marshal.
“I haven’t done anything.” Todd glanced at Morgan then back to Gage, as if he didn’t want to admit recognizing her. A sure sign of guilt.
“Doesn’t look like it to me.” On instinct, Morgan knelt.
Gage and Clayton shifted, their discomfort that she was getting closer to Todd clear. Even Lachlin stiffened. For a heartbeat she feared she’d misjudged how dangerous Todd was. But even with the poison on his teeth ready to be spat on her — which, quite frankly, could hit her if she was standing — he didn’t have the feel of a hardened criminal. And she’d met more than her fair share of hardened criminals. Nothing about Todd said he was aggressive. He’d run when he’d first seen her, he hadn’t struck out even when cornered, and he certainly didn’t have the build for a thug. No, his modus operandi was to lie, cheat, steal, and weasel — or would that be slippery as a snake? He would do whatever it would take to avoid bodily harm.
She shifted her sunglasses a fraction down her nose. Todd whimpered and inched back, bumping into the stove.
Yep. Anything to avoid harm.
And she wasn’t going to think about how terrifying it was to know Todd feared her gaze. “Now you and I both know you recognized me.”
“But—”
“Who’d you tell about Morgan?” Gage asked.
“No, I—”
“Come on, Todd,” Morgan said, tapping her sunglasses. “Who’d you tell?”
The splotches on Todd’s face paled. “I— I needed money.”
“Who did you tell?” Gage asked.
“He’ll kill me.”
Lachlin snorted. “She’ll kill you first. What do you think is more painful? Being stabbed, shot, or turned to stone?”
“I’m voting on stone,” Gage said. “I hear it’s slow, excruciating.”
Todd trembled and paled even more.
God, she hoped Gage was playing it up.
“You obviously didn’t hire the ogre. So who did? I want a name,” Gage said.
“Ogre?” Todd’s eyes shot wide, his slitted pupils expanding and contracting.
Lachlin sighed. “This is getting tiresome. We’re not going to get anything, so have at it, Jacobs.”
“No, please,” Todd squeaked. “Rentz. I owed Vincent Rentz money and when I saw her— I didn’t think there was another gorgon.”
“Thank you.” Gage holstered his gun. “Don’t leave town. We might have more questions for you.”
Todd bobbed his head. His snake’s hood trembled but didn’t flare out.
“Good.” Gage turned and motioned for her to go.
She followed him out of the house, with Lachlin and Clayton close behind her. They marched back to the vehicles and Gage pulled out his phone.
“So who’s Vincent Rentz?” she asked.
“Local loan shark and Blackstone dwarf,” Gage said, entering a number into his phone.
Lachlin leaned against Gage’s Mustang and crossed his arms. “Except Blackstone dwarves don’t usually deal in information; goods only.”
Gage leveled a stern gaze on Lachlin, who pulled away from the vehicle.
“Fine. You’re right,” Lachlin said. “This information is worth a lot of gold, but he’d be stupid to sell it.”
Gage’s phone rang on speaker. “Money can make even the smartest man do stupid things.”
“Goddess of all things knowable,” Rika said on the other end of the line. “What can I do for you?”
“Is Vincent Rentz still running bets out of the Whale and Ale?” Gage asked.
A drop of rain hit the windshield of Gage’s car.
Fingers tapped over the line. “Looks like it.”
“Thank you,” Gage said.
“You know I live to enlighten your life.” Rika giggled and the line went dead.
“Or to make sure your credit card is declined on a big date,” Lachlin said.
Clayton looked hurt. “She said it was going to be funny.”
“It was funny.” Gage pocketed his phone.
Lachlin scowled. “No, it wasn’t.”
Another raindrop hit the car.
“You weren’t really interested in that aphrodite anyway.” Gage turned to head around the car.
“Not the point,” Lachlin said.
“No, it isn’t,” Gage said. “Lachlin, you and Clayton go to our ogre’s residence. Maybe there’ll be something there. Morgan and I will talk with Rentz.”
Clayton reached for the passenger’s side door on the second vehicle, a black SUV, but Lachlin didn’t move. “You sure that’s smart?”
Gage opened his car door and glared at Lachlin, who stiffened. The muscle in Gage’s jaw twitched. If Morgan could see the air between them, she was sure it would have crackled with the tension.
“This isn’t up for debate,” Gage said, his voice low.
“She’s untested.”
“What about ‘not up for debate’ did you not understand?” Something deadly filled Gage’s dark eyes.
A shiver swept over Morgan. Now she was certain lightning crackled between them. Gage was dangerous. If she hadn’t known it before, she knew it now with certainty. She couldn’t say how exactly, only that darkness coiled taut just under his skin, straining to be released, and she did not want to be on the receiving end.
 



 
 
CHAPTER 6
 
 
The tension sparked between Gage and Lachlin, growing with each passing second, and Morgan feared it would explode with deadly results. Fire licked at her eyes in response, and she fought to keep it back. She had to stay in control. She couldn’t let their heightened emotions affect her.
The power radiating from Gage increased, and Lachlin sighed as if he didn’t care, except the taut muscles in his arms and legs and across his back gave him away.
“Is this really necessary?” Clayton asked.
Gage remained focused on Lachlin as if he could stare him into obedience. He probably could.
The fire in Morgan’s face bled over her forehead, across her jaw, and down her neck. “Please.”
Lachlin glanced at her then shrugged. “Whatever.” He dropped his gaze to the hood of his SUV, and sauntered to the driver’s side and got in, still oozing grace and bad boy sex.
“See you at the house,” Clayton said, shutting his door.
Lachlin pulled away with a squeal of tires and Morgan turned back to Gage. “What was that?”
Gage turned his attention to her and she was drowning in his eyes again. Except this time they were consuming and powerful. Even through her sunglasses she could feel the pull, like a vortex threatening to devour her soul. God, he would be amazing in the bedroom if he didn’t destroy her.
Heat flooded her face at the thought and she couldn’t tell if it was attraction, embarrassment, or her powers. Jeez. She slid into the passenger seat, praying he hadn’t noticed.
Gage got in beside her and turned the ignition. The Mustang purred to life. The sense of power no longer radiated from him. Now the only sense she had of him was his intoxicating smell.
Which, while more pleasant than the darkness, was still a problem.
She adjusted her sunglasses and focused on the road as Gage drove. More rain dusted the windshield, but the torrent the clouds promised didn’t release. “So, you wanna share?”
Gage sped through a yellow light and turned a corner, forcing Morgan to grab the door to keep from sliding in her seat. “Rentz is a Blackstone dwarf. That means he’s sturdy and strong, but doesn’t have any power that’s likely to kill you.”
“Which was why Lachlin was so against me going with you?”
Gage took another corner a little too fast, pressing Morgan against the door. “Rentz will, however, have Kin nearby who can kill you.”
“Well, it’s a good thing I brought my gun.”
Gage stopped at a red light. “In some situations, your gun might be a liability.”
The memory of her attacker turning to stone rushed through her. If turning someone to stone was possible, why not mind control? Why not body control? “But you carry?”
“I’m different.”
The light turned green and he hit the gas.
“So what? I just face whoever Rentz has unarmed?” Sure, she usually did fine in a fist fight, but if she faced anyone like the ogre who’d attacked her yesterday, she wouldn’t stand a chance. She liked that idea about as much as she liked the idea of being forced to turn her gun on a friend.
Gage sped around another corner, turning onto College Avenue, one of three four-lane roads running through the heart of town. “You are hardly unarmed.”
“I’m not sure my fists count against ogres and things with poisoned spit.”
“I wasn’t talking about that.”
Heat flooded her face again, and this time she was sure it was her powers and not embarrassment. It swirled across her cheeks and around her eyes, as if the very mention of what she could do ignited it. No. He wasn’t talking about fists. He was talking about her gaze. “It’s hard to get answers from a statue.”
Gage chuckled. “Clayton would disagree.”
“Excuse me?”
“Nothing.” Gage pulled into a parking spot, leaned back, adjusted the gun in his shoulder holster, and studied her. “Your ability is more than just stone. There are various levels to petrification. It just takes some practice.”
She snorted at the thought. “And who gets to be the lucky guinea pigs?”
“Leave the gun.” Gage got out of the car.
She put her gun in the glove compartment and followed, a bad feeling churning her gut. “Who gets to be the guinea pigs? I’m not going to practice on real people.”
The image of her attacker, his cheek sliding free and shattering on the asphalt beside her head, jumped to mind. Panic swept over her. It was real. It was really real.
“And I’m not going to practice on real guinea pigs either. I don’t kill cute fuzzy things.”
A hint of a smile pulled at Gage’s lips as he crossed the street to an old-style pub. He opened the dark wood and smoky glass door recessed into a red brick storefront. City core revitalization hadn’t reached this block, and the stained brick and cracked sidewalk made the building look every bit its age — which was probably a hundred or so, when the city was first settled.
Inside was more exposed brick, dark wood, glass, and tarnished brass that said, with no uncertain terms, English pub. It was just before lunch, but only a few tables were occupied, although with the dim lighting and the tall-backed booths, there might be more customers.
With a quick scan, Morgan assessed the room. Only two men seemed dangerous, one leaning against the bar at the back and the other sitting by himself at a table in the middle of the room. Bar man was big — almost as big as the ogre had been — and with thick tusks protruding from his jaw, Morgan was sure she didn’t want to get into a fight with him.
The other man was narrow, wiry, like Lachlin, except even slimmer, but there was something about him that set off her instincts. This man might not be a bruiser like tusk-guy at the back, but there was something powerfully dark about him. Not as dark as what Gage had revealed, more sly… she couldn’t find the right word to describe it.
“You spot the boar ogre?” Gage asked, his voice low.
“At the bar? Yep. I’m more concerned about the man dead center.”
“So am I. Lokis are unpredictable at the best of times. That could work for us as much as against us.” Gage headed toward the back of the pub.
Morgan shoved back her initial denial of what he’d said — and what she was seeing. As crazy as it seemed, it was real. She really had turned her chair to stone. Right now she had to keep alert because she didn’t know much of anything about this new world and that put her at a serious disadvantage. “When this is done, you and I are going to have a long talk.”
“So you finally believe me. What convinced you? Turning your chair to stone? Or the poison spit?”
“Ha. You sure know how to make a girl feel better about her situation.”
“I aim to please.” Gage strode to the front of a booth, his arms crossed, accentuating his broad chest and well-muscled arms. Inside the booth sat a small balding man staring at the papers scattered across the worn table. His profile didn’t waver into anything inhuman.
“Rentz,” Gage said.
Morgan glanced back at tusk-guy, the boar ogre. He still had tusks, which meant she could see through glamour and couldn’t see through Rentz’s… or he didn’t need one.
Rentz glanced up, a slow smile curling his thin lips, and leveled glistening black eyes on Gage. “I was wondering when you’d show up, Alexander.” Rentz gestured to the seat across from him. “And I see you’ve brought the woman of the hour as well.”
Morgan shifted under his beady stare. Warmth welled around her eyes and she concentrated on the cushioned bench back beside his head, just in case.
“Even if you weren’t the only one, I’d know you were Chava’s daughter. You have her look.”
The warmth continued to build. From the corner of her eye, she saw the lean guy at the center table shift. She wanted to ask about her biological mother, find out what this man knew. Hell, find out anything, but she doubted she’d believe what he told her. There just seemed to be so much she didn’t know about herself that everyone else did.
“I’m just disappointed you didn’t invite me to the auction selling her information,” Gage said.
Rentz picked up the glass by his hand and took a sip of the pale brown liquid inside. Scotch maybe? “Would I be so crass as to auction off information about the world’s only gorgon?”
The only one. Which meant Gage hadn’t been completely honest with her either. But now wasn’t the time to ask about that.
Gage crossed his arms. “I think you’d do anything if the money was right.”
“If the money is right.” Rentz raised a finger and caught the bartender’s eye.
“So who did you sell it to?” Gage asked.
“Having you show up at my doorstep isn’t worth all the gold on the planet.”
The bartender grabbed a bottle from the top shelf of the back bar and sauntered toward them.
“You sold it to someone,” Gage said.
The bartender filled Rentz’s glass and turned to go.
“Leave the bottle.” Rentz waved at the only paperless spot on the table.
The bartender set the bottle down and left. A drop of liquid ran down the neck and across the label, right through the picture of the watermill’s wheel. Not Scotch, local whiskey.
“We know you’ve sold the information. There’s already been an incident.”
Morgan suppressed a snort. And by incident, he meant her apartment lobby had been destroyed, her apartment trashed, and her friend kidnapped. That was a little more than an incident.
“An incident?” Rentz sat forward, his body suddenly tense. Muscles Morgan hadn’t noticed before bunched around his neck and shoulders, making him more squat and solid than before. His arms flexed and his chest seemed to expand. “There’s been an incident?”
“Yes.”
Rentz’s eyes shimmered, light reflecting on onyx. “Believe me or not, but I haven’t sold anything regarding our lovely lady here.”
“Well, someone did,” Gage said.
“It’s a mystery, isn’t it,” Rentz said, his voice low.
“Yes, it is.” Gage straightened. “Thank you for your time.”
Rentz wrapped stubby fingers around the neck of the whiskey bottle. “Anytime, Alexander.” It sounded more like a threat than an invitation.
Gage tipped his head, ever so slightly. “Rentz.” Then he turned and strode back to the front door.
Morgan followed him outside onto the street. “He’s keeping something back.”
“He’s a Blackstone dwarf. Of course he’s keeping something back.”
“I have no idea what that means.” And the more she learned, the more she was sure she didn’t want to know. Except she had no choice. Even if she returned to her sequestered life in a new apartment, this new reality would still be there. This reality seemed determined to force itself on her. She couldn’t close her eyes and pretend it wasn’t real.
Gage marched past her to the curb. “I can give you a full briefing when we get back to the house, but I’m not sure brief is the right word.”
“Wonderful. Please tell me Rika’s set up a wiki for this, an ‘Everything Someone Needs to Know about Kin’.”
“There’s a set of encyclopedias in the library. No one’s spent the time to scan it into a computer.”
“That big, hunh?”
A hint of a smile pulled at his lips. “And full of strange words, too. You might need help reading it.”
Hell, yes. “I’m sure I can handle it.” Jeez. She had to keep her head. She didn’t know anything about Gage or anyone else for that matter. “We should focus on our current situation.”
The traffic broke and they headed across the street back to the Mustang.
“Blackstone is a dwarven clan. They align themselves with the Darkling Kin.”
“I’m afraid to ask. Darkling Kin?”
Gage rounded the front of the vehicle, pulling his keys from his pocket. “Darkling—” His gaze locked on something up the street and his eyes widened.
Tires squealed and a silver truck tore toward them, a machine gun pointed out the passenger window.
The man holding the weapon morphed between human and cat-monster. Black fur slid over his face then receded back to human. Slitted pupils glared at her.
“Morgan!”
The gun. It was pointed right at her.
Shit.
 



 
 
CHAPTER 7
 
 
Gunfire exploded around Morgan. She dove over the Mustang’s hood, crashing to the sidewalk. Adrenaline pounded through her. Her thigh stung, and her sore ribs ached.
Gage fired back. Two quick shots. More machine-gun fire pounded into the car, rattling Morgan’s teeth. She glanced over the hood at the cat-man in the truck, who gave off another burst of gunfire aimed at her.
She jerked back under cover and Gage fired again. Glass shattered, tires squealed, and the silver truck roared away.
Gage sprang to his feet, his gun aimed at the retreating vehicle. It fishtailed around a corner and disappeared. With a growl, he punched the ruined hood of his car. “That’s it. You’re staying in the house.”
“The hell I am.” She wanted to catch whoever was responsible even more now. “I’m not some wilting flower who curls into a ball at the first sign of trouble.”
“That wasn’t trouble, that was a MAC-10.”
“Yes, it was.” Heat rippled over her eyes and she didn’t care. Bring it on. She was tired of hiding and being scared of herself.
“Pull yourself together.”
He knew. Somehow he could tell her eyes burned and that she didn’t care. “Stop telling me what I can or can’t do.”
“Then start listening to reason.” He straightened and the air around him crackled. Energy snapped across her skin. Darkness. Power. His eyes captured hers, pulling her into an abyss.
The heat in her eyes flared. She wouldn’t be scared into obedience. A small part of her quivered at the thought. She should be terrified of what she saw in Gage, but the Medusa’s fury was stronger than fear. No one told her what to do and no one got in her way when a friend was in danger.
But Gage was so powerful.
And so the hell was she.
More energy snapped around her. More heat flooded her face.
Something chirped.
The heat faltered and Gage’s power wavered.
The chirp came again. With a growl, Gage pulled his phone out of his back pocket. “What?”
Morgan tried to blink back the fire. As much as she wanted to just let go and rage, it wasn’t going to help anything.
“Thank God you’re alive,” Rika said. “9-1-1 calls reported a drive-by at the Whale and Ale and mentioned two people being shot at with a description of your car.”
“We’re fine,” he growled.
“Whoa, Mr. Growly. Pull it back. Don’t want to give Morgan the wrong impression,” Rika said.
The hint of energy crackling around him vanished so fast it took Morgan’s breath with it.
“The police are on the way. I’ve informed Detective Wright it’s part of a case and you’ll send him the paperwork later.”
“Thank you,” Gage said, his voice still dark. “We’re coming in. Get Lachlin to pick us up since I’m sure the crime scene unit will want my car for a while.”
“As you wish.” The line went dead.
The muscle in his jaw twitched and he pocketed the phone. “You don’t know anything about what you’re dealing with.”
“I know my friend is in trouble and someone’s trying to kill me. I know I have the training to deal with that.” She blinked back the rest of the heat in her eyes. “Let’s agree the situation is dangerous and that I’m not going to let you bench me.”
“I could lock you up.”
“You could. But I think you’d rather have me on your side than against it.” It was a risk to draw the line so clearly like that. She still didn’t know half of what was going on, but if she’d overheard that first conversation with Lachlin right, back at the house, Gage wanted her on his team; locking her up wouldn’t accomplish that.
“Fine. Let’s get back to the house and figure out what we’ve got.”
“Good. And what we’ve got is the truck’s license plate.” She grabbed her gun from the glove box.
Gage barked a quick laugh. It wrapped around her senses like his scent did. “Silly me for doubting you.”
“I’m sure you won’t make that mistake again.”
His smile turned sly. “No, I won’t.”
 
* * *
 
Lachlin picked them up, saving them from Wright’s less than congenial mood, and they returned to the house, heading straight to the situation room. The computer was still working on cleaning the background on the photo and Rika was on a different side of the computer table, her fingers flying across a touch-sensitive keyboard on the screen.
“I ran the plates on the silver truck, but it was reported stolen earlier this morning. Any luck with Rentz?” she asked.
Gage leaned against the table, arms crossed, his gaze locked on the now-blurry photo on the big screen. “Nothing. He says he didn’t sell Morgan’s identity and got quite angry when I mentioned something had already happened.”
“Which means he was sitting on the information, waiting for the most opportune time to sell,” Morgan said. At least some things didn’t change between the Kin and humans, but Morgan didn’t know if that was better or worse. It said she was important and she didn’t have a clue as to what or how or why… or the answer to any other question she could come up with.
“Typical.” Lachlin dropped into a chair beside Rika, making the action look smooth and sensual.
Clayton took the chair beside him and stared again at the photo.
“So did Todd Redding try to double-sell the information? Did Rentz lie about sitting on it? Or has someone in Rentz’s house betrayed him?” Rika asked.
Morgan bit back a growl and plopped into the chair opposite Lachlin. “And that still doesn’t help us find Kate.”
“No, it doesn’t,” Clayton said.
“Neither does this.” Rika swiped phone records onto the big screen. “There’s nothing unusual with either Todd Redding’s or Daryl Matas’s phone records.”
“Any of the numbers the same?” Lachlin asked.
Rika tapped the table, but nothing changed. “No.”
“Maybe try doing a search on the numbers for the last couple of months with any of Rentz’s known associates.” Morgan bit back a sigh. It was a long shot, since they didn’t even know if Rentz was involved, but it was something to try.
“As well as our Kin profiles of known felons,” Gage said.
“Which leaves us with what?” Lachlin asked.
Morgan shoved out of her chair. “A whole lot of nothing.” She couldn’t just sit there. She had to do something.
“Gage and Lachlin will figure this out,” Clayton said. “They always do.”
She paced to the door at the back. Beyond lay the hall leading to the rec room where she’d first met everyone. And beyond that, the bedroom where she’d woken this morning. How could her life have been turned upside down so fast?
Except it hadn’t been fast at all. It had started four months ago when she’d turned her attacker to stone. The image of his cheek cracking and breaking free flashed across her mind’s eye. Why couldn’t she just get the damned image from her mind. Even her scar ached now.
She drew in a ragged breath. Kate needed her. Now was not the time to lose it.
One of the phones in her pocket vibrated. It had to be the kidnapper’s, since she hadn’t turned the ringer on her phone off. She pulled it out and turned to Gage.
“Track it,” he said.
This was it.
Rika typed into the computer. “Keep them talking.”
The phone vibrated again and she hit the call button. “Jacobs.”
“Bring the contents of evidence box 19780324-2 to the corner of 5th and Lexington in one hour,” a tinny computerized voice said.
“An evidence box? I don’t have access to that.” What did they want with an evidence box?
“You’re a U.S. Marshal. I’m sure you’ll figure something out. Box 19780324-2. 5th and Lexington. One hour. Come alone. Do I need to tell you what will happen to your friend if you’re not there?”
“Let me talk to Kate.”
“Bring the box.”
Rika motioned to keep going. She needed more time.
“I want to talk to Kate.”
“The box.” The line went dead.
“Not enough time,” Rika said. “They were somewhere downtown in a ten-block radius.”
“Too many people to check,” Clayton said.
Morgan shoved the phone back in her pocket. “What do they want with an evidence box? And one from 1978?”
Gage glanced at Lachlin, his expression dark, but Morgan couldn’t figure out if it was at the situation or something else.
“It’s just a ploy to make us think they’re not after Jacobs. They couldn’t very well demand she exchange herself for a human.” Lachlin hooked a now shoulder-length lock of hair behind a normal human ear.
She really wasn’t going to get used to seeing people two different ways at any given time.
“I agree. But we need to play along until we get Morgan’s friend to safety,” Gage said.
“And maybe they picked this case number for a reason.” Morgan paced back to the table. She could feel the fire in her eyes, but it was just a flicker, a pinpoint, waiting for her to call on it. “With any luck, it’ll give us a clue as to who’s behind this.”
“They could have picked any old number,” Lachlin said.
“They could have.” Gage adjusted his sidearm in his shoulder holster. “Regardless, we need that box. Looks like I’ve got a call to make.”
Lachlin sat forward. “The chief of police is going to love you. How many times have you called in the last couple of months throwing your FBI weight around?”
“No more than necessary.”
“One of these days, he’s going to put his foot down and refuse you,” Lachlin said.
“He hasn’t yet.” Gage pulled his phone from his back pocket. “And really, if he refuses, I’ll get to put you to work to use your charm on him.”
Lachlin rolled his eyes. “That’ll be the day.”
Gage flashed his cocky grin. “Let’s see if today’s that day.”
 



 
 
CHAPTER 8
 
 
The property office storing police evidence was in a warehouse attached to the back of the new police services main office on the east side of town. The four-story building had been constructed about six years ago as a part of the city’s revitalization plans — when the block the previous station had been on had been purchased by a developer for a new condominium complex and shopping center.
Gage parked his replacement car — a navy midsized sedan — in visitor parking near the property office’s public entrance, cut the engine, and turned to her. “I feel compelled to remind you to let me take the lead on this.”
“You think I won’t behave?” She didn’t know if she should be insulted or flattered at the comment.
“Obedience is not in your genetic makeup. At least, not on your mother’s side.” He reached for the door handle.
“About that.”
He gripped the handle but didn’t open the door. “When this is cleared up, we’ll talk.”
“Did you know her?” She’d never really wondered about her biological parents before. Her adoptive parents hadn’t hidden that fact from her, and she had a great relationship with them… or at least she had before she’d locked herself in her apartment for four months.
And now she’d just learned she had the equivalent of a terrible genetic disorder, for a lack of any better way to put it. Whether she wanted to or not, she needed to know everything she could about her birth parents, particularly the part of her that could kill someone.
“She was a member of our team, but I’m not sure I really knew her.” The muscle in his jaw flexed, and he opened the door. “Now’s not the time to talk about this.”
“No, it isn’t.” But very soon, once Kate was safe, it would be.
She got out of the car and walked with Gage to the front door. He opened it for her and she entered a small glass and chrome lobby. Before them sat a black and chrome reception counter, guarding the thick security door leading to the property room, and beside them, in front of the large front window, sat a stainless steel bench inset with blue fabric cushions — that didn’t look thick enough to cushion anything.
A Santa Claus look-a-like, in a police officer’s uniform, shifted on his stool behind the reception desk and smiled at them. “What can I do for you?”
Gage showed his identification. “Special Agent Gage and Deputy United States Marshal Jacobs. The chief of police should have called and said we were coming.”
Santa’s smile faded and he ran a hand over his neatly trimmed beard. “Yes. You need to check out an evidence box from 1978?”
“A case we’re working on might have ties to it.” Gage leaned against the counter.
“From 1978. That’s a long time ago,” Santa said.
“Yes, it is, and this is time sensitive.”
There were those words again.
Gage tapped the counter’s shiny surface. “The chain of custody form, if you please?”
“Yes, of course.” Santa pulled a file folder from the wire rack beside him. It looked like the chief of police had indeed called ahead, although Morgan had no idea what Gage had told him to get such a fast response.
Gage filled out the form and Santa pulled up the box’s details on his computer.
“The box is in row 12.” Santa hit the button under the desk, unlocking the security door, and Gage opened it. Beyond was a ten-by-ten holding area and a metal gate, halfway open, with Detective Wright on the other side.
Wright’s eyes narrowed. “Special Agent Gage.”
Gage stepped into the area between the doors. “Detective.”
“What brings you to the property office?” Wright asked.
“Checking out a box from ’78,” Santa said through the window beside them.
“Really. 1978? Any chance this has something to do with the drive-by shooting?”
“Yes to ’78,” Gage said. “No to the shooting.”
“Well, aren’t you Mr. Popular, then.” Wright glanced at Morgan. “Still interviewing for that job, Marshal?” he asked, his tone clear he didn’t believe anything that had been said so far.
“Any luck on the perps who trashed my apartment?”
“Prints can take a while,” Wright said.
“Yes, they can.” Sometimes too long, at least in the case of fugitive apprehension. “I’m sure you’re doing everything you can.” Maybe if she played nice, he’d leave.
His eyes narrowed even more. Guess what she said could have also been taken as an insult.
“And all of us should get back to work.” Gage shifted so Wright could pass.
“Special Agent. Deputy Marshal,” Wright said, the words sounding like insults. He shoved past them and stormed out of the warehouse.
Santa looked confused, but Gage rushed Morgan inside and out of sight before he could ask questions.
At row 5, out of earshot from Santa, Morgan glanced at Gage. “So you and Wright have history?”
“You could say that.”
“You know, it usually helps to make friends with the police.” She turned down row 12.
Gage followed. “Making enemies was never my intention. Sometimes my job requires me to take situations out of people’s hands. The detective Wright replaced knew that. Wright is new to his position and just hasn’t accepted that yet.” Gage stepped closer to the shelf. “This is 1978. October.”
“We’re looking for March.”
Morgan scanned the shelf sections. September… August… There, at the bottom. “Found it.” She slid it out, reaching to open the lid to see what was inside.
Gage pushed her hand away and took the box. “Great. Now let’s get it out of here.”
“Aren’t you curious about what’s inside?”
“We likely won’t have time to recreate what’s in the box and we can’t risk the kidnappers already knowing what the box should contain, so we can’t give them a fake box.”
“But knowing what they’re after might help us identify them.”
He hesitated for a split second then set the box on the floor and opened it. “You’re right. But just enough to give Rika something to work with. We don’t have a lot of time.” He must really want to get Kate to safety. Although Kate really wasn’t his goal. It was Morgan and getting her on his side. He’d been clear about that from the beginning, so if Kate was her concern, Morgan supposed it became his by default.
Inside the box was a case file, a bloody dress shirt and pair of pants, one shell casing, and a jar of gray sand; all properly bagged and labeled.
Morgan picked up the jar. The label read ‘granite dust’. She couldn’t imagine why the kidnappers might have picked this case.
Gage pulled out his phone, took pictures of a few pages of the file and the contents of the box, then dialed. “Lachlin. I’ve sent you some photos of the contents of the evidence box. Get Rika to run them and see if we come up with anything.”
Lachlin said something, but Morgan couldn’t make out his words and she put the jar back in the box. Maybe Lachlin was right and the box had been picked at random.
“All right. We’ll meet you in that alley on 4th in ten minutes.” Gage ended the call, put the lid back on the box, and tucked it under his arm. “Now come on. Let’s get your friend back.”
 



 
 
CHAPTER 9
 
 
Gage pulled into an alley off 4th street, stopped beside Lachlin’s SUV, and got out. Morgan followed. The rain had started in full, pouring a cold heavy shower on them, but the narrow alley sheltered them from the worst of it.
Lachlin eased from the vehicle, all grace and danger. Morgan caught a glimpse of Rika in the front passenger seat working on a computer tablet before the door closed.
“Clayton is in position.” Lachlin handed Gage two wireless earpieces.
“In this rain? Poor Clayton.” Morgan took the offered earpiece. “Tell me he’s at least got shelter.” Sure, sometimes the job required uncomfortable conditions, but that didn’t mean she didn’t feel guilty about Clayton having to deal with it because of her.
“The weather won’t bother him.” Gage inserted his earpiece. “What’s the layout?”
“It’s under the expressway. The closest building is a hundred yards away across a parking lot. An old factory that Rika says hasn’t been in use for about ten years. Doesn’t look like there are any great sniper perches, particularly if you want to stay out of the weather,” Lachlin said. “I can’t sense anyone in the area, so they likely haven’t shown up yet.”
“And you’re certain they’re Kin and they’re after me?” Morgan slid the earpiece with microphone into her ear. She had to give Gage’s team credit; they had topnotch technology.
“There’s still a chance this is connected to your job as a marshal, but I’d say it’s awfully slim,” Gage said.
“Which means whoever we’re facing will be Kin.” And that meant Morgan had no clue as to who or what she was up against. “Did Rika have any luck drawing a connection between any Kin and the evidence in the box?”
Lachlin glanced at Gage then back to Morgan. “No. They must have picked a number at random. Just like I said earlier.”
Gage shifted but didn’t give him a dark look as Morgan would have expected. He was all business now. No combative banter and no glare-downs. “The odds that they’ll bring Kate to the exchange are low. Morgan, be ready for an attack the moment you step from the car.”
“Got it.” She fought the urge to reach for her gun. Gage had said it was dangerous for her to have it, but she wasn’t going to face a monster without it. It was all she had — since there was no way in hell she was going to turn someone to stone.
“And remember, whoever shows up, we need them alive so we can find Kate,” Gage said.
“Sure thing.” Lachlin shrugged and got back into the SUV. Morgan couldn’t tell if he was going to listen to Gage’s order or not.
Gage held out the key to the sedan to her. “We’ll be right there.”
His scent wrapped around her and her attention locked on the key. She’d have to make contact with his hand to get it.
“If things go south, get to cover.” His tone was soft, soothing.
She glanced into his bottomless eyes. “Is this really happening?”
She didn’t know where the question had come from, or the sudden doubt. Nothing seemed real anymore. It hadn’t since the attack in an alley much like this one, four months ago.
The image of her attacker’s face shattering on the pavement flashed through her mind. She had done that. She really had.
Gage took her hand, sending a shiver sweeping up her arm. He pressed the key into her palm. “I know everything seems strange right now.”
She snorted. “To put it mildly.”
“When this is over, I’ll help you figure it out.” He stroked a finger along the arm of her sunglasses, brushing her cheek. His scent wrapped tighter around her. Strong, sensual. Another shiver slid over her. He would help her. That meant spending more time together. Hell yes to that.
“Let’s do a mic check everyone,” Rika said over the earpiece.
“Lachlin, check.”
“Clayton, wet.”
“Gage, here.”
Yes, he was.
Warmth swept over Morgan’s face and it wasn’t the warmth of her unwanted abilities. She took the key and eased away from him. “Morgan, check.”
“Remember, the goal is apprehension. Lethal force is a last resort.” Gage reached for the back door to Lachlin’s SUV and turned back to Morgan. “Don’t get killed.”
“Done this before, remember.”
“Not this, you haven’t,” he said.
The SUV window rolled down and Lachlin leaned out. “Get your ass in here. We need to get into position before the kidnappers show up.”
“Not here yet,” Clayton said.
Lachlin rolled his eyes. “I can sense that.”
Morgan got into the sedan and waited for Lachlin to pull out onto the street. She could do this. Gage and his team would protect her before the kidnappers could use whatever abilities they had on her. And if it was another Naga, all the better. Spit didn’t fly well in a storm.
She drove over to 5th Street, followed it a block down to Lexington, and parked under the raised expressway cutting through the west side of town.
Now came the waiting.
She hated waiting.
The wind picked up, pelting the rain against the car in sideways torrential waves. If the weather wasn’t so bad, she’d get out and pace.
Damn, she needed to move, burn energy, do something.
She couldn’t just sit there.
She checked the time on her phone.
“You just got there,” Gage said. “Fidgety already?”
“Yeah, I’m a nightmare on stake-outs. But it’s worse since—”
“Since your powers manifested?” Rika asked.
“Not surprising,” Lachlin said. “It’s a gorgon thing. Perpetual motion and all that. Kind of like a shark.”
“Gee, thanks.” She wasn’t sure she liked being compared to a shark and didn’t know if it was an improvement over snake charmer.
“That was meant as a compliment,” Lachlin said.
Someone cleared his throat, the sound deep and raspy in her ear. “Only a few more minutes,” Gage said.
“And here they come,” Lachlin said. “I’ve got two, feels like an ogre and a cat. No human. Unless she’s enspelled, she’s not in the truck.”
Morgan glanced out the window. The silver truck roared off Lancaster into the far end of the lot under the expressway. It tore through puddles, washing aside garbage and debris, racing toward her.
Morgan tensed and cracked open the door, ready to jump. But the truck’s tires locked. It swerved, slid perpendicular to her, and skidded to a stop in a rush of water and gravel. The driver’s door opened and the man with tusks from the Whale and Ale climbed out.
Well, that explained how the kidnappers knew about her. Rentz’s muscle had probably overheard Todd trying to sell the information on her.
“Take this easy,” Gage said. “Eyes open for that MAC-10.”
“I know what I’m doing.” She eased from the car.
Rain pelted her, soaking into her jacket and jeans and beading on her sunglasses.
“Got the box?” the man asked. His tusks wavered into sight and his skin turned thick and gray.
“Where’s Kate?”
“Have you looked in it?”
Morgan squinted through the rain on her glasses. “We’re here to do an exchange. The weather isn’t getting any better. Where’s Kate?”
“Has Gage looked in it?” Tusk-man asked.
“He’s not going to hand her over,” Gage said.
“You’re sure she’s not in the truck?” Morgan asked, keeping her voice low and praying Tusk-man couldn’t see her mouth move in the storm.
“Unless she’s enspelled, no,” Lachlin said.
“Clayton, get ready,” Gage said.
A hulking shadow shifted near the pillar behind the truck.
“Did Gage look in it?” Tusk-man growled.
“Why do you want it? What are you trying to cover up?” Damn it, she really couldn’t see right with the water on the lenses.
“It’s not what I’m trying to cover up, snake charmer.”
“Then who?”
“He’s stalling,” Gage said.
“Where’s Kate?” Morgan yanked off the sunglasses.
Tusk-man threw his head back and roared.
“Move, now,” Gage said.
Lachlin’s SUV tore into the lot. Machine-gun fire exploded out the passenger window of the silver truck at the pillar instead of the SUV. Clayton staggered forward. Bullets pounded into his chest and he dropped.
Oh, God.
“Man down!” Morgan drew her gun, but Tusk-man charged her. She fired off a shot, hit him in the shoulder, but he didn’t even flinch.
He hurtled toward her, roaring. She leapt out of the way, her shoulder and back hitting the gravel. She scrambled to her feet, but Tusk-man lunged, grabbing for her. She staggered back and fired again. No effect.
“Lachlin to Clayton,” Gage said.
“Where’s Kate?” Fire licked at her eyes and she forced it back. She had to stay in control.
Tusk-man sneered. “You’ll never know.”
Gage raced toward them. He slid over the hood of the car and energy crackled around him. Thunder in the clouds above answered, booming around them.
Tusk-man grabbed for Morgan. She sidestepped his attack and slammed the butt of her pistol into his cheek. He lurched back — a weakness — and she struck again.
Behind him, darkness gathered around Gage. He drew his hand up and a whip of fire and night burst to life. He snapped the whip at Tusk-man, snaring his leg.
Tusk-man screamed, and Gage tossed him into the pillar beside the truck. More machine-gun fire spat from the truck. It peppered a line across the hood of the sedan, and Gage and Morgan dove for cover behind the vehicle.
Lachlin darted to the passenger side of the truck. The man with the machine gun — Cat-man from earlier — twisted, aiming for Lachlin. Lachlin wrenched the barrel down. Gunfire slammed into the gravel beside him.
Tusk-man staggered to his feet and pounded on the back of the truck. The tarp on top flew to the side and a monster, an honest-to-goodness monster, rose from the bed. Dog-like, it snarled, revealing a mouth full of sharp teeth. Water slicked its hairless body and it put an enormous paw on the side of the truck bed. It snorted, and flame and smoke licked its nostrils. Embers burned in its eyes and it locked its gaze on Morgan.
“Holy shit,” Lachlin said. “A pit beast.”
The creature jerked its head toward him.
Gage scrambled to his feet. “Run.”
The beast swiped at Lachlin, its claws digging rents into the top of the cab. Lachlin scrambled away and machine-gun fire slammed into the pillar beside him.
Gage’s whip crackled back to life. He snapped it at the beast, which sprang from the truck, and the whip missed. Lachlin bolted to the pillar and Gage cracked the whip again, slicing the beast’s side.
The creature roared and surged at Gage and Morgan. Gage snared his whip around the creature’s front paw. It tripped and slammed into the hood of the sedan, crushing it. The beast growled and tossed the car to the side. Morgan scrambled back, more fire swarming across her cheeks.
Stay. In. Control. It was too dangerous for her to release her power.
Gage’s whip tangled around the creature’s legs and he tugged it off balance.
“Get out of here,” he yelled at her.
“No way in hell.” She didn’t abandon anyone in a fight, no matter how insane it got.
Cat-man fired another blast at Lachlin, pinning him behind the pillar, and Tusk-man ran in the opposite direction, deeper under the expressway. He was getting away and that could put Kate’s life in jeopardy.
Morgan bolted after Tusk-man, but a roar made her glance back. The beast yanked at the whip, throwing Gage into the ruined car.
He staggered to his feet. The whip flared above his head and flew toward the beast, wrapping around its neck.
Something big lurched at the corner of Morgan’s eye, and Lachlin’s SUV, with Rika at the wheel, gunned forward. It slammed into the beast and drove it into the pillar. The creature howled and sagged, and Morgan could only pray it was dead.
She turned back to Tusk-man, pushing herself to run faster. She had no idea how she was going to stop him — bullets didn’t seem to work — but letting him go wasn’t an option.
He scrambled through a hole in a chain-link fence and slid down a grass and gravel hill into a gully. Morgan raced after him.
Rain beat at her, cold and stinging, and the wind tore at her hair and clothes. She ground her teeth and ran harder. She could catch him. She would catch him.
The gully ended in a large water runoff tunnel, and Tusk-man ran headlong into it. Morgan followed, gun ready, and twilight engulfed her.
A large figure lurched beside her. Tusk-man. He grabbed her gun and wrenched it from her hands. It clattered deeper into the pitch-black tunnel.
She slammed her fist into his face. His head snapped back and something crunched. She punched again, but he surged close, blocking her swing with his shoulder. He clamped a large hand over her throat and inched her up until her toes skimmed the ground.
She’d come full circle in less than twenty-four hours, with some monster choking the life out of her.
He sneered and flicked his tusk across her cheek. Hot pain burst over her face.
“That was for my sister.”
“What the hell are you talking about?” An inferno burned across her eyes. No. Control it. If she killed him, she might never find Kate. She clawed at his fingers, but just like the other ogre, she couldn’t break his grip.
He jerked her forward and slammed her against the wall again. Pain exploded in her chest and the inferno in her eyes pulsed. Please, no. For Kate’s sake.
He slapped his hand over her eyes. “Many Houses will be avenged today.”
She thrashed against his grip. The blaze threatened to explode. She couldn’t hold it back. God, she had to. “Where’s Kate?”
Her heart pounded and her limbs grew heavy. Flames beat within her, filling her head and pouring into her chest. She had to let it go, but it wouldn’t release. Not with her eyes covered. She was burning alive from the inside out.
“My House will be avenged.”
“Not today,” Gage said, his voice muffled. He sounded in front of her and in her head all at the same time.
The hand on her face jerked away. Her eyelids flew open and locked on Tusk-man as he seized the front of Gage’s shirt. The fire erupted from her eyes, rushing through her in a ferocious blast.
Tusk-man screamed. He twitched once, twice, then stopped. A crack boomed around them and a fissure snaked through Tusk-man’s arm. Another crack and another. Fissures sliced through his face, his torso, his legs.
He moaned. Oh God, he was still alive. Bile burned the back of Morgan’s throat, but the power consumed her. It poured, wave after wave, and she couldn’t stop it. She struggled to close her eyes, cover them with her hands, do something, but she couldn’t move.
“Please,” he gasped.
“Morgan, control it. Focus,” Gage said.
But she couldn’t. The fire kept spewing from her, growing stronger and stronger with each rapid pulse of her heart.
The fissure in Tusk-man’s arm ruptured and his hand snapped off, shattering on the ground. He moaned again and his other arm broke free.
God, please. Make it stop.
Her body trembled, but the power held her rigid. At any moment, she would explode from it.
Tusk-man’s left leg crumbled and he toppled over, shattering on the floor. Gage staggered forward and Morgan’s gaze locked on him.
He gasped and stiffened.
No, please.
“Morgan.”
Stop. Just stop. Why couldn’t she shut it off? She fought to close her eyes and strained to move, to breathe, to do anything.
Gage’s face turned gray. The promise of his own power swarmed around him, gathering, threatening. Her magic flared at the thought. She had to live.
No. Not if she murdered Gage.
She had to stop.
Please.
Something moved at the corner of her eye. She jerked toward it and Lachlin’s fist smashed into her face. The power vanished.
Another blow cracked against her cheek.
She staggered back. The tunnel tilted around her and flooded with darkness.
 



 
 
CHAPTER 10
 
 
Morgan woke with a start, sending a wave of nausea washing through her. Pain radiated through her chest and head, and the adhesive from a bandage pulled at her cheek. Her neck ached once again, and her eyes were on fire and filled with grit.
Her heart skipped a beat. Her eyes were on fire. She squeezed them shut, but the wave of power she’d felt before didn’t build. It wasn’t the same kind of fire as the magic. It was the stayed-up-too-late, opened-her-eyes-in-the-ocean, and rubbed-sand-in-them kind of fire.
“It was a fucking pit beast,” Lachlin said, his voice sharp but hushed. “He gave them a pit beast.”
He sounded in front of her and close. Beneath her cheek, the floor or blanket or whatever she was on was coarse and smelled of new car.
“Just a lesser one,” Gage said. “I’m more worried about the evidence box. It seems he wants to send us a message as well as eliminate her.”
“I prefer email.”
A vehicle door opened. She had to be in the SUV, since the car had been destroyed.
“I’m going to check on how Rika’s doing with Clayton,” Gage said. “Call me when she wakes. We still need to find her friend and I have no doubt that if these guys don’t check in with someone soon, Morgan’s friend will be dead.”
“She’s dead either way,” Lachlin said.
“Maybe the kidnapper is smart enough to keep her alive for leverage.”
“We can only hope.”
The SUV door clicked closed and Lachlin sighed. “I know you’re awake.”
She opened her eyes. She was in the back of the SUV with the backseats flipped down out of the way to make more space. Lachlin sat behind the steering wheel, his pale gaze locked on hers. She couldn’t help wondering when he’d realized she was awake and how much of that conversation he knew she’d overheard. But if he wanted to bring it up, she figured he would.
She rubbed her jaw. “My face hurts.”
“Sorry about that.”
“No, you’re not.”
His expression darkened and he pursed his lips. He was sorry. His attention jumped to the window and Morgan followed his gaze. The rain had stopped, or at least it had stopped blowing sideways. Clayton leaned against a pillar while Rika squatted in front of him and Gage stood beside him.
Lachlin turned away from them to stare out the cracked front window. “You’re dangerous.”
“Yes, I am.” And that terrified her. She could have killed Gage. She would have killed him if Lachlin hadn’t knocked her out.
“But you haven’t gone crazy and you held it together when faced with the pit beast.”
“I hear it was just a lesser one.”
Lachlin barked a soft sensual laugh. Everything about him, even when he was being a prick, was sexy. “You really are a snake charmer.”
“I wish you’d stop calling me that.”
He offered her a lazy smile. “I mean it with my best intentions.”
“Which is awfully close to your worst intentions, I’m sure.” Outside, Gage shifted and Rika slid a pair of tweezers out of Clayton’s chest, removing a bullet. “Shouldn’t he be in the hospital?” Or dead. And where was the blood? Admittedly, his jacket was black and soaked with rain, but he should be lying in a pool of blood given how many times he’d been hit.
“He’ll heal. It’ll take a while, though. Bullets disrupt the magic sustaining him.”
“I don’t understand what that means.”
The smile returned. “I know you don’t, Kitten.” He set her gun on the armrest between the front seats, opened his door, and got out.
“Prick.”
“Wouldn’t you like to find out.” He sauntered away, oozing bad boy sex.
Morgan bit back a sigh, grabbed her gun, and eased out of the SUV but didn’t chase after him. Instead, she holstered her sidearm and leaned against the vehicle. Its front end had crumpled against the pillar and blood slicked the crushed hood. The pit beast lay in a heap between the SUV and the pillar, still a terrifying monster of teeth and claws even if it was dead.
This was her world now. Whether she wanted it or not, this was her new reality.
She snorted. Reality was overrated.
White lightning shot through her chest and she hugged her ribs. They really hurt, which meant they had to be at the very least cracked. But Gage was right. If they didn’t figure out where Kate was, the chances of finding her alive, or at all, grew even more slim.
Gage glanced up from Rika and Clayton. His gaze caught Morgan’s and she pulled her attention to her feet. She was dangerous, and it was foolish of her to have forgotten that. She’d just been so caught up with the thrill of the hunt and her determination to save her friend. She could never afford to forget that again. Next time Lachlin might not be around to knock her out. In reality, she should be locked up for everyone’s safety.
Footsteps crunched in the wet gravel, and Gage’s army boots stepped into sight.
She didn’t know what to say. How did someone apologize for almost turning a person to stone? ‘I’m sorry’ just didn’t seem enough.
His hand eased into sight, holding a pair of sunglasses. “You lost these.”
“I think I need more than a pair of sunglasses.” A locked psych ward would probably be a good idea.
“A little bit of practice might help as well.”
“More than just a little.” To do that, she had to accept what she was. And really, that was the only way she could guarantee anyone’s safety. Locking herself away only made her a bomb that could explode at the slightest provocation.
“We’ll help you with this.” He shifted closer, and his sensual scent wrapped around her. “I’ll help you.”
She flicked her gaze up — she couldn’t help herself — and met his bottomless brown eyes. A glimmer of the power and darkness she’d sensed earlier burned there. He was dangerous, too. Perhaps more dangerous than she was.
He didn’t flinch from her gaze, holding it instead, holding her. She could have killed him back in the tunnel and she could kill him now, but he remained focused on her as if he knew her. Or perhaps he just knew what it was like to be her. Something she wasn’t even sure about anymore.
She dragged her attention to Clayton and the others. “Is he going to be all right?” She couldn’t believe she was asking that, but now the impossible was entirely possible.
“He’ll be out of commission for a while. His magic will have to focus on healing his body, but he’ll be fine. The only thing that can drop him is a powerful magic-voiding spell, or an inferno.”
“Really?”
“He’s a golem. A magically animated wooden statue to be precise, although there’s more to him than meets the eye. He’s got too much personality for just a golem.”
“Of course he does.” Now she really needed to read that encyclopedia back at Gage’s house.
“Now come on.” He pressed the sunglasses into her hand. “We need to figure out where your friend is, and we’re running short on time.”
“You should send me back to the house.”
“That’s what Lachlin would say.”
“In this case, I think he’s right.” She put on the glasses but didn’t feel reassured.
“I’ll do that once we figure out where your friend is. Right now, let’s focus on finding anything that might help. Come on.” He headed to the silver truck.
Focus on the job. She could do that. Kate needed her to do that. She drew in a steadying breath, sending stabbing pain shooting through her chest. Right, don’t do that. “Do we have identification on the two men?”
“The boar ogre’s identification was destroyed, but he was definitely Rentz’s muscle back at the Whale and Ale.”
“Which means Rentz could still be involved in this.”
“Yes. But so far we’ve found no connection with the bakeneko.”
“Bakeneko?”
“A cat-like race. Most of the myths about them are from Japan, hence the Japanese name, but they aren’t exclusive to the area.” Gage opened the silver truck’s driver’s side door. Cat-man, the bakeneko, sagged on the passenger side, his eyes wide and empty. There was nothing indicating how he died. “And unfortunately, the only way Lachlin could stop him was to blast his mind.”
Morgan glanced over the truck to Lachlin. He looked up as if he knew she was watching him and offered a wry smile. When this was over, she needed to find out what everyone could do. Clayton could survive being shot repeatedly in the chest, Lachlin seemed to know what she was thinking, and Gage… there was more to Gage than he let on. But all of them gave off an air of secrecy, a desire not to be exposed, and she had a feeling she’d have to tread lightly when asking questions.
Gage pulled out a wad of receipts and used burger wrappers from the tray beneath the steering wheel. “And we have no idea if this is from the kidnappers or the actual owner of the truck.”
“So we have nothing.” They had less than nothing.
Something dinged and Rika straightened. “The algorithm on the photo is done.”
Please let there be a clue.
Rika handed the tweezers to Clayton, who didn’t look hurt at all, rushed to Lachlin’s SUV, and pulled out her tablet. “We got something, but I’m not sure it’ll help.”
Morgan and Gage joined her. The picture of Kate was now brighter and sharper. The wall behind her was still dark, but it was clear it was cinderblock flecked with hints of peeling paint. There had to be something here, some small detail that would indicate where Kate was.
“There’s a hint of a door along the right side.” Rika drew her fingers across the tablet, made the picture larger, and shifted it to reveal the edge of a heavy door.
Gage leaned closer. “That door is too industrial looking for a house basement.”
“So warehouse, maybe?” Rika said.
Morgan stared at the picture. There was something on the door, the line of a symbol, or something.
“It would have to be abandoned or owned by one of the kidnappers for no one to have noticed anything,” Gage said.
“What’s that on the door?” Morgan asked. It curved. Two lines running side by side with one… no, two lines running between them.
Rika enlarged the picture even more.
“What is that?” Gage asked.
There were more than two lines. They only had the edge of the image, it was barely noticeable, but it looked like… “A waterwheel.”
“Doesn’t the old Black Mill distillery use the waterwheel as part of its symbol?” Rika asked.
“Yes, and we saw a bottle of that on Rentz’s table.” Which didn’t make Rentz more or less of a suspect. Tusk-man, the ogre, would have seen the bottle as well. Anyone familiar with the north side of town knew the old Black Mill distillery was on the river’s edge because the symbol was painted on the side of the building. Rumor had it the company was planning something with the abandoned property, but there’d been mention of that from the moment Black Mill had moved to their new facility closer to the expressway fifteen years ago.
Rika tapped on her tablet and pulled up an aerial map of the area. “With the property that size, it would be easy to keep someone there without drawing attention.”
The distillery’s building was on a full acre of property, now mostly overgrown, on the edge of town. It sat in the river’s narrow valley below the Rosemount Bridge, and its closest neighbor was a farmhouse on the other side of the river and up the rise.
“It’s the best we’ve got. Rika, you stay with Clayton and continue searching the bakeneko for anything else. Lachlin, Morgan, you’re with me.”
Morgan turned to the SUV and its destroyed front. “We have no vehicle.”
Gage strode to the truck, opened the passenger side door, and pulled out Cat-man’s body. “Yes, we do.”
“This is a terrible idea,” Lachlin said. “She shouldn’t be coming with us.”
“I agree. I’ll stay with Rika and Clayton.” As much as she wanted to be a part of this, it wasn’t safe for Gage or Lachlin.
“This isn’t up for debate. You can keep it together, Morgan. Besides, if they have a second pit beast, Lachlin and I will need all the help we can get.” Gage got into the truck and slid across the bench to the driver’s side.
“Speak for yourself,” Lachlin said, but he motioned for Morgan to get in. “Really, the odds of them having a second pit beast are impossible.”
“Still not odds,” Clayton said.
Lachlin glared at Clayton, but it felt half-hearted. Morgan climbed in and Lachlin followed, wedging her between him and Gage.
She was not going to think about how close they were.
Gage turned on the ignition and gunned it onto Lexington. If they were wrong about the distillery, Kate would likely be dead, but it was the only lead they had. And if Gage was wrong about Morgan, he could be dead as well.
 



 
 
CHAPTER 11
 
 
Morgan got out of the truck. Rain ran down her neck beneath her collar and beaded on the sunglasses. They were going to be a real pain in this weather, but she wasn’t going to risk taking them off again. Gage had parked at the mouth of the long, forested road leading to the distillery, so they could approach on foot and hopefully have the element of surprise.
“I borrowed a nearby satellite,” Rika said over the earpiece. “I can’t keep it for long, but I can confirm there are no heat signatures outside the building.”
“I’m sensing that as well,” Lachlin said.
Gage drew his sidearm. “What about inside?”
“There are two near the northwest corner,” Rika said.
Lachlin closed his eyes and frowned. “One is definitely human. She’s conscious, angry, and planning. I don’t think she’s hurt, or if she is, it isn’t consuming her thoughts. I can’t tell what the other one is. I’m getting nothing from him other than a presence.”
“Well, that narrows the list down to about two dozen Kin,” Gage said.
Lachlin snorted. “And let’s not forget the handful who I can’t sense and won’t show up on Rika’s scan.”
“So even though we’ve checked, there’s still a possibility we’re going in blind and we have no idea what we’re up against?” Morgan drew her sidearm.
Gage raised an eyebrow.
“That’s about right,” Rika said. “And I’ve got nothing more from our known kidnappers that could help.”
“All right, eyes open, ready for anything.” Gage glanced at Morgan’s gun again. “Lachlin, take the rear. Morgan, in the middle. Your focus is Kate. Once we find her, get her out of there. We’ll cover you.”
She nodded and turned her attention to the thicket of branches from the winter-barren shrubs and trees, searching for signs of assailants or traps. Going in with Gage and Lachlin was a terrible idea. She couldn’t control her powers and she was just as likely to kill one of them or Kate, as she was to kill the kidnapper.
At the thought, fire licked around her eyes. Damn it. Stay calm. She could do this. She really had no choice in the matter.
She hustled up the road with the guys, ignoring the rain as best she could, her senses straining. A hundred yards down, the road curved and opened into an overgrown lot with the sagging distillery building at the back.
Dead stalks of weeds and grass claimed most of the wide gravel area in front. The building, a three-story structure, sagged, tired and weather-worn, at the river’s edge. The remains of the waterwheel, the symbol of the distillery, jutted over the rushing water, swollen with the day’s rain. Gray boards covered the few windows on this side of the building on the first floor and half of the windows on the second floor.
It didn’t look as if there was an available entrance on the front and they would be exposed to anyone looking out a window if they approached. Their team wasn’t large enough to split for multiple entries and their time was short. The longer they took, the greater the chance any remaining kidnappers would realize their friends had failed — if they hadn’t figured it out already… and if, in fact, the heat signatures inside were a kidnapper and Kate.
“Can’t see the east wall,” Lachlin said.
“Only other logical place for a door.” Gage inched closer. “Are both heat signatures on the northwest side?”
“Yes,” Rika said.
“Good. Fast and quiet.” Gage motioned them into action.
They rushed across the lot to the south face of the building, their footsteps crunching in the gravel.
Adrenaline beat through Morgan and the fire in her eyes flickered in response. But the usual thrill of the chase was missing. Kate was in danger…
And Morgan was a danger.
They reached the shelter of the south wall, which provided some respite from the downpour. Lachlin examined the forest behind them while Gage glanced around the corner. Morgan strained to hear anything inside. Nothing. The only sounds were the rush of rain and the hiss of wind in the trees.
“Emotionally, nothing has changed inside,” Lachlin said, his voice soft.
“Loading dock, thirty feet down.” Gage jerked his chin at the corner.
“What are the odds they’ll be expecting that?” Morgan asked. If whoever planned the kidnapping had a clue, they would be prepared for Gage and his team. If the kidnappers were amateurs, the odds were less, but anything was possible.
Lachlin shrugged. “With the way our luck has been going, I’d say whoever’s inside knew we were coming the moment we hit the driveway.”
“Glad we have Mr. Positive on our side,” Morgan said.
Gage shot her a wry smile. “He has his uses.” He rushed around the corner, forcing Morgan and Lachlin to follow in silence and keep formation.
A concrete slab jutted from the side of the building about thirty feet away, as promised. Beyond it, half a wooden shed leaned against the building. The other half was a pile of wood and stone debris.
Gage hopped onto the loading dock platform. Morgan eased up behind him, mindful of her ribs. Sagging, broken doors stood partially open, revealing a dark interior. She tipped her sunglasses down. Machinery and shelves and things Morgan couldn’t identify in the gloom loomed around them. She wasn’t going to be able to see anything with the shades on, which meant she was going to have to go in without them. Just great.
“This way.” Gage motioned them forward.
Morgan shoved the sunglasses into her jacket pocket. She followed Gage, creeping into a vast, three-story space toward a massive, towering vat. Pipes ran from it, snaking above them, disappearing into the darkness.
Pale bands of gray light cut this way and that from the boarded and broken windows, making it difficult to see what was in the deepest shadows, and rain rattled on the tin roof, making it impossible to hear the soft sound of anyone hiding nearby.
Something flickered at the edge of her vision. She glanced back and Lachlin frowned. The gray light from the partially open door framed him, accentuating his sleek build. Fog curled along the floor, snaking around his feet.
Except the fog didn’t look right… maybe? It seemed too dark for fog, more like smoke, and yet in the gloom it was hard to tell.
Lachlin’s frown deepened and his gaze followed hers to his feet. His eyes widened. “Ah, shit.”
The smoke turned into a shadowy clawed hand, seized his ankle and jerked up, tumbling him forward into Morgan.
She grabbed him, her ribs screaming in protest, but the smoky hand yanked him back, throwing him to the ground.
The rest of the smoke coalesced into a human shape, a man about Lachlin’s size. Red eyes glowed from a cloudy face with a sharp nose and elongated canines.
Morgan pointed her gun at the smoke-man as Lachlin twisted and kicked. Lachlin’s foot passed through the creature’s body, drawing a laugh.
Gage grabbed Morgan’s shoulder and pulled her back. “It’s a smoke demon. I’d say your friend is here.”
Lachlin jerked against the hand still holding his ankle. Gage’s fire whip crackled to life and snapped through Smoke-man’s arm. The demon’s body lost shape and the smoke pulsed, expanding as if with each breath. Lachlin wrenched free and scrambled back. The smoke billowed and split, forming two smoke-men.
“Get moving.” Gage cut his whip through both smoke-men. They burst apart and reformed.
Lachlin fired into one of them, the bullet passing through it. They laughed together and the one Lachlin had shot leapt at him, a solid fist cracking him in the jaw. The other split, becoming two and split again.
Now there were five.
Gage swept his whip through them. They blew apart, reformed, and rushed at Gage and Morgan, laughing, billowing, fists and claws and faces solid with smoky bodies.
One smoke-man slashed at Morgan. She raised her arm to block, but Smoke-man’s wrist swept through hers. She jerked back, and his claws grazed her cheek, ripping off the bandage. He slashed again and she scrambled out of the way. Fire burned across her eyes and she struggled to keep her power at bay.
Energy crackled around Gage. The flames burning along his whip flared. Two smoke-men grabbed for him. He ducked and snapped the whip up, cutting one in the face. It howled and burst apart.
So they could be hurt. If she timed it right. But the creature split into two more smoke-men and swept back at Gage.
“We have to get Kate out of here.” Gage snapped his whip again, but it passed through the smoke-man. “Northwest corner.”
Morgan scrambled back from another flurry of fists and claws. Her power burst across her face.
Not. Now. She couldn’t risk hurting Gage or Lachlin. She had to find Kate.
But the smoke-men were pushing them away from the northwest corner.
Lachlin dodged a strike to his side and twisted out of the way of a punch to his face.
The smoke-men multiplied again. There were now too many to count.
Lachlin kicked and punched, but his strikes never hit anything solid. Gage’s whip sliced through them, blowing them apart, but they reformed just as fast.
A smoke-man grabbed for Morgan. She twisted out of the way, agony stabbing through her chest. His nails raked across her arm, drawing deep rents in her flesh through her jacket. The fire in her face burned hotter.
“Help, Morgan,” Lachlin gasped.
“I’m trying.”
“No, petrify their asses.”
The blaze in her eyes flared. “I can’t. It’s not safe.”
“Screw safe.”
The smoke-men billowed around them. She could barely see Lachlin through the writhing mass of smoke.
“No. Get to Kate and get her out of here.” Energy crackled around Gage but didn’t manifest into anything, as if he couldn’t focus it, couldn’t bend it to his will save for in the form of a whip.
A smoke-man shoved her into the hands of another one. She wrenched free of his grip. Her power raged through her, setting her whole face on fire.
“Morgan,” Lachlin said.
She glanced at him; the smoke-men had dragged him to the floor and were slashing at him. Her magic flared. The floor beside him cracked.
“Get Kate,” Gage growled.
From the corner of her eye, Gage’s whip sliced through the creatures on Lachlin, who scrambled back to his feet.
She forced her attention on the smoke-man before her. The creature swiped at her. She ducked.
Gage snapped his whip again. “Now.”
The smoke-men in front of her burst apart and she bolted through them. Claws slashed at her, snaring her jacket. She twisted out of it and raced toward the northwest corner of the building.
Smoke-men flew from the group after her. Gage’s whip flashed beside her and one of the smoke-men flew apart. The other seized her arm and jerked her around.
Lachlin was being pulled down again, his face and arms bleeding. Blood also oozed down Gage’s face. One of the smoke-men had his whip hand and was dragging him down as well.
The fire in her face exploded. She jerked her gaze up and the pipes above groaned.
Power poured from her eyes. The pipes cracked and broke free, shattering on the floor in a roar of powder and stone shrapnel.
She couldn’t see Gage or Lachlin and everywhere she did look, things groaned and cracked, becoming stone.
“Gage? Lachlin?” She pulled her attention to the smoke-man beside her. He froze, hand poised to strike, and screamed. Stone swept over him; the smoke hardened and fractured.
“Get Kate out of here,” Gage said.
And control her God damn power. If she didn’t get a hold of it, she’d kill Kate. That thought only made her power surge. She wanted to squeeze her eyes shut, take a moment to focus, but there wasn’t time. Smoke-men surged toward her. Gage’s and Lachlin’s breath rasped over the earpiece.
She had to pull it together. She dashed toward the northwest wall. She would control her power. It wouldn’t control her.
The fire flared in protest and she sucked it back, her will strengthened by desperation.
She raced across the dark room and around a second enormous vat. Ten feet away were a smoke-man and Kate. She was still gagged and her right eye still swollen shut, but her left eye was clear and determined. Behind them was the door from the photo with the distillery’s faded and peeling logo. Above was a rickety set of metal stairs. Two possible means of escape.
He slashed the rope binding Kate’s arms to the chair, yanked her to her feet, and poised his claws against her neck.
“Not so fast, snake charmer.” He kicked the chair to the side and snarled.
Morgan skidded to a halt. Instinct kicked in and she aimed her gun at him.
“You don’t think that’ll do anything, do you?” His red eyes simmered and a forked tongue flicked out, like a lizard testing the air.
Morgan fought to keep her attention off Kate. The fire burned around her eyes, threatening to burst free. “Let her go.”
“Or you’ll what?” Smoke-man snickered. “You’re surrounded.”
“Get Kate out and we won’t be anymore,” Gage said in her ear.
Morgan’s gaze jumped to Kate. A band of gray light cut across her pale face, accentuating the line of blood crusted to her cheek. She clung to the hand at her neck — the very solid hand — and pressed against a solid chest. Her body tensed and she gave an ever so slight nod. It was risky, but she was trained and so was Morgan. They knew how to deal with this.
Heat flared in Morgan’s face. She sucked it back.
Kate shifted, exposing more of Smoke-man’s shoulder, and Morgan fired.
Smoke-man jerked back, the bullet passing through him, and Kate wrenched free. She punched at his face, but her hand flew through his head. She staggered forward, off balance. Morgan leapt at her, grabbed her wrist, and yanked her away.
Smoke-man roared, billowed, and multiplied.
Kate stumbled back, her eyes wide.
“We have to get out of here.” Morgan turned to run back to the door, but smoke-men swarmed behind them. Smoke-man was in front of the other door, which left the stairs and a quick prayer the door at the top would be open.
She tugged Kate to the staircase. Smoke-man lunged at them, his claws raking across Morgan’s back. She bit back a scream. Magic burned over her and she fought to keep it at bay. Kate yanked the gag down, scrambled up the stairs, and Morgan followed to the door at the top. Please let it be open. Please let it be a way out.
Kate threw herself at the door. It flew open and they raced onto a catwalk that wrapped around the building. Rain pelted them, soaking Morgan in seconds, and wind snatched at her hair and clothes.
“Outside,” Morgan said. “On a catwalk.”
Something roared inside the distillery and an enormous line of fire, much like Gage’s whip, leapt through the roof, its flame flaring and snapping in the rain. Smoke-man swept up behind them, screaming, his face twisted with rage and pain. Rain hissed through him, tearing away pieces of his smoke. He trembled and turned solid. Rain washed over his face and dripped from his nose and chin.
Morgan shot, hitting him in the chest. He rippled and the bullet burst from his back, slamming into the metal doorframe behind him.
Kate grabbed Morgan’s shoulder. “What the hell is that?”
“I have no idea. And I don’t plan on sticking around to find out.”
“Agreed.”
They bolted along the slick catwalk around the corner. It led to the broken waterwheel and nowhere else. They were trapped.
The building groaned and another chunk of the ceiling fell in.
“Gage? Lachlin?” They were still inside.
“Almost at you,” Gage said.
“Good, because we’ve got nowhere to go.”
“Keep him in the rain. I’ll be there.”
Morgan fired another shot at Smoke-man.
It swept through him.
“Can you climb down?” she asked over her shoulder.
“Maybe,” Kate said.
“I’ll hold him off.” She fired another shot, but it didn’t stop him. She was running out of options.
The fire pulsed in her face, driving down into her body.
“It’s a shame your mother isn’t around to experience the same grief I felt when she killed my son.” He billowed, forming and reforming as the rain ripped at his edges.
“I had nothing to do with that.” She hadn’t even known her mother.
Kate hung to the slick railing, straining to reach the windowsill just below her. Morgan needed to buy more time. Just a little more until Kate could get to safety.
“Even just one of your kind is a plague on Kin.” Smoke-man’s tongue flicked out. “You can’t be controlled. Even your friends know that.”
“What are you talking about?”
“You’re a monster among monsters.” Smoke-man growled and leapt at her.
Morgan fired again. The bullet passed through him, and he swiped at her, knocking the gun from her hand. She staggered back and punched. Her hand went through his face.
Rain hissed through him. He swirled and reformed, his hands raking at her face.
She grabbed his wrists and held him for a second. He turned to smoke, swept through her fingers, and swiped at her cheek. She twisted to the side. White-hot pain slid across her jaw and the fire in her eyes exploded in response. Her gaze locked on Smoke-man, but red light flared from his throat.
He threw his head back and laughed, revealing an orb the size of a marble, hanging from a gold chain around his neck. “Your powers don’t work on me, snake charmer. I have a protection spell.” He tapped the marble with his claw and sneered. “And now you can die helpless like all your mother’s victims.”
He shoved her and she slipped on the slick metal, toppling onto her butt. Pain spiked through her chest. Her power slammed into the distillery wall. It turned to stone and cracked.
Smoke-man lunged and she scrambled back. His claws snagged her pant leg and he yanked her forward. She kicked at him with her free foot, but it went right through him. The rain followed, washing away pieces of smoke. He growled, his face tight with pain.
She kicked again. Rain pulled at more smoke, but he reformed. Behind him, Gage ran into sight. He snapped his whip, sweeping through Smoke-man, who reformed but just a fraction slower each time. Gage had said keep him in the rain. Rain broke up smoke, or fog, or whatever he was. Rain dissipated it.
Morgan glanced at Kate, now clinging to the windowsill. Below them, the river rushed, brown and frothy. He’d turn to smoke before they hit the water and, with her luck, float to safety. But above her, on the roof, stood a rusted rooftop water tank.
Smoke-man drew his hand back to strike. Gage’s whip sliced through it and Smoke-man howled. He seized the front of Morgan’s shirt and jerked her up and around, putting her between him and Gage.
She twisted, trying to get out of the way, but his claws raked across her chest. Fire burst from her eyes and she threw it at the water tank.
Metal squealed and groaned.
Morgan grabbed Smoke-man’s hand, wrapped in the front of her shirt. Smoke-man drew back again for another strike. Gage’s whip sliced through Smoke-man’s raised hand, and he turned to smoke, save for the hand clutching her.
The water tank shattered and water crashed over them. Smoke-man screamed. He exploded into smoke, and the water and wind tore at him, ripping him to shreds.
Morgan staggered back and released his dismembered hand. Rain pelted it, pulling pieces of smoke from it until it dissolved.
The inferno in her eyes dissipated and she sagged to her knees. Below her, Kate crouched in the grass, her face white and eyes wide.
Gage’s muddy boot toe inched into sight beside her. “The smoke demon is dead. You and Kate are safe.”
But she wasn’t really safe. Not from herself. And there was no escaping this new reality.
She blinked back the remaining fire and glanced up at him. She was just going to have to deal with it. “We need to have a long talk.”
A hint of a wry smile pulled at Gage’s lips. In that moment, he looked entirely human and entirely delicious. “Yes, we do.”
And while she wasn’t sure she was going to enjoy the conversation, she was certainly going to enjoy the company.
 



 
 
CHAPTER 12
 
 
Morgan sat with Kate in the back of an ambulance, aching all over and with no idea what to say to her friend. Across the gravel lot, the distillery building stood in shambles. The roof and two walls had collapsed, and Morgan had no idea how Gage was going to explain any of this to the police. Who, along with Rika, an ambulance, and Detective Wright, had arrived about fifteen minutes ago.
Gage had insisted Kate and Morgan go first with the paramedics, even though Lachlin looked like he’d gotten the worst of the fight. The men had stood back with Rika, keeping under the shelter of an ancient pine while the paramedics bound Morgan’s cuts and checked out Kate, and the rain poured around them. They’d had a brief conversation with Wright and, from the way the detective had stormed off, he wasn’t happy. He barked something at the two uniformed officers who’d arrived with him, and they got back into their cruiser and left. Wright marched back to his car and after about five minutes left as well. Now the paramedics were talking with Gage and Lachlin and from the crossed arms and scowls on both sides, they were refusing treatment.
Rika threw her tiny hands into the air and stalked off, muttering about men. Morgan would have to agree. She didn’t want to go back to the hospital, but from the sounds the paramedics had made, a few of the cuts on her body probably needed stitches and she definitely had broken ribs.
“So which one is yours?” Kate asked.
“Excuse me?”
Kate jerked her chin out the ambulance door. “The hot one or the hot one? And can I have the other?”
“Gage? Lachlin?” Well, Morgan couldn’t deny they were nice to look at, each in their own way. But hell, she’d just found out she was a monster. That was more than enough to deal with right now.
“He’s why you haven’t called in four months, isn’t he?”
“Who?”
“Whichever one of those two you’re sleeping with.”
Heat flooded Morgan’s face and this time it was full-blown embarrassment. “I’m not sleeping with either of them.”
“Then can I?” Kate flashed a mischievous smile. She was teasing… maybe.
Morgan rolled her eyes. “I barely know them.”
“Then it’s perfect.”
“You’re terrible.”
Kate leaned forward. “And you didn’t call.” All the mirth was gone from her voice.
The wind gusted, spraying rain into the ambulance. It beaded on Morgan’s cheeks, and she wiped it away — and just rain, nothing else, really. She’d abandoned everyone she knew, save for maybe Izzy, who was too far away to endanger. But if she understood the explanation for the Kin’s glamour, she couldn’t explain why to anyone. Well, she could, but no one would believe her, or they’d think she was crazy. She still didn’t know if she wasn’t crazy.
No, she wasn’t crazy. The world was.
Morgan blew out a long breath. “I needed to get my head together.”
“And you had to do that without your friends?”
“I thought I did.”
Kate raised an eyebrow. “How’s that working for you?”
“I’m sure Izzy has told you it hasn’t been working very well at all.” And now the question was, what would Morgan do about it.
“She’s worried. I’m worried.”
Lachlin said something and one of the paramedics shook his head and strode back to the ambulance.
“But if I’d known you’d hook up with two smok’n hot guys, I would have intruded on your life sooner,” Kate said.
“You intruded? Weren’t you just kidnapped? I would hardly say you had anything to do with that. And why haven’t you freaked out about all this?”
“Oh, I plan to live in denial with this one for the rest of my life.” A darkness flashed across Kate’s eyes. Her reaction to the smoke demon flashed through Morgan’s memory.
“You saw it?” Morgan concentrated, trying to see if Kate had a glamour, but her appearance didn’t change.
“I don’t know what I saw, and I have no intention of losing my job because of a stress-induced anything, and you’re not going to tell the boss either.”
“Cross my heart. But we’ll have to tell him something.”
“What will your FBI hotties say?”
“I don’t know.”
Gage turned to the ambulance, his gaze catching Morgan’s and sparking a warmth of attraction within her.
“Whatever it is, I’m sure the boss will have him fill out the paperwork in triplicate,” Kate said.
One of the paramedics hopped into the back of the ambulance. “All right, ladies. This bus is going to the hospital. I recommend you both come along for the ride.”
“I’ve got Marshal Jacobs,” Gage said, striding up to them. Somehow in the fight he’d lost his jacket and the rain plastered his already tight T-shirt to his well-muscled chest.
“I bet he does,” Kate said under her breath.
Morgan resisted the urge to glare at her friend, even in jest. “I’ll meet you at the hospital.”
“And then you, me, two glasses of merlot, and a long talk.”
“I don’t recommend the wine,” the paramedic said.
“Trust me. If you knew what my last twenty-four hours had been like, you’d recommend the whole damned bottle.”
Morgan straightened, pain radiating through her. She bit the inside of her cheek, trying not to show it, and eased out of the ambulance. Gage shut the door, and it drove away, leaving her in the rain with Gage and his enticing scent. Even in the rain, his scent wrapped around her.
She shoved her hands into her pockets. She didn’t know what to say or ask. She wasn’t certain about anything anymore. “So.”
“So.” Runnels of water streamed down his face, accentuating the hard lines of his cheeks and jaw.
“Do we stand out here until one of us gets a cold?” she asked.
“I can’t get colds.”
“Fantastic. What else should I know about you?” The wind tugged at her hair and she hugged herself against the chill that had soaked into her clothes.
“Your friend will be fine,” he said.
“Not what I asked.”
“The details of the events will change in her mind. By the time she wakes tomorrow, anything Kin related will be changed to something her brain can handle.”
Swell. So much for having a possible outside ally in all this. “The glamour is that powerful?”
“Yes, it is.” He dug his boot toe into the mud and gravel. “Rika says the DNA came back and all four of the kidnappers can be linked to cases the team worked on with your mother. Looks like Rentz wasn’t involved after all.”
So this had everything to do with a biological mother she’d never met. “How many more of these people are out there?” But she knew the moment she asked the list could be endless. Just like her job as a marshal, criminals had friends and families. Kin had… well, kin.
“You’re among the most powerful of the Kin. There will be those who’ll want to control you, and those who, if they can’t control you, will want you dead.” Gage twisted the ring on his right index finger. “You’ll be safe with us.”
“And by with us you mean…?”
“At the house. With the team… on the team.” Which was what he’d said when she’d first overheard him talking with Lachlin. But did he want her on the team because he genuinely cared or because he was one of the Kin who wanted to control her? He ran a hand over his hair, slicking it back. “When your mother died, she asked me to find you, to protect you.”
“From all those crazy Kin out there who want me dead just because I’m a gorgon?” She wanted to ask about the case in the evidence box, but she didn’t know if she’d get a straight answer. She needed outside information to corroborate his story. As much as he was hot and smelled really good, that didn’t mean she could trust him.
“And protection from one Kin specifically.” His gaze locked onto hers and she was drowning in his eyes.
“Who?”
“The Kin who killed your mother.” He blinked, releasing her for a heartbeat and capturing her again. “It was just supposed to be a precaution. But when I realized you’d come into your powers, I knew you were in danger.”
“Because I’m a gorgon?”
“Because only a gorgon can stop him.” He twisted the ring again. “He’s why you’re the last of your kind.”
“And you think this attack, these kidnappers, are connected to him?” The ruined distillery building groaned and another piece of wall crumbled.
“There’s no proof of that.”
But his conversation with Lachlin in the SUV said they knew differently and somehow the case in that evidence box was connected.
“But you suspect it?”
“Anything is possible.”
A hint of fire licked at her eyes and she forced it back. His dancing around the subject could just be another attempt to protect her. It might not mean anything.
Except her instincts said there was more to this story than Gage was saying. Yet everything he’d done since she’d met him had been to protect her. Besides, she knew nothing about the world she’d suddenly found herself in. At the very least, she needed to power-read that set of encyclopedias at Gage’s house.
“You have no reason to trust me,” he said, as if reading her thoughts. “But your mother wished for me to protect you.”
Morgan snorted. “You’re doing a terrible job at that. I just got the crap beaten out of me.”
“And you almost turned me to stone. I’d say we’re even. Come on.” He jerked his chin to the new SUV where Rika and Lachlin waited. “Let’s go home.”
To a new and terrifying life. One where she was surrounded by monsters of myth. One where she was a monster herself. But she didn’t have much of a choice. She needed to learn to control her powers and her best bet was with Gage and his team. Besides, living by herself was too dangerous for everyone.
Fine then. At least she wasn’t crazy and didn’t have snake hair.
Bring it on.
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Some things are more dangerous than monsters.
 
Much to Morgan Jacobs’ relief, she isn’t crazy; the world is. Monsters of myth are real and she’s one of them. With only a tenuous hold on her new gorgon abilities and with some of those monsters — the Kin — trying to kill her, Morgan’s best bet is to move in with the mysterious Alexander Gage and his Kin team. Except she doesn’t know if she can trust him, or herself for that matter when he’s around. But when a young Kin woman is murdered with magic, Morgan must put aside her fear of her powers and face something more dangerous than just monsters: her emotions.
 



 
 
CHAPTER 1
 
 
The body lay at the end of the alley in a pile of garbage bags. Crime scene technicians, the medical examiner, and police officers swarmed the area in what Morgan could only hope — for the victim’s sake — was organized chaos. She sat in the back of Lachlin’s new SUV, parked across the street, waiting.
For what… she didn’t know. She’d been in Gage’s library, almost finished the second volume in the encyclopedia set on Kin — not that she’d remember half of what she’d read — when Gage had knocked on the doorframe and told her to grab her U.S. Marshal’s identification. They had a call. Whatever that meant.
Now they were at the edge of the business district, parked at the side of the road across from the alley, waiting. She hated waiting. It was just after lunch but the patio of the restaurant beside the alley was packed with onlookers. So, too, was the front step of the warehouse-turned-fabric-shop on the other side, keeping the few uniformed officers instructed to preserve the crime scene busy.
“So what’s the deal?” She pushed a wild curl from her face, the movement drawing a dull ache from her ribs. Seven days ago, when everything had changed and she’d learned she was a monster of myth, her ribs had been broken. Now, they were barely cracked, thanks to a flighty woman — literally, she had gossamer wings — who’d been laying her healing hands on everyone on the team.
Gage glanced back at her from the front passenger seat. A set of three red scars ran across his cheek, accentuating the hard lines of his face. His dark eyes captured hers for a heartbeat, even through her sunglasses, sparking a shiver of attraction.
She drew in a steadying breath, but his heady scent of musk and mint filled the SUV, wrapping around her senses. Really, it was the April sun warming the inside of the dark vehicle and nothing else.
But boy, would she like to do some laying-on-of-hands with someone.
She shoved that thought aside. It was entirely inappropriate, particularly since she didn’t really know anything about Alexander Gage, FBI, or anyone else on the team, regardless that she was now living with them on their small estate in Old Town. Man of Mystery didn’t even begin to sum it up.
Their conversations — hell, her conversations with everyone — so far had been brief. There were times when she felt she was alone in that big house. Gage had said something about giving her space and time to adjust, and everyone had respected that and avoided her. Or were they avoiding the inevitable conversations about how dangerous her new powers were and the mother she’d inherited them from?
Perhaps this invitation out was Gage’s way of saying he was ready to talk.
She adjusted her shades and turned her attention back to the alley. “You said we had a call?”
“Routine procedure. I thought it would be a good introduction to what the team does,” Gage said.
Lachlin, who’d been surprisingly quiet in the driver’s seat, snorted. “Because we need three people to confirm a corpse. You could have taken this one yourself.”
There was the Lachlin she’d first met. Arrogant, confident, always ready to question Gage, and oozing bad-boy sex. If Gage was the marine, Lachlin was the high-end art thief.
“Right now, no one does a job solo. Not even a routine procedure.” Gage brought his phone to life. “Looks like Rika has emailed the particulars so far.” He pulled up a mug shot and scrolled to the next page. “Our victim is Scarlet Worley. She’s a sylph and therefore Kin, which means we need to follow up on her death.”
“You follow up on every Kin death?” Morgan shifted. She’d been sitting too long. She needed to get up, stretch her legs. The urge to move, which had been building for days now, was apparently a side effect of being a gorgon. Something else she was just going to have to get used to.
“We always follow up to determine if a death, particularly a murder, is Kin-related,” Gage said. “If it is, we take it from the police.”
“Since they can’t handle the truth.” Lachlin chuckled.
More like they couldn’t remember the truth with the Kin’s magical glamour making it impossible for non-Kin to remember anything Kin-related.
“Scarlet has a handful of prostitution priors so this is likely just the result of bad choices.” Gage slid his phone back into his pocket. “We’ll wait until the medical examiner has taken the body then check in with the crime scene unit.”
“But most importantly, we’ll wait for Detective Wright to vacate the premises,” Lachlin said.
“If you’d rather we didn’t, we can go now.” Gage reached for the door handle.
“No.” Lachlin shrugged and tucked a strand of black hair behind a pointed ear. It wavered and turned into a blunted, human one. “Why waste the energy?”
Morgan glanced at Gage, but his image remained the same. Dark, short-cut hair, strong jaw, normal ears. If he had a glamour hiding his true appearance, she had yet to see past it like Lachlin’s. “I haven’t even been around for a week, and even I know eventually you boys are going to need to figure out what to do about Wright.”
“But now is not the case.” Gage twisted the silver ring on his right index finger.
Lachlin rolled his eyes. “This isn’t even a case. No doubt Scarlet’s less-than-desirable lifestyle ended with an entirely human demise.”
“Wow, great investigation techniques. Glad to know the assumption is alive and well.” Not that Lachlin probably wasn’t far off. People who lived hard lifestyles often died by them.
“The snake charmer has already figured everything out. Why am I here again?” Lachlin asked.
“Because I live to make your life miserable,” Gage said.
Detective Wright got into his two-toned brown station wagon and drove away. The medical examiner packed up the body and headed out, and most of the police dispersed, leaving the crime scene technicians to their job.
Gage got out of the car. Morgan and Lachlin followed.
“Most of the crime scene unit is familiar with us.” Gage straightened his black leather jacket.
“So it’s just Wright Lachlin is afraid of?” Morgan asked, unable to resist the jab.
“Oh, Kitten, try a little harder next time.” Lachlin flipped waist-length hair over his shoulder and marched across the street, leaving them on the curb. His hair shortened to shoulder-length as she watched, then lengthened again. God, she was never going to get used to that.
The traffic light at the other end of the street turned green. Half a dozen cars headed their way and she and Gage lost their opportunity to cross with Lachlin.
“We’ve been working with the crime scene unit for a couple of years now,” Gage said. “They’re used to us. But Wright transferred from Chicago six months ago, and the relationship we have with the police is a delicate one, slowly built on trust.”
Morgan glanced at Gage over the top of her sunglasses. It was a dangerous move since the sunglasses helped to keep her unwanted ability to turn people to stone at bay — or at least that was the theory — but she couldn’t help herself. “Did you just say trust? Everything you tell the police is a lie.”
“We tell them what they’ll remember. Trust me, it hasn’t been easy trying to figure out what the glamour will change in their minds and what it won’t.” The traffic cleared, and Gage and Morgan crossed the street, heading to the alley. “It’s easier to work with people on an ongoing basis if Lachlin hasn’t charmed them stupid with his magic.”
As if hearing his name, Lachlin glanced up from his conversation with one of the crime scene technicians and rolled his eyes at them. They stood at the mouth of the alley, their body language casual, as if what lay beyond the threshold from street to alley wasn’t there. Lachlin was one of the first things Morgan had looked up in the encyclopedia. Gage had said Lachlin was fae, but the entry hadn’t been helpful at all.
Fae had a variety of abilities and not all fae had them: magically charm — usually humans although a rare few could even charm fellow Kin — spellweaving, mind reading, body control, and soul control were just a few on a long list. She did know Lachlin could sense people around him, and there was something about him that pulled at an irrational, primal part of herself — a part she was determined to ignore — but that was it. Anything else he could do was pure speculation.
The man he talked to wavered into a shaggy ape-like figure then flickered back to human. She couldn’t begin to imagine what type of Kin he was, but the very fact he was Kin might explain why Gage and his team had a good working relationship with the crime scene unit. The technician’s gaze landed on Morgan. His eyes widened and stayed big.
Wonderful. She couldn’t help but wonder if Gage had lied about her having snake hair.
She ran a hand over her mess of silver curls, which was already fighting the elastic she’d thrown around it. Without a doubt, stray curls had broken free of the ponytail and were sticking out in a wild halo. Really, she should just give up trying to tame it, just like she’d given up on trying to dye it — the damned locks resisted even that. But while she might now be a gorgon, she was still a girl and cared about how she looked.
She slid her gaze to Gage. Yep, she cared how she looked, damn it. And that was stupid, potentially dangerous, and still inappropriate. She really needed her friend Kate to set her up on a date or something. Anything to get her out and distract her.
“So what have we got, Nick?” Gage asked.
The technician, Nick, continued to stare.
“Deputy U.S. Marshal Jacobs,” she said, pulling out her badge — the one she wasn’t supposed to be using since she still wasn’t back on active duty — but perhaps if she spoke like a normal person, he’d start acting like a normal… whatever he was.
Nick blinked. She raised an eyebrow.
“I believe Special Agent Gage asked you a question,” she said.
“Jeez.” Lachlin shook his head and strolled deeper into the alley, where the body had been.
Gage cleared his throat. “Nick?”
Nick shook himself. Hair bristled on his face then sucked back, hidden by his glamour. “Yes. Right. Pleasure to meet you, Marshal.” He started to hold out his hand, hesitated, then let it drop and turned his attention to Gage. “The victim was stabbed with a large blade, maybe a chef’s knife or something. Once in the heart, and all the way through. Her purse is missing and so is any jewelry she might have been wearing. We IDed her from her fingerprints and she’s in the system for prostitution.”
“So a mugging gone wrong?” Morgan asked.
“That would be my assessment,” Nick said without looking at her. “Looks like the normal human kind of monster. I’ll send my guys for coffee and wait by the van. You can have the alley for the next twenty minutes or so.”
“Thank you.” Gage headed deeper into the alley and Morgan followed.
“So that’s it?” she asked.
“Pretty much. We need to check the scene for any residual magic, since Nick is a sasquatch and not attuned to it, and the rest of his team are human, but that’s about it.”
“So some Kin can sense magic and others can’t?” She’d just assumed that because Kin were magical creatures they could sense magic — even if she wasn’t entirely sure what magic was.
“Not all are attuned to it. If you weren’t half human, you’d be able to detect just about everything.”
“But I am half human. Which means—?”
He turned his dark, bottomless gaze on her and held her captive for a second. Then he blinked, releasing her. So many mysteries with this guy. “I have no idea if you’ll be able to detect anything or not.”
“And if I do, what will it look like?”
“It differs from person to person. Some feel it like a breeze across their skin. Some see it like light flickering at the edge of their vision. It all depends.”
“Wonderful. So we won’t really know if I can sense magic and how until it happens. If it happens.” Why couldn’t there just be someone who knew all the answers about her and could just tell her what was what. While her powers hadn’t gone crazy since fighting off the smoke demon who’d kidnapped Kate, Morgan didn’t doubt it was because she’d been nice and quiet and relatively unstressed for the last seven days. But there was always the risk heat would burn across her eyes and she’d turn everything she looked at to stone.
As if summoned by her fear, a hint of heat licked around her eyes. She sucked in a calming breath and focused on the black graffiti on the alley wall. Last time she’d lost control, she’d killed a man and almost killed Gage. She never wanted to do that again.
The heat cooled. Nothing turned to stone and crumbled. One point for her. Now all she had to do was get through the rest of her life like this.
Garbage littered the alley, still wet from the showers earlier in the week. Halfway down, by a heavy back door, stood a dumpster, its dark green paint scored and flecked. It had all started four months ago in an alley just like this.
The memory of the man who’d started it all flashed into her mind’s eye. He’d slammed her head against a dumpster and rammed his knife into her chest.
She fought to blink back the memory, but it filled her, running its horrifying course.
His face had cracked. His cheek had slid free and shattered on the asphalt. He’d turned to stone and crumbled.
And now she knew turning to stone had been agonizing.
Sweat slicked her palms and the back of her neck, and her breath burned through her too-tight throat. She’d killed him. Slowly. Painfully. She was a monster. An honest-to-goodness monster of myth. Oh, God.
Her legs trembled — her whole body shook. She was going to go crazy. She already was. It was impossible. Not real.
She knelt and pressed a palm to the asphalt, focusing on its bite into her skin.
That was real.
She was real.
This new reality was real, too. She’d been handling it just fine for the last week.
It had been easy to accept it when her and Kate’s lives had been threatened. It had been easy in the quiet of Gage’s library or the strange emptiness of her new room. She’d been separated from the rest of the world, in a bubble where nothing else mattered.
But here, with the heavy reek of rotting food and urine pressing around her and reminding her of how it had all started, she couldn’t remain detached. Lachlin had said she was going to lose her mind, that she couldn’t handle this.
And she’d be damned if she proved Lachlin right.
She drew in a steadying breath and twisted her palm against the asphalt, focusing on the pain, on her body, on being solid within herself. Lachlin had been waiting for her head to explode since the moment she’d arrived at Gage’s house. She could just imagine his smug expression when he realized she’d broken down. That was a pleasure he wasn’t going to have.
Gage’s scuffed boot toe stepped into sight beside her hand. “You all right?”
“Yep.” Even if the only thing holding her together at the moment was her force of will, her clenched teeth, and her determination not to give Lachlin any satisfaction. “Just ah… just looking and feeling for signs of magic.”
“It’s rare for half-breeds to sense it,” Lachlin said from deeper down the alley. “I doubt you can.”
Asshole. “Well, maybe I can.”
He laughed as if she’d just said the most ridiculous thing in the world. “Not likely.”
She flipped him off, but he wasn’t looking at her and missed it.
Gage crouched beside her, his shoulder brushing hers, sending a shiver of attraction over her. “It happened in that alley, didn’t it? The one where you were stabbed four months ago. That was the first time your powers manifested.”
The scar above her heart ached. “I’m fine.”
“I know.”
She stared at his boot toe, her nerves alight at how close he was. If she shifted just a fraction, their shoulders would brush again… or their thighs.
She clamped down on that thought and peeked at him from the corner of her eye. He stared at her, the depths of his dark eyes promising comfort, stillness. And more? Her hormones certainly wanted there to be more.
Boy, she was a mess. She jerked her attention to the dumpster a few feet away and something flickered.
What the hell? Now she was just seeing things… fine, now she was seeing more things to add to the strange things she’d started seeing four months ago.
“Morgan,” he said, his voice soft.
“I’m fine. Let’s finish up here.”
“Sure.” He straightened and she focused on his boots again. They hesitated for a second, as if he had more to say, but she wasn’t going to look up to find out. Sure, on a better day without her desire racing through her, she would be stronger than this. But she had to live with the man, and she had no idea if she could trust him. He’d already lied to her about the Kin who wanted her dead. What else was he lying about?
Although perhaps this invitation out was a peace offering. It proved he wanted her on his team. But was that because he thought she’d be a good addition or because he was one of those Kin who wanted to use and control her?
No, giving in to her urges would just make an already complicated situation more complicated.
“Almost done here?” Gage asked, his boots heading deeper into the alley toward Lachlin.
“You can sense magic, too,” Lachlin said. “You tell me.”
And the axis of her new, topsy-turvy universe righted… at least for the moment.
If things kept up this way, she wasn’t going to be able to stay long at Gage’s house. That was a disaster waiting to happen.
But her reasons for moving in with Gage and his team hadn’t changed. She still had no idea about this new order to the world with monsters and fairy tales. And she had no idea who she was, who her biological mother was — the source of her unwanted powers — or how to control her abilities. If she stayed with Gage, she’d be safe, relatively speaking, and others would be safe from her, but would she be safe from herself?
She glanced back at the dumpster, determined not to let her memories overwhelm her. The flicker happened again, behind and under it.
There was something there. A piece of metal catching the sunlight? Except the early afternoon sun didn’t reach this far into the alley.
She knelt and pushed aside some waterlogged newspapers — she was not going to think about what was on what she’d just touched. There, just under the edge of the dumpster, was a small silver box. It shimmered with a white halo, sparkling like a diamond in sunlight. About the size of her palm, the box had intricate Celtic-like symbols swirling over its visible sides into a mesmerizing infinity.
She grabbed a glove from the inside pocket of her new jacket — the old one hadn’t survived the fight with the smoke demon — and picked it up. “I think I found something.”
Gage jerked his head up. “Don’t touch—”
Light exploded around them.
 



 
 
CHAPTER 2
 
 
A brilliance, blinding even through her sunglasses, whirled around Morgan. It pulsed, a ferocious vortex of light, swirling, taking shape. She could see it, a hint of something like a pole or an edge or—
A sword.
It solidified and swept at her without anyone holding it. She jerked back. The blade nicked the front of her new jacket, slicing through the breast pocket. Light danced over the semi-transparent weapon, shimmering like the box had before she’d picked it up.
The blade jabbed at her, three quick lunges, and she scrambled out of the way. Fire licked around her eyes, her powers threatening to release.
She fought to blink it back, ducking under another swing from the sword. She couldn’t afford to release her abilities. It was too dangerous.
Lachlin jerked to face her. “What the—?”
The blade flew toward him, slicing at his head. He drew a hunting knife and blocked the attack, but the sword darted around faster than humanly possible and nicked his cheek.
He ducked under the next swing and grabbed for the hilt. It twisted out of reach and sliced toward him. He dove out of the way, rolling through the muck toward her.
“What did you pick up?” he growled.
Morgan held out the box and Gage grabbed it.
The sword raced toward them. Lachlin knocked it aside with his knife, and Gage shoved Morgan out of the way. She hit the side of the dumpster with a thud. More fire billowed over her cheeks.
Light flashed at the edge of her vision and she twisted aside. The sword skidded across the metal, drawing a thick rent beside her head.
“What is it?” She ducked another swing and lurched back. The fire raced over her face. God, she had to calm it, get control.
“A sword,” Gage said, squinting at the box as if trying to decipher the marks on the side.
“No shit.” The blade jabbed at her.
Lachlin batted it aside with his knife and it wrenched around to him. “A phantom sword. It’s a spell, Kitten.”
The fire bled over her forehead. Control it. Don’t hurt anyone. Please. “How do we stop it?”
“Use the magic word.” Lachlin twisted out of the way of another slash.
“Which is?” She clenched her teeth and shoved her powers back.
“Whatever the spellweaver made it.” The blade whirled at Gage, who leapt back, hit the alley wall, and ducked the next swing.
Wonderful.
“The other option,” Lachlin said. “Let it strike a killing blow on one of us.”
The blade jabbed at Gage, who twisted to the side and blocked the swing with the box. Metal screeched against metal and light erupted from the sword, whirled around them, and whooshed back into the weapon. “Or cast a counterspell.”
“I’m not a spellweaver, neither are you right now, and I’m not letting you break the rules for a stupid phantom sword. Hold it off. I’ll get the anti-magic box in the trunk.” Lachlin jerked toward the SUV, but the sword jabbed at him, forcing him back. Then it whirled on Gage. He blocked with the metal box. The blade’s tip caught in a whorl and ripped it from his hand. More light shattered from the blade as the box bounced across the asphalt.
They had to get to the car, but the blade whooshed around them, darting in, nicking, slashing, drawing blood. They didn’t have time to go anywhere.
Morgan scrambled away from a flurry of swings. If they didn’t do something, someone was going to take a misstep and die.
The blade wrenched around to Gage.
Fire raced across her eyes. Every time the box was hit, the blade seemed to loose cohesion. Not a great option and she didn’t even know if it was one, but it was the best she had.
She yanked out her gun and shot the box. The bullet ricocheted off it, hit the dumpster, and slammed into the bricks nearby. Shit.
More light erupted from the sword. It jabbed at Gage, semi-transparent, and the light whirled around it, then flooded back into it. It wasn’t enough.
The sword swung again.
He staggered back, his heel catching on the uneven pavement.
Lachlin yelled, and she shot twice more, aiming the ricochet to hit the bricks away from everyone.
More light shattered.
The sword plunged into Gage’s chest. He screamed and went stiff.
Oh, God.
Pain twisted across his face, and with a whoosh, the semi-transparent sword vanished. He pressed his hands to his chest and sagged to the ground, gasping.
Morgan scrambled to his side, pressing her hands over his. Keep pressure on it. Keep him from bleeding out. But the blade had imbedded to the hilt. It would have gone all the way through him. He just had to hold on long enough for help to arrive. “Tell me you’re okay. Tell me whatever kind of Kin you are heals from something like this.”
“He can’t heal on his own. Not now. I should have—” Lachlin yanked out his phone. “Keep pressure on the wound. We need help.”
Please be okay. Please let her impossible new world include Gage surviving an impossible wound.
“Lachlin, stop,” Gage said.
“Keep up the pressure. You son of a bitch, getting yourself stabbed with some stupid fucking phantom shit.”
“Lachlin.”
“I need an ambulance, now.”
Hurry. Please hurry.
“Lachlin,” Gage barked, his voice rough.
Lachlin jerked to face him. “What?”
“There’s no need.” Gage opened his hands, revealing a smooth, undamaged jacket. There wasn’t a hole nor any blood. “Morgan weakened the spell, making the blade insubstantial before it struck.”
“Lord and Lady. You— If you—” Lachlin pressed the phone back to his ear. “No, sorry. False call.” He shoved his phone back into his pocket and stormed to the dumpster, his back to them, his fists clenching and unclenching. “Son of a—”
“Hey, doesn’t mean it didn’t hurt.” Gage used the wall to help him stand, one hand clutching his chest. He glanced at her, pain still twisting his expression. The muscles in his jaw flexed and a hard mask slid over the pain. “What made you think to shoot it?”
“There were other options to consider?” It was just the first thing that had popped into mind.
“Unconventional to say the least. Bullets and magic are usually a bad combination,” Lachlin growled.
“I’ll keep that in mind for next time.” She prayed there wouldn’t be a next time but had a sinking suspicion that this was part and parcel of her new world.
“So now we know what killed our victim.” Gage shuffled over to the box. It didn’t look as if it had been shot or damaged in any way. The mesmerizing scrollwork still wound perfectly over its top and sides, unmarred just like Gage’s chest. “I’m surprised we missed noticing it.”
“I didn’t miss it. I just hadn’t gotten to that side of the alley.”
Gage pursed his lips. He’d missed it, too. Had he been too distracted by her?
“I’ll get the anti-magic box from the SUV,” Lachlin said, his voice still dark.
“Got one already,” a voice at the end of the alley said. The crime scene technician, Nick, held up a wooden box about the size of a loaf of bread. His glamour was down, his face covered in dark, shaggy hair, and what little skin Morgan could see was white.
“Lachlin, take a look at it first,” Gage said.
Lachlin’s eyes narrowed. He looked ready to argue, but instead crouched over the box. His frown deepened. He pursed his lips and shifted.
“What do you see?” Gage asked.
Lachlin’s lips pinched more tightly together. He certainly saw something, but Morgan had no idea what. To her, the box still sparkled like a diamond in sunlight. Brilliant and white, just like the light from the sword.
“All right.” He stood and hooked a long strand of black hair behind a pointed ear. His glamour had fallen from his whole face, revealing a thin nose and narrow jaw. He looked ever so slightly stretched out, and his pale eyes were just a little too big.
He stepped back and crossed his arms, all long, sensual grace. The sense of bad boy was gone, but he still oozed sex. His gaze slid up to hers, but instead of the expected cocky smile, his expression remained grim.
Nick marched into the alley, knelt beside the metal box with its nasty phantom sword spell and, with trembling hands, opened the anti-magic box.
Gage crouched beside him. “I’ll get it. Be ready to close it.”
Morgan fought the urge to say something. She didn’t want anyone to touch it again and release the magic sword. But this was Gage’s world. It was his job. She had to trust that he knew what he was doing even if she wasn’t sure she could completely trust him.
He drew in a quick breath and grabbed the metal box. Light exploded around them. Lachlin swore and tensed, and fire licked around Morgan’s eyes. Nick trembled but maintained position, holding the lid to the anti-magic box. Gage shoved the enspelled box into the wooden one and the technician snapped the lid closed.
The light exploded into blinding sparks, showering down to the asphalt, but the sword didn’t reappear.
Morgan blew out the breath she’d been holding.
“Looks like we have a real investigation.” Gage picked up the anti-magic box and straightened.
“I’ll leave you to it, then.” Nick’s glamour flickered back into place, revealing a man, mid-thirties, his cheeks dusted with stubble, and short, well-groomed hair, nothing like his shaggy true appearance. “You can tell Wright the case isn’t his anymore.”
“Thank you,” Gage said.
“No, thank you. That might have killed one of my team members. I should probably see if they’ve returned.” Nick strode back to the mouth of the alley.
Gage tucked the anti-magic box under his arm and turned to Lachlin. “So who is it?”
“I’m not sure.”
“Really?” A hint of darkness and power gathered around Gage. Not enough for Morgan to feel the crackle of energy in the air, but enough to give Lachlin warning.
Lachlin raised his chin. “It’s Bearnas.”
The energy vanished, leaving a second of airless void around them, pressing against Morgan’s senses.
“You sure?” Gage asked.
“Yeah,” Lachlin said, his voice somber.
“Who or what is Bearnas? And how can you be certain?” Something wasn’t being said in this conversation, and she was getting tired of being kept in the dark. She dipped her sunglasses down to try to get a better read on Lachlin and Gage, but fire flickered in her eyes and she shoved the glasses back up.
“There are very few spellweavers among the Kin anymore. They all have distinct crafting techniques. Signatures, you might say,” Gage said.
“Like bomb makers?” Morgan asked.
Lachlin glared at her. Boy, would she love to glare back, but that was a bad idea given her tenuous hold on her powers right now.
“Give the snake charmer full marks. Yes, like bomb makers. Except they usually don’t make phantom sword spells and this one certainly doesn’t.”
“How do you know?” He was awfully certain, given the evidence that this spellweaver did indeed make phantom sword spells.
“Because Bearnas is my sister.”
 



 
 
CHAPTER 3
 
 
Lachlin opened one of a dozen glass doors leading into Kincade Towers, owned by one of the wealthiest families in town. They had left the alley and driven into the business district proper to the towering glass and steel building. Morgan was still trying to wrap her brain around the idea that Lachlin’s family owned a multi-national conglomerate, but then, as far as she knew, Kin had normal jobs and normal lives just like everyone else. Why not billionaire business owners?
“I really think you should wait out here,” Lachlin said.
Gage narrowed his eyes. “You know I can’t let you talk to your sister alone. You shouldn’t even be with us when we interview her.”
“And bringing the half-breed is such a good idea.” Lachlin shot Morgan a dark look and marched into the vast lobby. Ahead, three stories tall, stood a rock wall covered with plants. A narrow stream of water danced down the rocks, pooling and falling until pouring into a shallow basin at the bottom. Overhead, sunlight sparkled through a semi-transparent ceiling, casting soft natural light and making the space feel breezy, as if they were still outside and it was late spring, not April.
Morgan shifted closer to Gage. “So what do I need to know?”
“You’re half human. The fae will fuck with your mind.” Lachlin’s ears grew pointed and he headed to a hall beside the rock wall.
“You think your sister will use more magic on us?” she asked.
“It’s not my sister I’m worried about.”
Gage held out his hand. “This would be one of the Kin where you having a gun is a bad idea.”
She slid her hand to her sidearm. The idea of giving it up didn’t sit well. Without it, she was defenseless… all right, maybe not defenseless, but using her powers was still a bad idea. She could barely control it as it was. There was no guarantee she’d be able to avoid killing someone in the heat of battle.
“All fae have the ability to charm to some degree or another. Humans are particularly weak against it,” Gage said.
“And my family is particularly gifted.” Lachlin paused by a smaller set of glass doors. Beyond was a jeweler’s shop, the precious metals and stones sparkling in the strategically placed lighting. He turned back to Morgan and the light from the store haloed him. He was perfect, beautiful, mesmerizing.
A hint of a wicked smile pulled at his lips, but that only made him more stunning. She needed to be closer to him, bask in his glory. His very essence drew her. The muscles in her legs flexed, ready to bring her closer to him.
Good God! What the hell was she thinking?
She ground her teeth against the desire. Sure, Lachlin was nice to look at, but he wasn’t her type. She didn’t do bad boys. And without a doubt, he was playing with her right now.
His smile vanished and the desire to drop into an adoring, thoughtless lump at his feet disappeared. “You shouldn’t be here.”
She couldn’t tell if he was aware he’d affected her or not. She prayed he couldn’t. He’d be unbearable if he knew what kind of power he had over her.
“Better she encounters fae with us.” Gage inched his hand closer to her. A reminder that she hadn’t handed over her gun.
“Can we stop talking about me as if I’m not here?” She really didn’t want to give up her gun, but if she wanted to know the truth about this new world, she couldn’t stay locked up in Gage’s house reading his encyclopedia. Which meant she needed to play by his rules — at least until she figured out what his intentions were.
Fine. She handed him her gun and he slid it into the back waistband of his jeans, flipping his jacket over it.
Lachlin rolled his eyes. “Try not to kill any members of my family.”
He strode into the jewelry store, and Morgan and Gage followed. The only clerk on duty glanced up from polishing a pendant and offered a coy smile at Lachlin.
“I’m here for Bearnas,” Lachlin said, heading to the split in the counter. “Is she in her studio?”
The clerk, a woman in a hot pink suit, her brown hair pulled back in a sleek chignon, nodded and her smile fell away at Lachlin’s lack of interest in her. Her features flickered and her ears elongated into delicate points. She glanced at Morgan, her too-large eyes widening — just like almost every other Kin Morgan had encountered who recognized what she was — but the clerk pulled her expression back to a composed neutral faster than most.
Morgan and Gage followed Lachlin into a back hall to two heavy steel doors on either side of the hall at the end. Lachlin knocked on the door to the right and opened it without waiting for an invitation.
Inside was a bright, cramped artist’s studio. The shelves were filled with boxes and bins instead of paint and canvases, and drills and pliers and other tools instead of brushes and pencils. A few boxes were half-open, revealing precious metals and stones in Ziploc bags and nestled in cotton or half-wrapped in paper. The back wall was one large, frosted window. Given their location within the building, it had to be fake, but the glow coming from it felt like natural sunlight. In front of it stood a worktable cluttered with tools and containers.
Beside that, half-hidden by a collection of potted plants, a woman hunched over a drafting table. She straightened, revealing a model-thin frame, and turned too-large blue eyes on them. She brushed shoulder-length blond curls from her face, exposing a too-long face. “Does Father know you’re here?”
Lachlin cocked his head to the side. “What do you think?”
Her gaze jumped from Lachlin to Gage and Morgan. “I see the rumors of Chava’s daughter are true. Medusa’s line still lives.”
Light flickered at the edge of Morgan’s vision.
“We need to talk,” Lachlin said.
“Before I’ve been properly introduced to your new… friend?” Bearnas stood, oozing grace and sensuality just like Lachlin did.
The light flickered again. Sunlight on water.
Lachlin rolled his eyes. “Morgan Jacobs, my sister Bearnas Kincade. Bearnas, Morgan.”
“Morgan the gorgon. How unfortunate.” Bearnas chuckled.
Morgan fought the urge to glare. “With a name like Bearnas, I wouldn’t start throwing insults.”
“Father is going to hate her.” Bearnas flashed a wicked smile — without a doubt, she was related to Lachlin. “She’s perfect.”
The light flickered again. Morgan yanked her gaze to the metal shelf beside her. Light danced across a dozen boxes nestled on a shelf packed with books and tubs. One was gold, the rest were silver, and all had the same Celtic swirls that were on the phantom sword box.
They shimmered again, as if in invitation for Morgan to touch them. “Are these—?”
“Magic?” Bearnas asked. “So she has the sight. Interesting.”
Morgan bit back a sigh. “I’m not some new toy.”
“No, you’re so much more interesting than that.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” She jerked around to confront Bearnas, bumped Gage’s shoulder, and tipped off balance. Her hand flew toward the shelf and the magic boxes. She grabbed Gage’s jacket, throwing herself against him. The last time she’d touched a magic box, a sword had tried to kill her.
Gage wrapped an arm across her back, holding her close. His biceps flexed, pressing against her body. There was more of him pressed against her than just his arms… or was that her body pressed against his.
Heat swept up her neck and she eased back, mindful of her balance and the magic boxes behind her.
“A little overdramatic. My magic doesn’t bite.” Bearnas slid a manicured finger over the top of a piece on her worktable. “Although that gold one there will seal a room and suck out all the air in the event of a fire. I suggest not being around when that happens.”
“And the others?” Morgan still wasn’t going to touch anything that glittered.
“The rest are magical video cameras with motion sensitive activation. For house interiors and patios.” The wicked smile returned to Bearnas’s lips. “Which means I now have that priceless reaction saved so I can watch it over and over again.”
Wonderful. Morgan threw her hands up in defeat. “Glad I can amuse.”
Bearnas giggled, the mischief in her tone lightening. “I apologize. I was playing with you. There’s just so little fun around here.”
“So the boxes—?”
“No, they really do have those spells in them, and I might replay your reaction again. It was priceless.”
Gage cleared his throat. “Please, Ms. Kincade.”
“Why so formal, Alexander?” She slid his name out, turning each syllable into a sensual sound.
“This is serious,” Lachlin said.
All sensuality and mirth dropped away and Bearnas stilled. “How serious?”
“It’s—”
Bird song filled the air.
“Your phone? Really?” Lachlin asked.
Bearnas shrugged. “Excuse me. I’ll just turn that off.” She shifted piles of metal and jewels and papers on her table, searching for her phone.
The birds chirped again.
“It has to be here, somewhere.” A blush raced over Bearnas’s cheeks and forehead, and she appeared genuinely embarrassed at the interruption. “Please excuse me, Alexander. I, ah…”
“It’s fine,” Gage said.
“No, really.” She straightened, her face bright red, and squared her shoulders. “I’m always losing it. It’ll stop ringing eventually. You said this was serious?”
As if on cue, the birds chirped again.
Lachlin reached into the wastebasket beside the table and pulled out a sleek black phone smaller than his palm. “You should keep it in your purse.”
“I’m always losing that, too. There’s just so much—” She pressed two fingers to her temple.
“You still getting those visions?”
“I can handle it. It’s just a little distracting.” She glanced at her phone. “And that was Father. Seems my absentmindedness has saved me from a long conversation.”
“It’s only delayed it,” Lachlin said, his voice dark.
“Unfortunately. Now you said something was serious?” She offered Gage a soft smile.
Gage returned it.
An ache twisted in Morgan’s heart. It was irrational. Gage could smile at anyone he liked. Sure, he’d flirted a bit with Morgan in the last seven days, but that didn’t mean anything. There was still that trust issue. Besides, she didn’t have dibs on any of the hot guys she currently lived with, even if she wanted to.
She shoved that thought aside, pulled out her phone, and opened up Scarlet’s mug shot. “Do you recognize this woman?”
“That’s Scarlet. Is she all right?”
“She’s dead, sweetie,” Lachlin said.
“Oh, no.” Bearnas’s delicate hands flew to her mouth.
Morgan fought the urge to take her sunglasses off to better read Bearnas’s reaction. That was too dangerous. As it was — if reading Kin was anything like reading humans — it seemed the young woman was genuinely shocked. “How do you know her?”
“She and Eoin started dating a few months ago.”
“Son of a—” Lachlin stiffened and closed his eyes, a sign he was using his powers to sense if this Eoin person was nearby. “I’ll—”
Bearnas grabbed Lachlin’s arm. “It wasn’t like that.”
“We’ll find out, won’t we?” He jerked from Bearnas’s grip and stormed out the door.
“Just great. Morgan, go after him before he pisses off the heir to one of the most powerful Kin Houses. I’ve got it here.”
“The heir—?” And once again she was missing pertinent information. She could only hope in this case it wouldn’t kill her. Morgan ran out the door into the hall with the heavy steel doors.
No Lachlin.
Maybe he’d returned to the store. She rushed back into the jewelers and caught the clerk’s attention. “I’m looking for Eoin.”
“Do you have an appointment?” a silky masculine voice asked from the far side of the room. It sounded like Lachlin.
It looked like Lachlin, too. Same build, same long black hair, same pale eyes. Except he now wore a well-tailored navy suit. Lachlin had been wearing a black dress shirt and jeans… or had he?
“Did I forget we had one?” He sauntered toward her, just like Lachlin always did, sex oozing from him. “Trina, what’s my schedule?”
The clerk glanced up from studiously rearranging a display case.
“I apologize if I’ve forgotten you.”
“If you what—?” Morgan turned back to him. Her brain stuttered. He looked like Lachlin and moved like Lachlin, but there was something wrong, something different. “You’re his twin.”
Lachlin’s look-alike raised a sculpted eyebrow. “Ah, you’re with Lachlin.”
“I’m sorry. That was really rude.” She wiped a sweaty palm on her thigh and held out her hand. “Let’s start again. I’m Deputy Marshal Morgan Jacobs and I’m looking for Eoin.” She didn’t even have a last name, but she doubted there were a lot of Eoins walking around the building.
He clasped her hand with a firm grip. Warmth seeped over her fingers and up her wrist. Holding his hand was the most comfortable thing in the world.
Her brain stuttered again. She had to find Lachlin. “I’m, ah… Where’s Eoin?”
He laughed, the sound dancing across her senses, drawing a shiver. “Right here. I’m Eoin Kincade.”
“Oh.” Jeez, couldn’t she think of something more intelligent to say?
“I’d heard a gorgon had been discovered and that you came late into your heritage.” He gave a gentle tug on her hand, drawing her into motion and leading her to a cushioned bench by the large display window. “How are you adjusting to your new life?”
“There have been some ups and downs. It’s still early days.” What the hell was she doing? There was no need to tell this man anything, but the words poured out before she could stop them.
He traced a vein on the back of her hand, drawing another shiver of attraction. “Has Alexander given you his encyclopedia to suffer through?”
“It’s dry, but helpful.” She really should let go of his hand. Just slide her fingers free, but she couldn’t get the idea to leave her brain and move her body.
“There are other, less dry ways to learn about your people.” The promise of passionate nights and engrossing conversations filled his voice.
Yes, that was what she wanted.
No, it wasn’t…
Well, maybe.
“How about we start now?”
“Start?” Why couldn’t she think straight? Fuzz filled her head. Nothing felt real, save for the desire to be with Eoin and the press of his hand against hers. His flesh to hers. His body… his sleek, sexy fae body.
Her brain latched onto the word. Fae. He was fae. That meant he had the power to manipulate her, make her feel things she normally wouldn’t feel.
But boy, were there things she wanted to feel with him—
No, damn it.
She jerked her hand free and stood. He seized it and the thought forming on the tip of her tongue vanished. She wanted…? To get away? To have crazy passionate sex? To…?
“Hands off,” he said. But his mouth didn’t move and his eyes widened.
A fist slammed into his face, knocking his head back. He released her hand and someone — Lachlin, from the swish of black hair — jerked her back, throwing her off balance. Her butt hit the marble floor, and the impact jarred up her spine and snapped into her brain. Heat swept over her face, a threat from her unwanted powers, as well as embarrassment at her thoughts.
Eoin jerked to his feet, but Lachlin stepped in front of her — giving her far too good a view of his sleek-muscled thighs and butt.
More embarrassed heat flooded her cheeks.
“Can’t get a date without magically roofieing the girl?” Lachlin asked.
“And yours have never known the true pleasure of being with a Kincade.”
“I prefer them conscious.”
Morgan staggered to her feet, using the display case beside her to keep her balance.
“And now you’ve taken to killing them when you’re done, tossing them into alleys like garbage.” Lachlin’s ears turned pointed and his hair grew to his waist.
“Careful, brother, you’re losing your glamour.”
“Fuck you. Answer the question,” Lachlin said.
“There was a question in there?” Eoin winked at Morgan and the heat of attraction slid through her.
Lachlin grabbed the front of Eoin’s suit and jerked him close. “Where were you last night?”
“At a Thirteen Houses Ball.” Eoin wrenched his jacket free. “Where you should have been. Although let’s face it, if you were with our lovely gorgon here, I might be able to forgive you for not attending.”
“We’re co-workers,” Lachlin growled.
“Perfect.” Eoin purred the word, sending shivers racing over Morgan.
She needed to focus. Get back to business. Get the hell out of there. She fumbled her phone from her pocket and pulled up Scarlet’s mug shot. “Do you recognize this woman?”
“Is that a mug shot?” Eoin asked.
Lachlin glared at him. “Bearnas says you were slumming with the sylph.”
“Everyone deserves a chance, and what can I say, she’s hot.” Eoin blew Morgan a kiss.
“Was hot,” Lachlin said. “You got your tense wrong.”
Eoin shrugged. “Never was good with grammar.”
“When did you last see Ms. Worley?” Morgan asked, fighting to say on topic and ignore the desire coursing through her.
“Two weeks ago. We decided we needed space.”
“No, you decided you were done with her, and your charm made her agree.” Lachlin snorted. “You never change, do you?”
“Oh, and you’re so different?” Eoin asked.
“I don’t charm them senseless.”
“No, you’re worse.”
“That was a long time ago.” Lachlin jerked forward.
Morgan grabbed his arm. “Maybe we should let Gage talk to Mr. Kincade.”
“I’ll talk to you.” Eoin leveled a heated gaze on Morgan. His magic swarmed through her head and warmed her body. God, even without him holding her hand, he was intoxicating.
“She’s not going to be another of your conquests.”
“That’s her choice.”
Oh, yes.
No.
No, no, no.
Focus. “It’s Special Agent Gage’s case. His interview.” That was the best she could come up with without melting into a puddle of lust. Jeez, the Kincade boys were dangerous.
 



 
 
CHAPTER 4
 
 
Morgan headed to the kitchen and poured herself a coffee. What she really wanted was a cold shower or a brain transplant, but neither was an option at the moment. She still ran hot from Eoin’s magic and the twenty-minute ride back to Gage’s house in Old Town, in close quarters with Gage and Lachlin, hadn’t helped her cool down. Both were attractive. Not that Lachlin was her type, but at the moment, her hormones didn’t seem to care what her type was.
And now, to make things worse, she was all too aware that she lived with both of them. Their bedrooms were mere doors down from hers. They shared a living room and kitchen. She could try avoiding them, but eventually their paths would cross. It was inevitable.
Except avoiding them at the moment was probably the only good idea she had. At least until she’d managed to get rid of the desire burning through her.
But they still had a murder to figure out and the longer they took, the harder it would be to catch the killer. Evidence degraded over time. The elements scoured it away; things were moved, hidden, displaced; and memories grew foggy. She knew at least that much from her time with Fugitive Operations when she was a U.S. Marshal.
Was. Past tense.
She took a gulp of her coffee. It was bitter and burnt. From the taste, it had been sitting around for a while. Kind of like her. She’d benched herself after the attack in that alley four months ago, thinking she was crazy, when really the world was crazy.
Now that she knew the truth, she could go back to work. Her boss would love that. So would her best friend and fellow marshal, Kate.
But she didn’t know all of the truth. Gage was still keeping secrets, and if her encounter with Eoin was any proof, she still knew next to nothing about Kin. That, and there was still the risk that she’d lose control of her powers and turn someone to stone.
No matter how much she wanted to return to life as usual, she couldn’t.
Gage stepped into the archway and leaned against the wall, his arms crossed, pulling his T-shirt tight against his well-muscled frame. “You okay?”
No. She needed wild, mind-blowing sex and he was the kind of man who could accommodate her.
“Yep, just needed a coffee.” She held up her mug.
His eyes narrowed, his dark gaze settling on her as if he could see into her soul.
A shiver swept up her spine, and she sloshed coffee over the rim. It trailed hot down her fingers.
His gaze jumped to her hand, then slid up her body, back to her eyes.
Her pulse pounded through her, and the heat within her sank into her gut and lower.
“From everything I’ve heard, Eoin’s charm is extremely powerful.”
Oh, hell yes!
Her breath hitched in her throat. Why couldn’t Gage just move closer, like within arm’s reach? He just stood there, dark and sexy.
“I wouldn’t know. First time charmed.” She shrugged and spilled more coffee over her hand. Damn it. Could she be any more of a disaster?
Lachlin eased into the doorway beside Gage, all slick, bad-boy sex. His image — or Eoin’s, she wasn’t sure which — flooded her mind’s eye and the heat low within her body flooded down her legs and up her chest.
Oh, God! She forced herself to turn her back on them with a strength of will she’d had no idea she possessed. There on the sink. The dishcloth. Yes, something cool to press against her neck and face. But that would give her thoughts away and how embarrassing would that be? Gage and Lachlin couldn’t know the raw, primal thoughts coursing through her.
“What’s the holdup?” Lachlin asked, his silky voice rushing through her.
“Coffee. Just wanted coffee.” And oh, so much more. She sucked in a ragged breath. “I’ll be there in a minute.”
“Actually, coffee sounds like a great idea,” Gage said.
That would draw him closer. Oh yes. No. Jeez. Get. A. Grip.
“Well, hurry up. My brother is getting away with murder,” Lachlin said.
Gage stepped up to the counter. “We don’t know that. And you should be off this case.”
“What did Bearnas tell you?” Morgan asked, her nerves on fire. Gage was close, so very close. She inched away and leaned against the granite counter, praying she looked normal.
“She said if Lachlin recognized her signature, the spellbox has to be hers.”
Lachlin rolled his eyes. “We knew that already. Eoin could have taken it. He has access to her studio. Did she confess to the anchor?”
“It wasn’t on any of the pictures I took. We’ll need to better examine it in the lab. Bearnas also said she makes a few of the boxes ahead of time, primed, ready for any spell to be laid into it.” Gage poured the last cup of coffee into a mug. “So Eoin could have taken it, except he isn’t a spellweaver.”
“Doesn’t mean he didn’t get someone else to do it,” Lachlin said.
Gage shifted closer to Morgan to rinse out the carafe. Her nerves sizzled. God, when would Eoin’s charm wear off?
“Let’s look at this logically.” She stared into her coffee afraid if she made eye contact with either man she’d lose her mind. “All we have right now is a box with your sister’s signature on it, and that Scarlet was in a relationship with your brother that ended two weeks ago. That isn’t enough to prove anything.”
“It’s enough to draw suspicion,” Lachlin said. “This is a natural escalation of his M.O. He charms women senseless, has his way with them, and tosses them aside.”
“Fae aren’t known for their monogamy,” Gage said. “In human terms, you’d be considered a player as well.”
“Yes, but I play fair. Those women have no idea what they’re doing.”
A shudder swept over Morgan, and she took a long sip of coffee, clutching her mug, desperate to hide it. She was pretty sure Eoin’s women knew exactly what they were doing and wanted to keep doing it, over and over again.
Another shudder threatened what little composure she had left. “Regardless, that’s not enough proof for a conviction. And he has an alibi for last night.”
“He has to be lying. Usually his women just sulk off when he’s done with them, but Scarlet has more street experience than Eoin’s usual conquest. She could have come back, demanding a continuation of the relationship, or, more likely, money for the services he charmed out of her. Either one would piss him off.”
“Enough to commit murder? Lachlin, he’s your brother and you’re jumping to conclusions.” She couldn’t believe he was so determined to arrest Eoin. Something really had to have gone wrong between them.
“You don’t know him like I do.”
“And we still have to follow the evidence,” Gage said. “Get Rika to see what she can find out on Scarlet and Eoin and anyone else who might be connected.”
“Get Rika to what?” the tiny woman asked from the doorway. Today she wore platform boots the same bright purple as her spiked hair and she still didn’t top Lachlin’s shoulder. “Oh good, you’re making a fresh pot.”
“Figured you’d appreciate it,” Gage said.
“I’m sure you’d do anything for this goddess.” She flashed a quick smile, her teeth bright against her rich East Indian complexion. “Nick called. Said we have a case. So I started the paperwork to send to Detective Wright.”
“You are a goddess, my dear,” Gage said.
The heat within Morgan chilled. Gage wasn’t supposed to be flirting with Rika. He was supposed to be flirting with her. Morgan shoved that thought aside. Gage wasn’t supposed to be doing anything with her except telling her the truth.
Lachlin snorted. “We don’t have a case. We have my brother at it again.”
“Are you sure?” Rika’s eyes flashed purple and her ears elongated into delicate points. Her hair remained spiked and purple.
“I am. Could you convince Mr. Timid over there of that?” Lachlin jerked his thumb at Gage.
“We don’t have enough evidence to accuse the heir of the House of Fairy. Find me proof and I’ll happily arrest him.” A hint of darkness swirled around Gage. “Rika, run background on everyone involved, and Lachlin, examine that box. Morgan and I will officially take this case off Wright’s hands and check in with the medical examiner.”
Lachlin straightened. “You’re benching me?”
“You shouldn’t be involved in this case to begin with, but you’re the best at recognizing magical signatures.” The sense of dark power intensified.
“And you don’t know my family.”
“I know your family well enough.”
“You only know what they want you to know. And you—” Lachlin glared at Morgan, sending heat surging through her. “You don’t stand a chance.”
The darkness billowed, and Gage’s power crackled around him. He drew in a quick breath and the darkness weakened. “If Eoin’s responsible, we’ll charge him. But I have no intention of accusing someone from so powerful a House without solid proof.”
“You did before.”
Gage twisted the ring on his index finger. “This is not up for debate. Work from the house, or don’t work at all. I can always call in Lee to examine the box.” The darkness returned and electricity snapped across Morgan’s skin. “Come on, Jacobs. We have a case to solve.”
He dumped his coffee down the sink and shoved past Lachlin. Morgan took one last swig, poured out the rest, and rushed after him. Lachlin grabbed her arm as she passed, pulling her around to face him.
“Don’t ever be alone with him.”
Heat simmered up her arm from his touch. He was mesmerizing, beautiful. She needed to bask in his perfection.
She ground her teeth against the urge. This was just his charm. She wasn’t attracted to him and she wasn’t attracted to Eoin. Not. One. Bit… really.
Now all she had to do was convince her body of that.
 
* * *
 
The police services building was a new four-story structure on the east side of town, with the medical examiner’s office in the basement. Thankfully, Gage’s aggressive driving from the house to the police station helped dampen the residual effects of Eoin’s charm, and the desire burning through Morgan eased by the time he jerked the SUV to a stop in the parking lot.
He cut the engine, and a shiver of attraction at how close he was slid through her.
Okay, most of the desire was gone. Not all. “So you want to tell me what the deal is with Lachlin and his brother?” Broaching the topic might make him more angry than his driving suggested, but knowledge kept people alive.
“Think good twin, bad twin. And the bad twin always seems to get under Lachlin’s skin.”
Morgan bit back a snort. “You’re telling me Lachlin’s the good twin? I’d say it’s more like evil twin and eviler twin. But save for Eoin’s morally devoid dating practices and Lachlin’s insistence, there’s no solid evidence Eoin gave Scarlet that box and murdered her.”
“And even if he did, I doubt we’d find it,” Gage said. “Eoin’s too well-connected for that.”
“And none of this explains why Lachlin hates his brother so much.”
“It’s not my place to tell you.” Gage reached for the door handle.
Morgan grabbed his shoulder. “You’re kidding, right? I don’t know Lachlin very well, but even I know he’s a mess. That mess could be dangerous.”
Gage met her gaze, fearless of the danger. The dark, depthless pools of his eyes pulled her into their vortex like they always did, into him. She could drown in those eyes, forget everything that she was, lose herself. Was that a part of his charm?
She didn’t know what kind of Kin he was. Sure, she hadn’t seen past his glamour — if he had any — but that didn’t mean he couldn’t be fae like Lachlin. It also didn’t mean he couldn’t be some other kind of Kin with the ability to charm someone. She really wanted to trust him — really wanted so much more from him and that was before Eoin turned on every sensual nerve she had — but there was no proof she could, not when she knew he was keeping secrets. Heat licked around her eyes.
“That mess could be dangerous.” She forced her gaze away from his to the roof of the SUV, keeping him in her peripheral vision. “For you, me, him. Maybe a complete innocent.”
Gage ran a hand over his short-cropped hair and leaned back in his seat. “Fae twins are exceptionally rare and identical in every respect save personality and magical ability.”
“And by identical you mean—?”
“In all ways recognizable by modern forensics. Eoin is also heir to the House of Fairy.”
A chill settled in Morgan’s gut. Good twin, bad twin. “What did Eoin do?”
“He broke Kin law, but because they couldn’t prove between Eoin and Lachlin, the High Council decided both should be punished. Their father wouldn’t stand for it.”
“And let me guess, Lachlin was told to take one for the family.” Now all that anger made sense. She’d be furious, too, if she were forced to admit to a crime she hadn’t committed. “How serious was this?”
“Serious enough. We all have things we don’t talk about.”
That was an understatement. But would not knowing continue to put her in danger? At least someone wasn’t trying to kill her with this case. Charm her into sleeping with him, but not kill her. That was an improvement from seven days ago.
“Let’s get this over with.” Gage got out of the SUV and headed to the front doors of the station.
Morgan adjusted her sunglasses and followed. “You sure you’re calm enough to deal with Wright?”
“It would be easier if Lachlin was here.” He offered her a hint of a wicked smile, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “I’m sure you can charm the good detective into handing the case over.”
Given that the last time they’d met Detective Wright, he’d been investigating the destruction of her apartment and had been none too happy to see her with Gage, she doubted she’d be able to sweet-talk the detective into anything.
Gage marched across the wide front steps, past flowerbeds with twists of early spring foliage poking through the mulch. Darkness and power radiated from him, growing with every step closer to the large glass double doors.
Morgan rushed to reach the door first. “You know, turning it into a who’s-more-masculine contest won’t get Wright to comply and it’ll make it that much more difficult to sweet-talk him into anything.”
The power around him rippled. “I would beg to differ on that one.”
“And you wonder why he’s never warmed to you.” She opened the door before the officer sitting behind the reception desk thought anything was wrong.
Inside, a perky blond woman in uniform shifted behind the reception desk and smiled at Gage. She gave Morgan a quick once-over and returned to Gage. “How can I help you?”
Gage showed his identification. “Is Detective Wright upstairs?”
The woman’s smile deepened. “Let me call up and see, Special Agent,” she said, a purr slipping into her voice.
Oh boy. Morgan fought to not roll her eyes.
The woman dialed an extension. “Yes, Detective Wright. Special Agent…” She smiled at Gage.
He smiled back. “Gage.”
“Special Agent Gage is here to see you.”
Wright’s voice growled over the line. Morgan couldn’t make out the words, but his tone was clear: he wasn’t happy.
The woman’s smile vanished and she hung up. “He’ll be right down.”
“I bet he will be,” Morgan said, and they moved out of the way to wait near the elevators.
Wright was down within minutes, stepping out of an elevator, scowling. He wore a gray suit that could have been the same gray suit she’d seen him in earlier that week and his face was flushed all the way to his bald spot. His gaze landed on Morgan and his scowl deepened.
“Still interviewing for that job, Deputy Marshal?” he asked.
“You could say that.” More like forced into a job she wasn’t sure she wanted, but since nothing had been made official with Gage and his team, she supposed ‘still interviewing’ for the job was appropriate.
“So what do you want, Special Agent?”
“Your murdered prostitute,” Gage said.
“I assume you’ve sent over the appropriate paperwork?”
“It’s on its way.” A hint of Gage’s power flickered around him. He shifted, crossed his arms, and the power disappeared.
“I know it’s your case and you want to handle it,” Morgan said. Maybe if she kept things civil, expressed that they did recognize how Wright felt, he’d be more understanding.
Wright matched Gage’s crossed arms. “But this falls into some secret special FBI investigation, so too bad, local detective.”
“Yes,” Gage said.
Wright glared at him. “This is just going to create more work for me, isn’t it? Like that mess at the old distillery earlier this week.”
“I hope not.” Gage almost sounded apologetic.
“Playing cowboy doesn’t just make messes, it gets good cops killed.” Wright glanced at Morgan. “You’ve been a marshal long enough to know that.”
The energy around Gage billowed. “Checking up on the deputy marshal?”
Wright straightened. “Yeah, I was.”
Just great, so now Wright knew she was still on medical leave. She was going to have to make a decision about joining Gage’s team or returning to her job at the marshal’s office soon. It didn’t look good to be seen as psychologically imbalanced, even if she had a good excuse for her reaction. How was she to know monsters were real and she was one of them?
“Listen, we’re taking the case and you’ll have the paperwork,” she said. That was just the way it was going to go. It seemed making friends, or even a tentative ally with Wright, was wishful thinking.
“Fine. I know the drill.” Wright pushed the elevator’s call button. “When the paperwork gets approved, I’ll have the file and evidence couriered to your office.”
“Thank you,” Gage said.
“You can thank me by not killing anyone. We like to give bad guys trials and put them in jail, you know.”
The elevator doors opened, and Wright got in.
“Well, that went well,” Gage said. “Come on, let’s talk to the medical examiner, confirm time of death, and see if Eoin’s alibi is solid.”
“Are we hoping for Lachlin’s sake that it is or it isn’t?” Which would be better, knowing your brother was or wasn’t a murderer? And did that put more or less suspicion on his sister, Bearnas?
 



 
 
CHAPTER 5
 
 
They headed downstairs and had a quick visit with the medical examiner. He’d found skin under Scarlet’s nails and sent it to the lab, and aside from that, there was nothing new to report. Scarlet had indeed been stabbed through the heart with a blade fitting the description of the phantom sword, sometime between 9 p.m. and midnight, and her body hadn’t been moved.
Now their investigation waited on Wright to release the evidence he’d collected at the alley and from Scarlet’s house, or for Lachlin and Rika to find another lead.
Gage parked in the multi-car garage at the side of the house. Two of the spots were still empty, missing the sedan that had been trashed and Gage’s Mustang, which was still in police evidence — Lachlin’s destroyed SUV had been replaced the day after saving Kate.
“You should get something to eat,” Gage said, getting out of the car. “It could be a long night.”
Was that an invitation? And did she really want one? “There are a few more things I want to get from my apartment.”
He stared at her through the open SUV door as if he could read her thoughts.
Would he reveal the truth about his intentions if he knew she didn’t trust him? Or did that put her in danger? He’d said there were Kin out there who wanted to use her. Other Kin wanted her dead just because she was a gorgon. She might not have proof there were those out there who wanted to use her, but she knew first-hand people wanted her dead. Where did he fall on the spectrum?
“Jacobs.”
Her heart skipped a beat, and she struggled to keep it steady. She couldn’t show fear. She had no idea if she should even be afraid. That was the problem. She had no proof about anything. “What?”
“Don’t scratch the paint.” He tossed her the keys. “You really should just give your notice and end your lease.”
“I’m waiting for the month to end.” She climbed into the driver’s seat, closer to Gage.
“The sooner you make the move here permanent, the safer it is for everyone.” His intoxicating scent wrapped around her. But was that just a manipulation as well?
Heat welled around her eyes and she forced her gaze to the air beside his head. “The lease says two months and if I don’t give notice at the end of the month, I still pay for a full two months after that.”
“That’s a crappy lease.”
“Only if you’re not the landlord. Besides, I still need to figure out a storage situation for my stuff.”
“You can keep your belongings here. There’s lots of room in the basement.”
Ensuring everything she owned was under this roof. “That’s very generous.”
“Why pay for storage when we’ve plenty of space?” He leaned back and tapped the roof of the SUV. “You should get going. I’m sure Rika will have worked her magic and found something by the time you get back.”
It was likely the truth, but it still felt like a command.
He strode to the door leading into the house exuding confidence, a hint of sex, and a flicker of darkness. His scent lingered in the SUV, caressing her senses. A shiver of desire that had nothing to do with the aftereffects of Eoin’s charm raced through her. In a way, Gage had more power over her than Lachlin did. But again, she had no idea if it was genuine attraction or some kind of Kin magic.
She’d already done a generic online search for Alexander Gage and come up with nothing. She didn’t expect there to be much openly available on the web about an FBI agent, but she’d also done a search using her marshal’s access and found next to nothing. His file was confidential, and she didn’t have the clearance to look at anything past his basic information — that he was in his mid-thirties and an FBI agent assigned to a Special Investigations task force. And she didn’t have clearance to find out anything more about the task force.
All of which meant she needed to call in a few favors. She pulled out her cell phone and dialed Kate’s number. Gage had said the Kin’s glamour wouldn’t let Kate remember exactly what had happened in the old distillery seven days ago, but Morgan was betting Kate still remembered being kidnapped and seeing Gage and Lachlin. And Kate had FBI connections, an ex-boyfriend to be exact, but they were still on talking terms — at least they had still been talking four months ago.
“I’m not even a full day back from visiting my mother and you’re calling to check up on me already,” Kate said.
“Hello to you, too. How are you feeling?”
“Less like shit. Although I did just spend six days with my mother. You?”
“Not bad. Want to grab a coffee and commiserate?”
“Absolutely.”
 
* * *
 
The Roasted Bean sat in a corner of a high rise’s lobby in the heart of the city center, one block from the marshals’ office. It was Kate and Morgan’s usual spot for coffee when they were working and Morgan had suggested it out of habit — and perhaps with a little desire for something in her new crazy life to be normal. The building wasn’t nearly as upscale as Kincade Towers, its lobby utilitarian, decorated in various shades of brown and on the dark side. The Roasted Bean’s tables spilled past the small confines of the actual coffee shop, clustering in front of the display window and the window of the boutique dress shop next door.
Kate sat at a table on the edge of the cluster, her back to a large, fake plant, and waved at Morgan as she approached. She looked better than when Morgan had seen her last. Her right eye wasn’t swollen shut, although the nasty bruise around it had turned a mottled green-brown and Kate hadn’t covered it up with makeup.
“Wow, your face…” Kate’s smile faltered.
Morgan brushed at the set of red welts on her cheek. She hadn’t gotten through the fight unscathed, either. Seven days ago, the welts had been bloody slashes. She’d also had a black and purple cheek from where Lachlin had punched her — to stop her from turning Gage to stone — along with a collection of other cuts, scrapes, and bruises. After a few sessions with the flighty woman, Hannah, and her healing magic, everything looked two weeks old or older instead of only a week.
Except Morgan didn’t know if Kate was thinking about how fast Morgan had healed or if she didn’t remember Morgan getting injured in the first place. “How’s your mom?”
Kate groaned. “Get your coffee and I’ll tell you all about it. I just shouldn’t have gone home.”
“I could have told you that. Your mom was a mess all through our academy training.”
“Now you remind me.”
Morgan bought a coffee and returned to the table, adjusting her seat so her back wasn’t completely exposed to the flow of traffic going through the high rise’s lobby. “So your mom didn’t take the incident well?”
“You’d have thought I was shot or something.”
“You were kidnapped.” And by Kin, not that Kate would remember that. Whatever she’d seen that day, the glamour had changed it so her mind could make sense of it. When Morgan’s bullets had passed through the smoke demon’s body, Kate probably thought Morgan had missed, repeatedly. When the demon had split into two… Kate probably thought he had help and she just hadn’t gotten a good enough look at them so her mind made her think they were twins or something.
Now Morgan understood why Gage had said it was difficult dealing with non-Kin. Even though Morgan had been there, she had no idea what the glamour had changed. How could they talk about what had happened without Morgan looking crazy?
And that wasn’t the point — or at least not completely the point. As much as she hated using her friend, Morgan needed Kate’s FBI contact to confirm who Gage really was.
Morgan glanced up. Her gaze had dropped to the black depths of her cup, and she hadn’t even realized it.
Kate stared at her, her mug pressed against her pursed lips. “Deep thoughts?”
“You’re the one who’s supposed to be having deep thoughts. You did just survive six days with your mother.”
“Remind me never to do that again.”
But they both knew that wouldn’t happen. When work allowed, Kate drove the hour to her mother’s house every other weekend. She probably called her mother every day, something Morgan should really do more often, except her parents seemed happy to have their own space and were happy to give Morgan hers. And now that the world had been turned upside down, Morgan wasn’t sure what she could say to the people who’d adopted and raised her.
“Earth to Morgan.”
Morgan jerked her attention up from her coffee again. “Sorry. It’s been a complicated couple of days.”
Kate’s expression darkened. “Yes, it has.”
“You want to talk about it?” Maybe if Morgan got Kate talking, she’d be able to figure out what the glamour had changed in her mind and she could move ahead from there.
“You want to tell me about the sunglasses?”
“These?” Morgan reached for her shades, uncertain what to say. The truth would make her look crazy, but she didn’t know if she could take them off for a whole conversation. Kate would certainly notice something was wrong when Morgan refused to make eye contact.
“Yeah, those. What’s with them? You put them on in the rain as soon as… you know, everything was taken care of.”
And by ‘taken care of’ she meant the smoke demon had been killed. God, lying to her best friend was the worst. “It’s a little difficult to explain.”
“Speaking of difficult to explain…” Kate leaned forward. “Did you see anything that day?”
“Did I what?”
“See anything?” Kate asked, her voice low. “Anything strange?”
Everything within Morgan froze. “What do you mean by strange?”
“You have to promise you won’t think I’m crazy.”
“I promise.” Maybe Gage had been wrong. There were tons of people in psychiatric wards who babbled about impossible, crazy things. Perhaps that’s what happened to the non-Kin when the glamour didn’t work. Or maybe Gage had lied… again.
And if Kate did remember, did this mean Morgan had a full ally in all this? “What did you see?”
Kate took a sip of her coffee, her hands trembling. “I’m not sure. When I try to think about it, everything gets muddied. But I remember that man, the one who kidnapped me. He wasn’t right.” She hugged her cup between both hands, but her trembling didn’t ease.
“Can you remember what wasn’t right about it?”
“Everything. Nothing.” She met Morgan’s gaze through the sunglasses. “I’m losing my mind, I know it. I just… Your bullets went right through him. They had to. You don’t miss, not that close. Morgan, tell me you didn’t miss.”
“I—” Here it was. The moment where she could reveal all and know for certain there was someone in this chaos she could trust. But she couldn’t turn Kate’s world upside down just so she had someone to talk to. That wasn’t fair, no matter how desperately Morgan wanted it. “I must have missed.”
“Missed.” The muscles in Kate’s jaw twitched.
“Yes.”
Kate’s eyes narrowed. “You were less than ten feet away. My ten-year-old nephew wouldn’t have missed.”
“It was raining.” But Morgan knew as soon as the words had left her mouth Kate wouldn’t believe them. They’d trained together at the academy and had worked together for years. Kate knew Morgan’s abilities almost as well as Morgan did. They had to. Their job required them to put their lives in each other’s hands, and you didn’t do that if you didn’t know your partner was capable.
“You saw it, too,” Kate said.
“I don’t know what I saw.”
“Yes, you do. Why are you lying?”
“Kate, I—”
“It has something to do with your FBI hotties, doesn’t it? What’s going on?”
“I’m not sure.” There had to be a way to convince Kate she hadn’t seen what she’d seen, and yet a part of Morgan didn’t want to. This was her opening to get Kate to help her find out about Gage.
“Bullshit.” Kate shoved to her feet and grabbed her jacket from the back of her chair. “I thought we were friends.”
Morgan scrambled out of her seat and grabbed Kate’s wrist, sloshing her coffee on the table. “We are.”
“Then tell me what the hell is going on. Tell me how you could possibly miss that man. That man who somehow turned into two men. How that man turned into a dozen identical men on the other side of the distillery.” Kate leaned close. “Tell me why your eyes don’t look right even through those sunglasses.”
Morgan jerked her gaze from Kate’s. Two businessmen a few tables over were staring at them. So was a woman pouring cream into her cup on the other side of the café’s window.
“What the hell is going on?” Kate asked, her voice low again.
“You’re not going to believe me.”
“Try me.”
Morgan was still having a hard time believing it and she was living it. “Fine, but let’s sit before we draw any more attention.”
Kate glared at the businessmen openly staring at them and eased into her chair.
Morgan sat and took a long swig of her coffee. “What you saw in the old distillery was real. All of it.”
“How?”
Because the world was messed up? “I don’t know.”
Kate raised an eyebrow, her mouth set in a hard line.
“Honestly, I don’t know. All I know is, the things we think are fantasy, fairy tales, or myths are real. That man… that creature in the distillery was a smoke demon.” Morgan glanced over Kate’s shoulder at the businessmen. They’d returned to their conversation, thank goodness.
“That’s why your bullets went right through him.”
“Yes.”
“So demons are real?”
“And ogres and fairies and monsters and I don’t know what else.”
“And you? How are you involved? How do you know?”
Ice slid into Morgan’s gut. This was it. The moment of truth. “Remember when I got stabbed four months ago?”
The hardness edging Kate’s expression softened and she nodded.
Morgan clutched her cup. She couldn’t believe she was going to say this out loud. “The shock of it awoke something in me, something from my biological mother. I started seeing things, thought I was going crazy.”
“That’s why you moved, wouldn’t tell me your new address, and shut yourself off. God, Morgan, I think I would have understood.”
Morgan looked at Kate over the rim of her glasses.
“Okay, maybe I wouldn’t have, but you shouldn’t have had to go through that alone.”
“I didn’t know what to do. I had no idea what was happening until Gage showed up and you were kidnapped.” And then everything made sense, in a sick, horror-movie kind of way.
“And Gage is one of these…”
“Kin,” Morgan said. “They’re called Kin and a powerful… force” —she couldn’t bring herself to say magic in front of Kate— “keeps non-Kin from remembering them.”
“So how come I remember?”
“I don’t know. Gage said you wouldn’t.”
“And Gage is how you know about these Kin?” Kate asked.
“Which is my problem. I know Kin are real because I… I’m…” God, she just had to say it. Rip the bandage off. But if she confessed it to Kate, then it really was real. She couldn’t pretend it wasn’t. Not that she could at the moment. If she lost control people turned to stone, but telling Kate the truth was one step too far. Morgan wouldn’t be able to even pretend with her friend that it wasn’t real.
“Hey.” Kate reached across the table and Morgan took her hand. “You’re Morgan Jacobs. My best friend. Anything else is incidental.”
“I wouldn’t be so quick to say that.”
“What? You’re going to tell me you’re an ogre? Kind of obvious before you get your first coffee in the morning.” She smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes.
“I’m not an ogre.”
“Oooo, you’re a fairy with pink sparkly wings, leaving glitter dust everywhere you go.” Now the smile went all the way.
Morgan bit back a laugh. “Wouldn’t you just love that? Can you see me with pink sparkly wings?”
“Your mom would think it’s fabulous.”
“You’re taking this awfully well.”
Kate’s smile faded. “I know I saw something crazy, something inhuman at the distillery. Your explanation at least doesn’t include me having lost my mind.”
“But it’s not just the guy who kidnapped you. It’s me. I’m now inhu—”
Kate squeezed Morgan’s hand. “I’ve known you since high school. You’ve gotten me into and out of more trouble than I can remember. And you did it again just a few days ago. Hey, so my friend’s bio parents are a little unusual.”
“Just my mother.”
“You’re the same Morgan Jacobs I grew up with.”
“Sure, and now I can turn things to stone with my gaze.”
Kate’s eyes flashed wide. “You what?”
“Apparently my biological mother was a gorgon.”
“A what?”
“A gorgon. Medusa was a gorgon.”
“Medusa?” One of the businessmen glanced up and Kate leaned closer. “As in fangs and snake hair?”
“I’ve been told I don’t have snake hair.”
“That’s a relief.”
“What? You could be my friend if I had sparkly wings but not if I had snake hair?” This was the most ridiculous conversation she’d ever had.
“Hell, no. Snake hair is a deal breaker.” Kate’s smile glimmered in her eyes again, but Morgan wasn’t sure if she was just making light of the situation so she didn’t run screaming from the café. “So a gorgon, hunh?”
“That’s what I’ve been told.”
“By Special Agent Gage.”
“Yes. And that I believe—”
“But you’re not sure about other things he’s said,” Kate said.
“I know he’s keeping secrets.” She just didn’t know how big or how dangerous.
“You want me to do a little discreet checking around on him?”
“Would you?” Relief flooded Morgan. She hadn’t realized how important it was to have Kate on her side and to not be in this alone.
“What are friends for?”
“I’ve done all the basics but can’t get past that. He is FBI, but I can’t get anything else on him, and I don’t know anything about this Special Investigations task force that he’s a part of.”
“I know just the ex to talk to.” Kate straightened. “Speak of the devil. Hottie number two just walked through the door.”
Morgan turned in her chair and met Lachlin’s gaze on the other side of the lobby. He cocked his head to the side and offered a lazy smile. A spark of attraction shot through her and burned into her core. The smile turned wicked. “That’s not Lachlin.”
“Sure looks like him.”
“It’s his twin.”
“My God, there’s two of them?”
Eoin stalked toward them, a leopard on the prowl, oozing raw sex.
“Oh, wow,” Kate said, her voice breathy.
Eoin stopped at their table, glanced at Kate — who whimpered — and turned his pale gaze on Morgan.
“Morgan.” He purred her name, sending shivers racing over her.
Was it getting hot in there?
She clenched her jaw against the sensation. Eoin was a murder suspect. That, and while the promise of his charm made all of her nerves ignite with anticipation, she wasn’t sure she liked the idea she was being manipulated. “That’s Deputy Marshal Jacobs, Mr. Kincade.”
Kate raised her eyebrows. Yep, Lachlin was from that family. The one that owned a quarter of the town, along with pieces of many other towns in this country and others.
“But Deputy Marshal is so impersonal. What does my brother call you?” His lips slid into a soft pout.
Even that looked sexy on him. Now all she could think about were his lips, how they’d feel under hers, how his hungry mouth would claim her, devour her, send her into mind-shattering bliss.
Good God! Pull it together.
“Her friends call her Morgan,” Kate said.
“And am I a friend?” Eoin asked.
Oh yes, and more.
“Sure.” Kate giggled.
No, wait. She had to fight this. Lachlin and Gage weren’t here to save her, and if Eoin really had murdered Scarlet, Morgan didn’t think he’d hesitate to kill her or Kate. And she’d be damned if something would happen to her best friend. “Deputy Marshal would be best. What are you doing here?”
“Visiting a friend.” Eoin raised a sculpted eyebrow and another shiver of anticipation shuddered down to Morgan’s core. “I can do that, can’t I?”
She caught a moan in her throat, swallowed it back, and stood, instinct sliding her hand to her hip for the gun that Gage still had. “And if you know what’s best, you’ll pull back on the charm.”
“Is that a challenge?” His wicked smile returned and he leaned close. “I like a challenge.”
Fire licked around Morgan’s eyes. She tipped her sunglasses down and leveled her gaze on him. “Don’t push me.”
“You wouldn’t kill someone from one of the Thirteen Houses.” He slid a finger along her jaw.
She seized his hand and twisted it into a painful wrist lock. “I don’t care if your father is the Pope. Fuck with me and mine and I will end you.”
The fire burned across her cheeks, threatening to explode. She wasn’t going to hold it back for much longer. If she didn’t look away and get ahold of her emotions, she really was going to kill him.
Eoin jerked his hand and she released it. “You’re playing a dangerous game.”
A new wave of desire pounded over her, stealing her breath. She was drowning in sensation, in want. A touch, a glance, even just a thought, and she’d fall into mindless, orgasmic bliss. He had to finish it, fulfill her in the way only he could, but she teetered on the edge, painfully close, aching, burning. God, just a touch.
“I can make you mine,” he said, his voice caressing her, tipping her closer then jerking her back.
Yes, she wanted to be his. Anything for the glorious sensations he promised. A moan grew in her throat, but like the promise of the orgasm quivering through her, it stalled, caught on a breath she no longer had.
He slid his hand along her cheek and into her hair, drawing a shudder. “I could keep you here, you know, on the edge, never fulfilled.”
Her world spiraled into a pinpoint where his hand touched her body. Hot, so hot. She couldn’t think past the burning. She was on fire and it wasn’t her unwanted abilities. Please, God.
“I could take you right here on the table in front of your friend and you wouldn’t care. Not until I released you.”
He brushed his lips against hers, soft, fast.
Another shudder rocked her. This wasn’t right. She didn’t want him. Not like that.
“You’re powerless to stop me.”
But that’s what she needed. To stop him. To find her power.
She struggled to breathe, to think, to focus. “No.”
“You don’t get to say no.” Eoin pressed his lips against hers. Heat exploded within her, setting her on fire, tipping her almost… within reach.
He teased her mouth open with his tongue. Her traitor body obeyed, melting into him, digging her fingers into his scalp to draw him closer.
No, no, no.
She didn’t want this… well, she did.
No. She. Didn’t.
She wrenched away and slammed her fist into his face. He stumbled back, his hand on his jaw, his eyes wide.
“Morgan.” Kate jerked to her feet.
The businessmen rocked back, shocked, and half a dozen more people stood around, watching, pointing.
Fire roared across Morgan’s eyes and she fought to keep it back. “I won’t be your plaything.”
“Really?” Eoin straightened and desire buffeted through her.
The fire in Morgan’s eyes burned across her face and down her neck. A new strength scorched through her veins, a power she’d never felt before. It incinerated the haze of Eoin’s charm. She squared her shoulders and leveled her gaze on him. “Really.”
He staggered back. “No, you can’t. You’re a half-breed. That’s—” Fear flashed across his expression, and for a heartbeat, she saw what a monster she truly was in his eyes. Then he tugged his suit jacket straight and stormed away. Trina, the clerk from the jewelry store, stared at them from across the lobby and hugged her business satchel to her chest. The young woman’s expression was hard, but at Morgan or what her boss had done, Morgan didn’t know.
“What the hell was that?” Kate asked, sagging back into her chair.
“A little taste of my world.”
 



 
 
CHAPTER 6
 
 
Morgan parked the borrowed SUV back in the house’s multi-car garage. Her body still thrummed with desire, just like it had the last time, and even the slightest thoughts of Gage or Lachlin or even Eoin sent heat pooling deep within her. She had no idea how the hell she’d broken away from Eoin’s charm, and from the look on his face, neither had he.
And when she stopped shuddering at the thought of his name, she’d try to figure out what had happened. Until then… frozen waterfalls, Antarctica, dead bodies.
Another shudder swept over her. To hell with it. One cold shower coming up.
She got out of the SUV and headed to the door leading into the house, but stopped before she reached it. That door led right past the situation room, where Gage or Lachlin or likely both were. She was not ready to face them, even if she only rushed by. If she did, they’d likely get worried and chase after her.
Her nerves burned with want.
Definitely not a good idea.
There was a back door, closer to the bedrooms. She wouldn’t have to pass anyone. That was a better plan.
She rushed out of the garage to the narrow walk leading around to the back of the house — mansion was more like it. The large building sprawled across a modest expanse of property in Old Town. Ancient trees towered overhead, their branches heavy with buds turning the sunset into a latticework of rich light.
She passed through a wrought-iron arch into the back gardens. Bushes and shrubs crowded around her and hints of perennials poked through the dark mulch. Three early crocuses clustered against a stained birdbath, bright purple against the dark granite base.
Once spring hit in full, she didn’t doubt the garden would be beautiful. Of course, that was probably due to a nymph or sylph or plant god of some kind. Hell, a brownie kept the house clean — not that Morgan had ever seen him.
Last week the thought would have been ridiculous. Now, having seen what she’d seen… anything was possible. The cuts on her body and her broken ribs were almost gone and all by Hannah’s healing hands. Who knew who or what else lived in this house?
It was almost impossible to believe that Morgan was now one of its strange residents. But she was, whether she liked it or not. And if she was going to live with Gage, she’d better figure out fast if she could trust him.
A shudder raced over her. But first, one long, cold shower.
She rounded a tall shrub to the small patio leading to the back door. Clayton sat on a wrought-iron bench, his enormous black frame taking up most of it. His glamour wavered and she saw smooth, sculpted ebony. Every detail had been made with a master’s hand, the curve of each thick-corded muscle, every vein, even those miniscule wrinkles at his joints.
Gage had said Clayton was a golem, an animated statue, and in that moment, he really was. He sat in perfect stillness, a soft smile on his lips, his hands, palms up, resting on his lap, filled with birdseed. Sparrows hopped over his arms and legs and around him on the bench, chirping and eating. One cuddled in the crook of his elbow. It fluffed its wings and resettled.
“Morgan,” he said, his deep voice a gentle rumble.
With a flurry of chirps, the birds scattered into the branches above.
“I didn’t mean to disturb you.”
Clayton tossed the seeds onto the patio and brushed his hands on his thighs. “They’ll come back.”
His glamour wrapped around him again, and he returned to the normal human man she’d first met.
“How are you feeling?” she asked.
“I’m a golem. I don’t feel anything.”
“Of course.” But she couldn’t bring herself to believe that. He’d seemed happy with the birds. That was a feeling. Perhaps he meant he didn’t feel anything physically.
Heat swept through her and she fought another shudder. She shouldn’t be thinking about physical anything. Not until she’d shaken the rest of Eoin’s charm.
Clayton didn’t seem to notice, or if he did, he made no indication he knew how she felt. He sat, stillness still wrapped around him, watching her. He didn’t look at her with the same heat and depth Gage did, nor with the playful wickedness Lachlin did, but his gaze still made her squirm. There was a weight to it, a deep seriousness that went hand-in-hand with his stillness.
A brave sparrow hopped to the edge of the patio and pecked at a seed.
The weight in his gaze softened and that small smile pulled at his lips again.
The sparrow hopped closer and devoured another seed. It froze and twitched its head right and left.
Clayton’s smile blossomed in full with childlike joy.
“See,” he whispered. “They always come back.”
The bird chirped and flew up into the branches with the other sparrows.
“Sometimes there are squirrels and rabbits. Oh, and Tom the cat. I bet if you join me, the little garter snake at the back of the garden would come.”
“I would love that.” Well, maybe not the snake. She didn’t know if she wanted to be reminded that snakes were attracted to her — and if Eoin was any evidence, it seemed the masculine Kin kind were as well.
“But not now,” Clayton said. “You have work to do.”
“We’re waiting on Detective Wright to deliver the evidence he collected. Unless Rika and Lachlin have found something, there’s not much I can do right now but wait.”
“Not that. Work about Chava.”
Her biological mother. “Did you know her?”
“Only for a little while. Gage and Lachlin knew her better.” Clayton’s smile turned sad. “But she was kind to me.”
“Do you know where I could find out more about her?”
“Gage can tell you.”
Which brought her back to her original problem: whether she could trust Gage or not. “Thanks,” she said and headed into the house.
Gage had said the Kin who’d killed her mother also wanted her dead, but — when he hadn’t thought Morgan was listening — had said the evidence box the kidnappers had demanded for Kate’s ransom was a message to him and Lachlin. One of the kidnappers had even asked if Gage had looked in the box, as if that had been more important than getting it. Which, now that Morgan thought about it, actually was. They hadn’t wanted the box. They’d wanted to send Gage a message and then kill Morgan.
She eased into her room, making sure the door was shut behind her, and slid the evidence box from beneath her bed. What was the message? What didn’t Gage want her to know?
She propped her sunglasses on top of her head and pulled out the case file. It contained detective and lab notes, as well as photos of a bedroom belonging to Cameron Davis.
From the bullet casings and the amount of blood at the scene, the detective in charge had concluded someone had been murdered, regardless that no body had ever been found. However, the blood on the clothes didn’t indicate the victim had been wearing them at the time of death. They’d been on the floor when the victim was shot and had bled on them. And while the blood type was a match to Mr. Davis, O+ was the most common blood type there was and really could have been anyone’s, which was pretty much all detectives had had at their disposal in the ’70s. Perhaps if she ran DNA testing on the sample, something might show up.
Morgan flipped to the next page. According to phone, credit card, and any other record, Davis had disappeared that night and the detectives had concluded he was the victim. But they had no suspects, save for a girlfriend they’d never been able to identify or find.
Someone knocked on her bedroom door. She kicked the box back under the bed and shoved the file under her pillow.
Gage opened her door. Her heart skipped a beat and desire heated her. All of her. She struggled not to squirm and realized she sat on her bed. Not that a bed was necessary for what her body wanted, but it certainly helped.
God damn Eoin and his charm. But she wasn’t sure whether her reaction was because of Eoin’s magic or not.
She sucked in a ragged breath. Gage’s musk-and-mint scent wrapped around her, and she forced herself to her feet before she could lie back in invitation. “Yes?”
“Wright finally sent over the evidence.” Gage’s eyes narrowed. “You okay?”
Hell, no! “Anything from Rika or Lachlin?”
“I’m not going to ruin Rika’s thunder, and Lachlin is still pouting.” He stepped back into the hall, an invitation for her to join him.
She slid her sunglasses back into place and marched to the door, her body warming even more the closer she got to him. She tried to take a steadying breath without looking like she was taking one. All she had to do was focus. She could beat Eoin’s charm. She’d done it at the coffee shop… well, sort of. She could finish the job now. The catch was doing it while walking beside Gage.
“So what did you get from your apartment?”
“Just stuff.” She hadn’t gone to her apartment, but she couldn’t very well tell Gage she’d been meeting with Kate to get her to check up on him.
“I didn’t notice anything new.”
“Excuse me?”
They turned past the rec room and headed down the hall to the front wing of the house and the situation room.
“Your room looks the same.”
“It’s, ah… I put it in the closet.” She made herself shrug. “Where else would clothes go?”
Gage raised a dark eyebrow. “Where else.”
A new heat spread across her cheeks. She didn’t know what kind of Kin Gage was. What if he was like Lachlin and could sense things about her, like the fact that she was lying? But Gage strode through the door to the situation room, and there was no chance to figure out if he suspected anything. Ah, shit. This was getting complicated.
Rika sat at the large table in the center of the room with an unfamiliar laptop hooked up to the computer imbedded in the table, typing away and working at unlocking whatever secrets it might hold. Clayton had come in from the garden and now perched on a stool. He stared at the big screen at the back of the room, which was lit up with over a hundred thumbnail-sized pictures.
“What’s that?” Morgan asked.
“Photos from Scarlet’s laptop and the social networking sites she belongs to,” Rika said without looking up. “The first couple hundred, at least. We’re starting with the most recent.”
Morgan squinted at the screen. “Don’t tell me you can actually see anything with them that size.”
“Yes.” Clayton didn’t move, didn’t even breathe.
“That’s yes to you can’t see anything or yes to you can?” Morgan asked, knowing full well it was yes he could — they would be a different size if he couldn’t.
“Don’t confuse him, Kitten.” Lachlin’s silky tenor drew up the memory of his twin’s charm, sending a shiver racing over her. “He needs to find that sliver of evidence proving Eoin’s guilt.”
Clayton gave Morgan a quick smile and turned back to the big screen.
“He’s hardly confused, and trust me, while I think your brother has sleaze written all over him, the only evidence we have points to your sister.” Morgan fought the urge to move nearer to Lachlin and instead shifted closer to Rika.
“My sister had nothing to do with this.”
“Is that your conclusion from examining the box trap?” Gage asked.
Lachlin rubbed his temples. “It doesn’t make any sense.” For a moment, he almost looked vulnerable instead of his usual bad-boy arrogance.
“Do I need to bring in a specialist?” Gage asked.
Lachlin glared at him. “No. I know what I’m doing.”
“So what did you discover?” Gage crossed his arms, as if daring Lachlin to lie.
Theirs was a complicated relationship. One Morgan wasn’t sure she’d ever be able to figure out.
“The signature is almost identical to Bearnas’s, with one very subtle variation,” Lachlin said.
“So she didn’t make the phantom sword box.” Which didn’t explain why Lachlin was unhappy.
“The variation is so subtle, the only reason I noticed it is because I’m so familiar with Bearnas’s signature. Someone else wouldn’t have noticed.”
“So it isn’t Bearnas’s signature,” Morgan said.
“It might not be, or it might just be she’s further refined her technique. She was a teenager when you last spent any time with her,” Gage said. “What about the anchor?”
“That’s Bearnas’s without a doubt.” Lachlin tapped the screen in the table and swiped across it. Pictures of the metal box appeared on the big screen. “You see this engraving here?” Lachlin highlighted a series of swirls and lines along the side of the box. “I’m certain they’re Bearnas’s marks.”
“Damn.” Gage leaned closer to the screen, as if getting a better look would change things.
“So what does that mean?” Morgan asked.
“Those marks are the spell’s anchor, locking it into the box,” Gage said. “We can’t show the actual spell in a photo, but anchors are set after the spell is woven. Even if we can prove Bearnas didn’t weave the spell, she had to have known what it was to anchor it to the box.”
And now it made sense to Morgan. “So at the very least, she’s an accomplice.”
“But she wouldn’t be an accomplice to murder, period,” Lachlin said.
“Is there any way the anchor or spell could be manipulated?” From the conversation, Morgan doubted it, but for Lachlin’s sake, she hoped it was a possibility.
Rika typed on Scarlet’s laptop. “Not unless the phantom sword was created with raw, elemental magic.”
“What does that mean?” Morgan asked. “And don’t tell me to look it up in that damned encyclopedia. Give me the abridged notes.”
“All magic is elemental, Kitten. It comes from the magical plane.”
“There are many different types of planes,” Clayton said.
Lachlin glared at Clayton. “A spellweaver opens a fissure in the plane, slowly draws out magic, and weaves it into a spell.”
“This takes time and concentration,” Gage said. “It’s different from our Kin abilities. I can call fire, manipulate it, form it into a whip or blast it. To form a whip, a spellweaver would need to carefully make the spell, anchor it to an object, and then activate it.”
“Like how the phantom sword was attached to the box.” Morgan was not going to think about how there now was more than one plane of existence. One little bit of insanity at a time, and right now, she needed to know how magical spells worked.
“Because a spellweaver can make a fissure between our plane and the magical plane, it also means they can technically make bigger holes, drawing more magic faster,” Lachlin said. “They can cast the spell right away and they don’t have to have it anchored. Or in this case, they could have made the spell and added it to an already established anchor.”
“Except that’s almost impossible to do and extremely dangerous. That much magic pouring into a Kin like that is almost guaranteed to kill them,” Gage said.
“But it can be done?” Perhaps Bearnas didn’t make the phantom box after all.
Lachlin shot Gage a dark look. “Not anymore.”
“Which means all our evidence still points to Bearnas.”
“My sister didn’t make that spell.”
“Would she have made it for Eoin?” Morgan hated to ask, but family was one of those things people would kill for, and that was more likely than some super-powerful, risk-taking spellweaver casting an almost impossible spell.
“No, not unless Father—” Lachlin stiffened. “I’m going to kill him. I swear to the Lord and Lady I will kill him.” He jerked to the door.
Gage grabbed Lachlin’s arm. “We don’t know anything yet.”
“Sure we do. The odds that another spellweaver cast the spell after Bearnas was done with the box is practically nonexistent. And it’s practically her signature. The only way Bearnas would get involved in something like this is if Father commanded it.” Lachlin twisted, and Gage let him go. “I wasn’t around, so now Bearnas has been forced to clean up another of Eoin’s messes.”
“Calm down.” Dark power gathered around Gage.
Lachlin squared his shoulders and glared at him. “Make me.”
The power snapped, crackling through the air, and Gage shoved Lachlin away from the door. “Don’t try me.”
Lachlin lunged. Gage seized Lachlin’s arm again, whirled him around and down, pinning him to the floor with his knee. “I said don’t try me. You need to keep your head.”
“I’ll do what I want.” Lachlin bucked, knocking Gage back, and scrambled to his feet.
Gage snagged the back of Lachlin’s shirt and yanked him off balance and back onto the floor under his knee. “Is the actual spell Bearnas’s?”
“I don’t know.” Lachlin wrenched against Gage’s grip, but couldn’t break free.
“Let’s assume it isn’t. Do you know of another spellweaver with a similar signature?” Gage asked.
“No. But either way, that doesn’t mean Father or Eoin didn’t force Bearnas to be a part of this. It’s her anchor.”
“Regardless, we can’t go storming in until we have solid evidence that your father or Eoin were involved. Your family is too powerful.”
“I can do what I want if I leave the team,” Lachlin growled.
“I can’t protect you if you do that,” Gage growled back.
“I don’t care.”
“I do.”
They glared at each other, Gage’s knee on Lachlin’s chest, pinning him.
Fire licked around Morgan’s eyes in response to the tension. “How about we try for proof first. If that doesn’t work, we’ll explore other avenues.”
“We?” Gage asked, his voice dark. “You don’t want to take on one of the Thirteen Houses.”
“Kitten, I didn’t know you cared.”
“Let’s assume the spell isn’t Bearnas’s. You said there were differences.”
“Miniscule ones.”
“Doesn’t matter. If she didn’t cast the spell, she’s not directly responsible for the murder. Let’s assume she didn’t. Is there any way to completely identify who cast the actual spell?” Morgan didn’t want to give Lachlin more hope or anger Gage any more than he already was, but she hated to work on assumptions.
“Yes, but it’s time consuming and exhausting. And I’ll need to get off the floor for that.” Lachlin shot Gage another dark look.
Gage eased back. Lachlin stood and flicked his waist-length hair over his shoulder, as if he hadn’t just lost a fight. With another glare, he stormed from the room.
“How long will that buy us?” Morgan asked.
“He’ll have to go into deep meditation to connect with the spellweaver’s essence that’s left within the spell,” Gage said.
“Is that dangerous?”
Gage frowned. “Are you worried about him?”
“Aren’t you? A minute ago he was about to kill his father and his brother.” Was he jealous?
“Right, yes.” He ran a hand over his dark brush cut. “He’ll be worn out but fine. Rika, please tell me you’ve got something.”
“I am a goddess of all things knowable.” She swiped something from the table to the big screen. “Looks like Eoin and Scarlet had a pretty heated email exchange two days before she was murdered.”
Morgan scanned the conversation. “Eoin lied. He wasn’t the one who ended the relationship.”
“Unless you count cheating on her as a way of ending the relationship.” Rika blinked. Her eyes flashed purple then back to brown.
“He denies it happened,” Gage said.
“I don’t think she believed him.” Rika highlighted the last few lines. “‘I’d rather sleep with a pit beast than spend one more night with you.’ It doesn’t get clearer than that.”
And Eoin hadn’t responded any better, saying no one rejected the heir of the House of Fairy, and that she was a pit beast and belonged in hell. Not a response Morgan would have expected from the slick, over-confident bad boy. “Why didn’t he just charm her?”
“That’s what I’m wondering,” Gage said.
“Could she have broken free of his spell and realized what he was doing?” Morgan asked. “I think I’d have some serious rage issues if I found out my boyfriend had messed with my mind to get me to sleep with him.”
Gage frowned. “A sylph wouldn’t be able to break a fae’s charm. Particularly not one as powerful as Eoin’s.”
“Not without help,” Rika said.
“So somehow Scarlet breaks Eoin’s charm, realizes what he’s been doing, rejects him, and sends him over the edge. Then he convinces Bearnas to create a phantom sword spell that will kill Scarlet?” Morgan drummed her fingers on the table, shifted in her seat, crossed her legs, uncrossed them, then gave up and stood. “That doesn’t make any sense. There are easier, more expedient, and more private ways to go about murdering someone.”
“Unless Bearnas really did make the spell to protect Eoin.” Rika swiped up the text messages from Scarlet’s phone.
There, at the bottom, from Bearnas’s phone, was a text to meet in the alley so Eoin wouldn’t know they were talking. But about what? Morgan couldn’t tell. Only that Bearnas knew her brother was horrible, and she wanted to make amends on behalf of the family.
“Bearnas is smarter than this,” Gage said. “It’s too obvious.”
“Unless she really was forced into it.” Morgan paced to the back of the room. “But why would her family want her to take this kind of fall?”
“That’s the question.” Rika tapped the touch keyboard on the table. “The DNA just came in on the skin found under Scarlet’s nails.”
“Is it Eoin?” Morgan asked.
“No. It’s female and fae. No match to anyone in the system, but no one from the House of Fairy is in the system.”
Morgan paced up to Rika. “This isn’t looking good for Bearnas.”
“No, it’s not,” Rika said.
“Still not looking good for Eoin, either.” Clayton tapped and swiped at the table until only three photos — now a reasonable size — remained on the big screen. They were all of Eoin and Scarlet in the middle of a heated discussion. “His alibi checks out. He was at the Ball last night. But so was Scarlet.”
Rika shifted on her stool. “I’ll keep looking. Maybe I’ll find a motive.”
“Good.” Gage checked his sidearm. “I think we need to talk with Bearnas again.”
 



 
 
CHAPTER 7
 
 
Morgan and Gage strode into the jewelry store. A different, non-Kin clerk was on duty instead of Trina. She smiled as they approached.
“We’re looking for Bearnas Kincade,” Gage said, flashing his FBI badge.
The clerk’s smile vanished and she pointed to the employee door behind the counter. “In her studio.”
“Thank you.” Gage headed into the back hall and Morgan followed. The more she thought about the murder, the less everything made sense. If Eoin and Bearnas were even half as smart as Lachlin, they’d know the spell and box would lead right back to Bearnas.
But then, maybe Eoin — at the very least — wasn’t as smart as everyone said. He’d lied about when he’d last seen Scarlet and he’d lied about how their relationship had ended. And maybe he’d just tricked his sister into making the box and killing Scarlet for him, knowing full well the evidence would point to her.
Gage knocked on the door to Bearnas’s studio and entered. Empty.
“Do you think she knew we were coming?” Morgan asked. And did that make Bearnas look more or less guilty?
“The clerk could have called a quick warning while we were in the hall. But I didn’t hear a phone ring so I doubt it.”
“Which means she just isn’t here.”
“I’ll go back and talk to the clerk about where she might be. You wait here in case she returns.” Gage strode out the door.
Morgan propped her sunglasses on top of her head and scanned the room. Maybe there was something here that explained everything.
The spellboxes from earlier, the fire response one and the video ones, still sat on the shelf beside her, and light still shone through the frosted glass window at the back in perpetual daylight, belying the fact it was early evening and the sun was setting. Nothing had changed. Well, maybe the papers and bits of metal cluttering Bearnas’s worktable had increased.
A hint of light sparkled from the worktable, bright, shimmering, like diamonds in sunlight. Just like the phantom sword and the spellboxes on the shelf beside Morgan. That hadn’t been there the last time she’d been in the studio.
She crossed the room to the worktable. Bearnas’s tools were pushed to the side and papers, legal size, were spread across its surface. Pages and pages of thick, dense text. ‘Sign here’ tabs marked the edges of half a dozen of them. Bearnas was entering into some kind of legal agreement.
Morgan picked up the first page. It shimmered with light and she dropped it. Not just a legal agreement but a magical one of some kind. The document was from a prestigious law firm — likely the Kincade family’s lawyers — transferring the title of heir and the responsibilities and holdings therein to Bearnas Kincade. Eoin was getting demoted in Daddy’s will.
Peeking out from the bottom of the pile was a hint of yellowish-brown paper that didn’t fit with the rest of the pages. Morgan slid it out. The paper was thick, soft, as if it was more fabric than paper.
It was a letter with a fancy shimmering seal stamped on the top, saying Bearnas had proven to be a stronger spellweaver than any in the Kincade family, as well as possessing the sibyl’s gift, and even though she was half human, they approved her nomination to heir of the House of Fairy.
There was no way Bearnas’s father would force her to protect Eoin if he wasn’t the family heir anymore, but this did give a lot of weight to someone trying to frame her and get her out of the way.
The door to the workshop clicked open.
“Look at this, Gage?” She glanced up.
Trina stood in the doorway. “I have. You can’t rummage through someone’s personal papers without a warrant.”
“I can if it’s in plain sight.” But that was sketchy, given the letter she currently held had been at the bottom of the pile.
“No, you can’t. Not in the House of Fairy,” Trina said, her voice dark.
“A woman was murdered.” And the paper in Morgan’s hand suggested Bearnas might not be responsible.
Trina flicked her hand and sighed. Light flashed from charms on a bracelet around her wrist. “She was just a sylph. She didn’t deserve him.”
“What are you talking about?” Fire licked around Morgan’s eyes, and she slid her sunglasses down. Her instincts screamed something wasn’t right. Trina wasn’t right.
“The heir of the House of Fairy deserves so much more than a whore.”
“Except Eoin isn’t the heir anymore.” Morgan fought the urge to reach for her gun. It wasn’t on her hip. Gage still had it. Where the hell was he?
“Eoin will be heir, once Alexander arrests Bearnas for murder. Everything is happening the way it’s supposed to.”
“And how is it supposed to happen?” Morgan shifted, inching away from the table, her gaze locked on the bracelet. From the dancing light, it had to be magic, which meant Trina was armed and Morgan wasn’t. The fire billowed around Morgan’s eyes and she blinked it back. Come on, Gage. Any time now.
“Eoin needed to realize the sylph wasn’t right for him.” Trina blew out a sigh. “That was one of the hardest parts, making a spell to break Eoin’s charm so the bitch would leave him.”
“And then?” Morgan inched closer.
“I took one of Bearnas’s spellboxes from the safe and adjusted the spell.” Trina’s eyes narrowed. “You’re supposed to be impressed with that. Do you know the skill it takes to manipulate that kind of raw magic? Not even the dumb half-breed can do that.”
“I’m new to this whole magic thing.”
“Well, it’s fucking impressive!”
Morgan inched another step closer. Get the bracelet. Disarm the crazy fae.
“But you messed it all up.” Trina glared at Morgan.
She froze, praying Trina was too obsessed with her plans to notice Morgan had gotten closer.
“I stole Bearnas’s phone and texted the whore,” Trina said. “It was perfect. All you were supposed to do was arrest the half-breed and then Eoin would pick the right fae to be his wife.”
“I’m sure he will.” Although Morgan doubted Eoin was into crazy.
Red raced across Trina’s face and up her pointed ears. “And that right fae isn’t you.”
“I’m sure it isn’t.” Just a few more steps.
“You’re not even fae.”
“No, I’m not.” The fire seeped across Morgan’s cheeks.
“Then why do you look at him like that?” Trina clenched her hands, her body trembling.
“Like what?”
“I’ve seen it. At the coffee shop. That look. The same look the whore had.” Trina’s trembling grew and the veins on her neck stood out. “You want him. Everyone wants him. He’s the heir to the House of Fairy.”
“I don’t want him.”
“Yes, you do.” Trina ripped a charm from her bracelet. It glittered like diamonds in sunlight, and she shouted a word Morgan didn’t understand. Magic. “You can’t have him.”
Morgan leapt forward to grab the charm. It hit the ground at her feet and she slammed into something hard and invisible that hadn’t been there moments before. Light rippled in front and above her.
She twisted. The light was to the sides and behind her as well. Heat beat across her face. “Trina, I don’t want him. Let me go.”
Trina sneered, her too-large fae eyes wild. “He’ll stop thinking of you when you’re gone. Bearnas will go to prison for murder, and nothing can stop us from ruling the House of Fairy.”
Morgan pressed her hands against the light cage surrounding her. There had to be a way out. “There is no us.” Maybe if she got Trina mad enough, she’d release Morgan to fight. “If Eoin hasn’t noticed you by now, I doubt he ever will.”
Trina giggled and patted her charm bracelet. “I’ve got a way to fix that. Just like I’ve fixed you.”
“Do you really want to risk everything for a man like Eoin?” Where the hell was Gage?
“I know exactly what kind of man Eoin is. The House of Fairy will be mine.”
The cage shimmered and pressed closer, squashing Morgan’s hair to her head.
“And in ten minutes you’ll be a stain on the floor, if you don’t run out of air. Not sure which comes first.” She giggled again. “In a few days he won’t even remember you existed.”
The door opened. Trina leapt aside and Gage and Eoin strode in.
Morgan pounded against the cage, making it flicker. “It’s Trina. She murdered Scarlet.” The light around Morgan trembled and contracted. It pressed against her head and back, forcing her to bend her knees. Oh God, it was shrinking.
Gage jerked toward Trina, drawing his gun as she ripped another charm from her bracelet. She shoved it into Eoin’s pocket and grabbed his arm.
“The gorgon is lying. She was going to attack me. I had to protect myself.” Trina pushed Eoin between her and Gage.
Eoin frowned and pressed his palms to his temples. “What did you do?”
“Nothing. He’s going to hurt me.”
“Release Morgan,” Gage said.
“I’ve got ten minutes.” The light pressed harder against Morgan’s head.
Trina gripped Eoin’s arm more tightly. “Eoin, please.”
Eoin groaned. “No, I—”
“He’s going to shoot,” Trina said. “Protect me.”
The muscle in Gage’s jaw flexed. “Eoin, step away.”
“No,” Eoin hissed, his eyes wild. “I won’t let you hurt her.” He leapt forward.
Gage twisted, wrenching his gun to the side. Eoin punched at Gage’s face and he blocked, grabbing Eoin’s arm and twisting it behind his back.
Eoin squeezed his eyes shut and growled. Gage’s head snapped back as if a force had slammed into it and he staggered to the side, stunned.
Adrenaline beat through Morgan and the heat of her powers licked at her face.
Eoin kicked the gun from Gage’s hand and shoved him, toppling him over.
Trina hissed more words and cupped her hands before her. Dazzling light danced around her and fire erupted across her palms. She shoved her hands into the books on the shelf beside her and they burst into flames. More light flared around the gold spellbox as the fire prevention spell activated.
Trina shook the fire from her hands and rushed to the door. “Come on, lover.”
Eoin raced after her.
Gage staggered to his feet and lunged for the door, but it jerked shut and the spell in the fire prevention box erupted into brilliant light. He yanked at the door. It didn’t open. With a growl, he shot a burst of magical fire at it. The flames scorched the handle, but the door didn’t open.
Air whooshed through the room, tossing the papers on the worktable and knocking small objects and books from the shelves. It pulled at Gage’s clothes, but didn’t touch Morgan inside the sphere.
“Gage, get out.” Morgan pounded on the cage. Bearnas had said the spellbox sealed the room and sucked out the air within minutes, killing the fire. That would also kill anyone trapped inside.
“Not without you.” He rushed to her side. “What’s the anchor?”
“That charm.” She pointed to the tiny silver rabbit at her feet. The cage trembled again, pressing down on her. Her thighs burned and she dropped to her knees. The light rushed in around her, squeezing tight to her head and shoulders.
“Can you reach it?”
She grabbed for it, but hit the smooth surface of the cage. “No. It’s on the other side.”
“All right, brace yourself.” He pressed his palms against the cage. Light danced and billowed against the contact, like soap on water in sunlight. Power and darkness swarmed around him. The muscles in his jaw tightened and a burst of fire exploded against the cage.
The light billowed and contracted again, crushing against her shoulders.
“It’s still there.”
“I can see that.” He glared at her and power burned across her cheeks in response.
“I—”
The room went still. A paper fluttered to the ground and the sound of rushing air stopped. The fire in the shelves sputtered and went out. The air was gone.
They were out of time.
Morgan pressed her hand against the cage. “You have to get out.”
“No.”
“You’ll suffocate.”
“And you’ll be crushed,” Gage said.
“Trina said I had ten minutes, which means I’ve got more time than you. Get out. Then get the hell back here.”
“The door can only be opened from the outside and my magic can’t break through Bearnas’s spell. Turn the cage and the charm to stone, then open that damned door,” he gasped, his face pale.
Fire roared around her eyes. “Stop using your air.”
She had to focus. God, she’d just managed to figure out how to hold it back, and even that was still a struggle. She pushed up her sunglasses and locked her gaze on the charm at her feet.
Focus. Don’t let it go wild. The last time it had, she’d almost killed Gage.
The light cage flickered and contracted, crunching her down and pressing her face closer to the charm. Fire burned across her forehead, over her cheeks, and down her neck, but didn’t break free.
Come on. Come on. Through the eyes. Pinpoints. Hell, she’d take a wide beam.
The light cage squeezed against her. Tighter. Smaller. She couldn’t draw a full breath, couldn’t move. She was going to die. Gage was going to die. All because she couldn’t let go of what she hadn’t been able to hold in seven days ago.
She was stronger than this.
Gage slid to his knees. “Morgan.”
Oh, God! “Stop talking.”
His head sagged against the light cage, making it flicker and contract. It was so tight. The pressure was unbearable.
She forced her eyes wide. Focus. Power. Fire. Anything. Please just turn the goddamned thing to stone.
The cage flickered again. Her heart skipped a beat and fire burst from her eyes. It pounded into the cage and the charm. But they didn’t turn to stone. Light flashed and sparked around her.
Turn. To. Stone.
The cage flickered and squeezed tighter. Something cracked and white lightning shot through her shoulder, neck, and chest. The power pouring from her eyes snapped off and raced into her heart, lava through her veins like the inferno she’d experienced when she’d broken Eoin’s charm.
Gage toppled over, his face ashen.
The cage forced her down, pressing her forehead over the charm. Light flickered around her. The fire around her heart roared. Please, no.
 



 
 
CHAPTER 8
 
 
The cage contracted again. With a snap, agony exploded through Morgan’s foot. Everything went dark. The power searing her heart and veins, her whole body, had nowhere to go. She wasn’t strong enough to contain it, but it wasn’t focused around her eyes like it should be. It was at the very center of her being as if this was a new and terrible power that had been awakened.
It burst from her, from every pore, from eyes and mouth and nose. It raced over her hands, licking down her arms.
The light cage exploded with blinding brilliance. Its crushing weight vanished. Darkness flooded behind it, devouring her sight. Air whooshed around her and someone screamed. The fire of her powers returned to her face and eyes, as intense as before, threatening to destroy whatever she looked at.
She sagged forward, squeezing her eyes shut. She had to control it, not release it.
In. Out. Focus on her breath. Control it.
The fire cooled. Thank God.
Strong hands clasped her shoulders. Pain roared through her and she gasped, struggling to catch her breath and focus, but her powers didn’t flare up.
“What the hell happened?” That sounded like Lachlin. He was close, by her ear.
She forced her head to move the fraction to glance at the hand on her shoulder. Long, delicate fingers. They had to belong to Lachlin. More pain swept up her neck, stealing her breath. She dropped her head again and met Gage’s dark eyes.
He held her captive and she was drowning in pain and fear and determination… and questions. He didn’t know what had happened, how she’d broken the cage. Well, she’d done what he’d asked. Turned the damned thing to stone. It just hadn’t felt like anything she’d experienced before.
Light caught on the token by her knee, but not the diamond in sunlight glimmer of magic. It was now a normal rabbit charm and still silver. She hadn’t turned it to stone. Not even the floor around it was stone. This had to be a new manifestation of her gorgon powers, but that didn’t make any sense either.
“Morgan?” Lachlin squeezed her shoulders. Pain rocketed through her.
“Please. Don’t,” she gasped. “Broken collarbone.”
Lachlin jerked his hand away.
She eased off her knees to her butt, her thighs burning with the movement and her right foot in fiery agony. Broken foot, too.
“What the hell happened?” Lachlin asked.
“I had to use a blast of elemental magic to break the door down.” Bearnas knelt beside Gage.
“Trina.” Gage coughed and sucked in another long breath. “She activated the fire suppression spell. She murdered Scarlet.”
“That’s what I came here to tell you. The spell on the trapped box was Bearnas’s,” Lachlin said.
“But it was a phantom guardian spell. You put a valuable in the box. When you touch it, the guardian appears and you give it the password to open the box.” Bearnas rubbed a small circle on Gage’s back. “I always have a few in the safe. We get a lot of orders for them from the Thirteen Houses.”
“Trina manipulated the spell after Bearnas had already anchored it to the box. Which is why the anchor is Bearnas’s and the spell signature is hers but not quite hers,” Lachlin said.
“I didn’t think Trina was a strong enough spellweaver for that.” Gage straightened but didn’t shrug off Bearnas’s hand.
Morgan dragged her attention away from Gage and Bearnas, but she didn’t know where to look and her gaze dropped back to the charm at her knee.
“Trina’s always kept her spellweaving abilities to herself. I didn’t think she was stronger than me or that she had any control of elemental magic, though,” Bearnas said.
“And now she has Eoin.” Morgan picked up the charm. There’d been six charms on the bracelet. One for the light cage. One to charm Eoin. That left four.
“Lachlin, can you sense him?” Gage drew another deep breath. He pushed up to his feet and offered Morgan his hand.
She reached for it. Pain shot through her shoulder. She offered him an apologetic smile and climbed to her feet on her own.
Lachlin closed his eyes. “He’s in the building. Up in his suite with another fae. But something isn’t right. His emotions aren’t right.”
“What do you mean, not right?” Gage asked.
“It’s like he’s been charmed. But that’s impossible. Trina’s ability to charm isn’t strong enough to affect another fae.”
“She slipped something from her bracelet into his pocket. It had a spell on it,” Morgan said. The pain in her shoulder and foot stole her breath and she fought not to show it.
Gage retrieved his gun by the door. “She also used elemental magic to start the fire. She’s willing to risk anything for this.”
“She wants to be the wife of the heir of the House of Fairy,” Morgan said. And that almost got Morgan and Gage killed.
“Except Eoin is no longer heir.” Bearnas’s glamour wavered, and for a heartbeat, she looked too thin, too young, and too wide-eyed to be heir to anything.
Lachlin’s eyes flew open and he stared at Bearnas. “He what?”
“The Sibyl on the Council foresaw the need for change.” Bearnas shifted but didn’t look away from Lachlin. “I’m the stronger spellweaver, and I have the sibyl’s gift.”
“But you’re half human. Not that— you know—” Lachlin swore under his breath. “You know what I mean.”
“No half-breed has ever ruled one of the Thirteen Houses. That has always been quite clear,” Bearnas said, a hint of bitterness sliding into her tone. “I didn’t ask for this.”
“Does Eoin know?”
“Of course he does. He championed the change.”
“He what?” Lachlin’s jaw fell open. If Morgan wasn’t in such pain, she’d find his expression hilarious.
Gage cleared his throat. “This is all great, but right now we’ve got a crazy fae who’s charmed the ex-heir of the House of Fairy. She’s murdered one Kin and tried to murder two more.” He turned his dark gaze to Morgan. “Stay here and keep Bearnas safe.”
“I don’t think so. She took out both of us without drawing much of a sweat. You’re going to need all the help you can get.” Morgan might not be able to run very far, but her magical gaze didn’t require moving, just concentration… if she could get the damned thing to work. God, she couldn’t believe she was contemplating that. She could kill someone. But the thought of Gage and Lachlin going up against Trina alone terrified her more.
“She’s got control of Eoin. He’ll charm you, and then we’ll be fighting three Kin,” Lachlin said.
Bearnas propped her hands on her hips. “I don’t need a babysitter. If Trina’s using elemental magic, you’ll need a spellweaver to contain it.”
“We are not risking all potential heirs to the House of Fairy,” Gage said.
“Then Lachlin can stay behind.” Bearnas flashed a wicked smile.
“I’m not staying behind. This is my job.”
“Well, I’m heir now. You have to do what I say.”
Lachlin raised a sculpted eyebrow. “When did I ever listen to anyone from our family?”
“Lachlin, stop arguing with your sister. Morgan, stay here with Bearnas.” Gage checked the clip in his gun and chambered a bullet. “That’s an order.”
“Fine.” Yeah, she knew she was going to be a liability in this fight, with her injuries and her weakness against Eoin’s charm, but the order still didn’t sit well. “You didn’t happen to bring my sidearm with you?”
“No and if I have my way, you’re not getting it back.”
“Oh, I’m getting it back. It’s still a safer bet than my gaze.”
A softness slid over Gage’s expression. “For now, but give it a little practice and you won’t want your gun back.”
“So you say.”
“I do say.” Gage’s expression turned wicked, a hint of the promise of his darkness and doing sensual things in that darkness gleaming in his eyes. “Come on, Lachlin. Let’s go rescue your brother.”
“Do we have to?” But Lachlin headed to the door.
Damn, she hated being left behind, even if it was practical. “Trina has four charms left on her bracelet.”
Gage glanced back at her. “Good to know.”
They marched out. The door swung closed, and the catch clicked into place.
“You’re going to piss off so many women in Kin society,” Bearnas said.
“Excuse me?” Morgan picked up her sunglasses, her body screaming at the movement. They were broken.
“Gage and Lachlin. There are a lot of Kin women who have their eye on those two.”
“I’m not the only girl working on the team.” She shoved her sunglasses into her coat pocket.
Bearnas raised an eyebrow, accentuating the family resemblance between her and Lachlin. “Oh, but you’re the only one who’s powerful enough to be their equal. Even if you are a half-breed.”
“Riiiight.” Morgan had no idea what to say to that. A part of her thrilled at the idea that Gage might be interested in her. Another part wondered what Bearnas meant, suggesting Lachlin would be interested as well. Eoin had been, but in a conquest kind of way. Was Lachlin the same?
A shiver at the memory of Eoin’s charm raced over her and she shoved it back. A relationship with either man was a terrible idea. “So why are all the girls hot for Gage?”
“You’re kidding, right? Just look at him. If he was fae, he’d be mine.”
“But he’s not, so he can’t be?” Morgan wasn’t sure how she felt about that. Relieved? Confused? At least she could rule out Gage being fae, but it still didn’t tell her what kind of Kin he was. And really, she should be helping both of them face Trina right now.
Bearnas blew out a sigh. “I’m already half human. I can’t dilute the House of Fairy any more than it already is. It’s bad enough Father was forced to make me heir instead of Eoin.”
“Why is that? Why aren’t you with your human family?” The urge to move, take action, do anything, twitched within Morgan. But this was her assignment right now, even if she didn’t like it.
“You do know it’s rude to ask.”
“Sorry. Seems my education is still lacking.” And to fix that, she’d need to spend more time with Gage, who was facing God-only-knew what right now. “I’ve only been aware of Kin for a week now.”
“I suppose learning about more important things, like staying alive, should be dealt with before etiquette.”
“Is that why everyone is so cagey about their past? It’s rude to talk about it?” Come on, Gage. Call, say Trina had been taken down.
Bearnas picked a piece of paper from the floor. “That, among other things.”
“Among other things?”
Bearnas picked up another piece of paper. “It’s not my place to say. Everyone’s on Gage’s team for a reason. Yes, Kin don’t like sharing too many personal details with anyone, but sometimes those details shouldn’t be shared.”
“Like whatever happened between Lachlin and Eoin.”
“Ye—” Bearnas groaned and crumpled the paper in her hand.
“Bearnas?”
“I, ah…” She dropped the papers and pressed her palms to her eyes.
Morgan staggered to her side, pain screaming through her body. “What’s wrong?”
“I—” Her eyes squeezed tight and her mouth grew pinched. She whimpered. “We—”
Heat rippled across Morgan’s eyes. Not. Now. She blinked it back and reached for Bearnas, but stopped before making contact. She had no idea what to do.
Bearnas dropped to her knees and rocked and groaned. She stopped breathing and her lips grew pale. It looked like a strange sort of seizure. If that was the case, there was nothing Morgan could do until it was over. She knelt beside Bearnas, ready to catch her if she passed out, but didn’t want to hold her in case the seizure turned violent.
“Come on, Bearnas. Just relax. Just relax.”
“Just… relax?” Bearnas gasped. “We have to—”
“Have to what?”
Bearnas trembled. Her eyes rolled back and her teeth chattered.
Fire licked across Morgan’s cheeks. It had to be the stress of being caged and now not knowing how to deal with Bearnas. Morgan was the one who needed to relax, stay calm, and control her powers.
She forced in a steadying breath.
Bearnas wheezed with her.
The fire eased from Morgan’s face, radiating down, and dispersing across her chest.
She drew another breath. Bearnas matched that one as well.
A trembling hand clasped Morgan’s. Bearnas stared at her, her too-large eyes filled with questions.
She blinked and her expression hardened. “The boys are in trouble. We need to help them.”
“We what?” But as soon as Morgan asked, she knew what Bearnas meant. The legal papers said she had the sibyl’s gift, the ability to see the future.
“I’ve seen it. They need help.” Bearnas stood, urging Morgan up with her. “We have to go now.”
 



 
 
CHAPTER 9
 
 
The door to the elevator slid open, revealing a marble, glass, and brass foyer. Straight ahead, a heavy door stood ajar. Beyond lay a sleek hall opening into a living area, with floor-to-ceiling windows exposing a patio overlooking the city’s skyline.
It was quiet. Too quiet for a fight. Perhaps Gage and Lachlin had already apprehended Trina and Bearnas’s vision had been wrong.
And perhaps the chill raising the hair on the back of Morgan’s neck was nothing, too.
She shivered and Bearnas glanced at her. “Do you feel that?”
“Feel what?” But as soon as Morgan asked, the chill slid over her again. “What is that?”
“Raw elemental magic. It looks like there’s more gorgon than human in you.”
“Lovely.” The idea of completely losing her humanity churned her stomach.
The chill swept over her again.
“Trina’s losing control. We have to hurry.” Bearnas ran out of the elevator.
“Wait.” They needed a plan. But Bearnas didn’t stop.
Morgan staggered out of the elevator, her foot and shoulder ablaze with pain. She ground her teeth against the agony and rushed across the hall into the apartment. She had to catch Bearnas before she ran headlong into trouble. But Bearnas raced around the corner at the end of the hall.
Someone screamed. High-pitched.
Morgan fought the urge to hurry after her. Another shiver drew goose bumps. She inched closer to the opening and glanced around the corner.
Bearnas was down on one knee, her hands raised against a brilliant white light pounding at her. Trina stood by the windows, the light — raw elemental magic — pouring from her palms.
The room was trashed, with black scars across the floor, ceiling, and walls — probably from Gage’s fire whip. Gage struggled against a glowing web of light, the strands clinging to him, tangling around his arms and legs the more he struggled. Lachlin groaned nearby and staggered to his feet, clutching his head.
Eoin lengthened his stance and brought his fists up. “I’m stronger than you. I’ve always been stronger. And I should be the heir.”
“You are the heir.” Trina wrenched at the magic pouring from her hands, captured Bearnas, and threw her against the wall near Gage. Bearnas’s head snapped back and she crumpled into a heap.
“And you’re crazy,” Lachlin said.
“I’m… I’m crazy?” Trina squeezed her eyes shut. “Get out of my head.”
“Stop it.” Eoin growled and rushed at Lachlin.
“I’m… I’m not—” Magic flickered and danced around Trina.
Morgan tensed. She had to do something — and if she had her gun, everything would be so much simpler. What she needed was a weapon. Fire licked around her eyes. Shit. It was the only weapon currently at her disposal.
Eoin punched at Lachlin, who blocked and grabbed his brother’s arm, swinging him around and shoving him over a sectional.
The fire in Morgan’s face billowed. Except her powers were still entirely unreliable. She had to be smart about this.
Eoin leapt back over the sectional and tackled Lachlin. They slammed against the edge of a coffee table, shattering glass and wood, and tumbled to the floor.
Lachlin twisted, wrenching them around. Eoin bucked, shoving Lachlin up, and Trina threw a blast of magic at him. It slammed into his chest, tossing him back.
Another bolt of magic pounded into Lachlin. He screamed. Smoke curled from his body and the acrid bite of burning flesh filled the room. Gage writhed against the magic net and Bearnas remained unconscious. Fire roared across Morgan’s face.
Morgan squeezed her eyes shut. The fire burned across her cheeks and down her neck. She could do this. Focus. She could control this. Be smart about it. Use her powers without directly looking at Trina, on something that would stop her, like the chandelier.
Lachlin screamed again and Morgan’s eyes flew open. She focused at the chandelier, but the power didn’t roar out of her eyes. It burned over her head, down her neck, and across her chest. Just like it had inside the light cage.
Come on. Turn to stone.
The heat swirled, setting her nerves on fire. Lachlin staggered to his feet. Trina shot another blast of magic at him. He tumbled to the side, but the blast slammed into his legs.
Shit. Focus.
The fire within Morgan snapped. She stumbled back. Pain exploded through her foot and she gasped.
Trina jerked around to face her. Magic crackled and danced around Trina’s head, bright pinpoints of light flashing like miniature sunbursts. “Eoin, darling.”
“Of course.” Eoin’s lips curled back in a wicked smile. “Morgan.”
The fire within her turned slick. Her name slid through her, hot and sultry, down to her core.
“Come here, Morgan.” Eoin held out his hand.
God, she wanted to hold it, press it against her body. She wanted all of him pressed against her.
No, that was his charm. She didn’t want anything from him.
Heat rippled over her face, the promise of powers that wouldn’t manifest.
Focus. She could release it. Stop Trina.
“Morgan,” Eoin purred, raising his other hand to join the first in the promise of an embrace.
“No, I—”
He cocked his head and his smiled deepened. A shiver of anticipation slid through her. She took a trembling step forward. Pain raced through her foot and up her leg, but it was nothing compared to the need filling her.
“I know you want me.”
Oh, yes. She wanted him, wanted all of him. Now. Another shiver raced over her, and she stepped closer. His pale gaze locked on hers, devoured her, like someone else she knew. Except that someone’s gaze was dark and dangerous and…
He pursed his lips, pulling her attention, all of her focus there. Strong, hard, hungry. She needed to taste them.
No, that was his charm.
God. It was so difficult to focus.
A hint of his wicked smile returned, flooding her, consuming her. She shuddered. Her breath caught in her throat. There was no one else in the room. Just him. Light sparkled around him. He was the most gorgeous man she’d ever seen, and he wanted her. It was clear in his expression and inviting hands. His smile promised sensual, dirty pleasures. Pleasures she could relive in her dreams over and over again. Just the thought made her tremble with desire.
Oh, yes. Now.
He inched back. “Join me on the patio.”
Yes. She took another step forward.
“Morgan, no.” The voice sounded so familiar, but she couldn’t rip her attention away from Eoin. A part of her knew whoever it was had been yelling at her for a while now.
Eoin flexed his fingers, an invitation for her to clasp them. “I want to show you the view of the city.” His tone said he wanted to show her more.
“Morgan—” The familiar voice again.
Light exploded in the room. Someone yelled. Another man groaned. She was supposed to know something about that, about them. The light meant something… magic? Why couldn’t she remember? She was supposed to remember something.
“Come on, Morgan,” Eoin said.
Her hand grasped his of its own volition. She was there, standing beside him, but she wasn’t there anymore. She wasn’t sure where she was.
She blinked. When she opened her eyes, she stood on the other side of the room, with Eoin’s fingers wrapped around hers, as if her mind had stuttered.
This wasn’t right. She squeezed her eyes shut again… or was this the first time? The sensation of floating in water, sensual water, grew stronger. Heat radiated from Eoin’s touch, liquid promise searing her veins.
They were now at the patio door. She’d missed half a dozen more steps.
A part of her screamed something was wrong, but it was so muted, on the edge of her hearing.
He led her to the brick and concrete ledge. Why was he wasting their time together showing her the patio? She didn’t care about the city’s skyline. They were steps away from his bedroom. This was, after all, his apartment. She wanted to be there. Had to be there.
He caressed the ledge.
He should be caressing her.
Another shiver shuddered over her. The thought of him touching her, sliding his hands over her most sensitive, private parts flooded her.
“You’ll see better from up here.”
Yes, yes, yes—
Wait. She didn’t want to see. She wanted him to touch her, satisfy her.
“Eoin, please.”
“Sit on the ledge.”
But that would take him farther from her. “No, I—”
He skimmed his free hand over her hip and up, slowly, so slowly, up her waist to her ribcage. “I want you on the ledge.”
“I want you.” She couldn’t catch her breath. His fingers paused at the edge of her bra. Her nerves burned. Just finish the move, cup her breast, undress her. Right here, on the patio.
“I know you do.” His hand eased to her back, leaving a chill where his palm had rested. But then he drew her close, pressing her body against his, his hand darting into her hair.
Her breath hitched and his lips captured hers. Strong. Hungry. Oh, yes. Desire burned across her chest. Heat pooled between her legs. Her pulse pounded and a moan curled in her throat, caught between release and capture. Her body ached for more. She had to have more.
She fumbled with the buttons on his dress shirt, her fingers tingling and numb. Too slow. With a groan, she ripped his shirt open.
“I want you on the ledge,” he said, his breath curling into her mouth, hot and wet. Like the rest of her.
She slid up on the ledge. The concrete’s chill seeped through her jeans into her butt. He ran his hands up her thighs and cupped her hips. With a jerk, he could pull her close, lock them together in the most intimate embrace. He inched his fingers under her T-shirt, caressing her waist.
Goose bumps shivered over her. She had to get closer. She shifted, but he held her in place. The distance between them, only a handful of inches, burned within her. They were supposed to finish this. He was supposed to satisfy her. She was—
She was… supposed to remember something. Something about Eoin, about her need, about—
Fire licked around her eyes, trailing down her neck into her chest.
She dragged her attention to his too-large eyes, but the invitation, the desire for her that she’d seen before, wasn’t there. They were hard, focused, determined. His mouth, his delicious mouth, had pinched tight, as if he was concentrating with everything he had.
Concentrating on his charm.
The fire within her burned brighter. Lava in her veins. This wasn’t desire. It was power. Her power. And she was breaking free of his.
His eyes widened. With a growl, he shoved her. She rocked back, seized his arms, and threw her legs around his waist, wrenching herself up.
He twisted in her grip. Her leg scraped against something sharp in his pants pocket. Trina’s charm.
He wrenched one arm free and swung at her. She twisted under his punch and launched herself forward, ramming her shoulder into his chest.
His breath exploded across her neck, and he staggered back.
She shuddered, tumbling off the ledge onto the patio on her hands and knees. Pain lanced through her shoulder and foot. Power seared across her chest.
Eoin grabbed the back of her shirt. He yanked her up and punched her in the gut. More pain. Her breath vanished. She jerked close, grasping for his pocket and the charm.
“Just die.” He stomped on her broken foot.
White lightning exploded through her. Her legs buckled and gave way.
She forced her fingers to hook his pocket.
His fist smashed into her cheek.
The patio went black, snapped bright, blackened again. She teetered and wrenched forward, shoving her hand into his pocket. Her fingers hit metal. He jerked back and swung at her again.
She twisted, but the blow skimmed her cheek, knocking her to the side. The charm flew from her hand, skittering across the patio. Her face hit stone and the patio contorted.
Eoin drew his hand back to punch again, but froze, fist poised. “I, ah…” He staggered away, frowning. “I…”
“Kill her!” Trina rushed onto the patio. “She’s trying to hurt me. Kill her.”
“I—” Eoin jerked around to face her. “You charmed me.”
Trina stumbled and stopped, a flurry of expressions flashing across her face, confusion, desperation, desire, finally rage. “You were supposed to be mine.”
“I what?” Eoin pressed his palms to his forehead.
Magic snapped, white sparks around Trina, whirling in a ferocious vortex, raising the hair on the back of Morgan’s neck and arms. “I will have you.” Trina threw out her hand and a blast of light slammed into Eoin’s chest.
He screamed and the magic shot around him, glimmering threads weaving round and round. Trina threw her head back and more magic poured into her, racing across her body and out her hand.
Behind her in the living room, a sunburst of magic exploded. Trina wrenched around as Gage stood, shaking off the remains of the magical web. Darkness gathered around him, the promise of enormous power, and he stalked forward.
“Release the elemental magic and give yourself up,” Gage said.
Trina laughed and the magic gusted around her, pulling her hair free from its chignon. “All bark and no bite. Everyone knows all you can summon is a whisper of that power.”
Bearnas rose beside him. “But I’m not bound in the same way.”
“The precious sibyl. You won’t get your hands dirty.” Trina raised her chin and sneered.
Bearnas squared her shoulders. “You’re channeling too much magic, too quickly. Let it go.”
“Make me. You can’t control this kind of power. You’re nothing. I should be heir to the House of Fairy.” She threw a bolt of magic. The window to the living room shattered. Gage grabbed Bearnas and wrenched her aside. The blast exploded against the wall and real fire rushed over it. Sprinklers burst to life, showering water into the living room, and the fire alarm wailed.
“Trina, stop it,” Eoin screamed, writhing in the vortex of magic surrounding him.
She threw another bolt into the living room. Gage and Bearnas tumbled out of the way. More fire raced over the floor and along the edge of the sectional, hissing and spitting in the shower. Trina spun to face Eoin. “You were supposed to be mine.”
“We can talk about this. Just release the elemental magic.”
“No.”
The magic billowed, snapping at Morgan’s skin. The inferno in her chest flared in response. The vortex pulled with greater force, roaring around them.
“You’ll destroy us,” Eoin said. “Let it go.”
“The gorgon can’t have you.”
“I don’t want her.”
“I see the way you look at her. I should be the wife of the heir of the House of Fairy. When I’m done, she’ll be a smear on the patio.” Trina threw her hand up. Magic roared into her. Light burst from her skin.
“Stop!” Bearnas screamed. “It’s too dangerous.”
Trina jerked her hands toward Morgan. Lightning erupted around her, in her, through her, agony in her very soul.
Eoin flew back from the force of the blow. The rest of the patio’s windows shattered. The fire in Morgan’s chest blazed in response with a molten force she’d never experienced before. The air trembled, heat radiating from asphalt. The elemental magic beat at her, buffeted around and within her. The power that burned like her magical gaze but couldn’t possibly be her gaze grew tense, taut, building, building. She was going to burst, burn up, both.
It exploded from her, tearing at her soul, shooting the elemental magic back into Trina. Her clothes burst into flames. She screamed, the magic surrounding her holding her rigid, unable to fight the blaze consuming her. Her skin blackened and peeled away. She wailed with desperate agony.
Bile burned the back of Morgan’s throat. The stench of burning flesh coated the inside of her nose and mouth. Her stomach clenched.
Trina writhed and screamed, on and on, her agony twisting Morgan’s gut. The vortex roared, tearing and biting. Finally, with a mangled cry, the vortex vanished and Trina’s charred form collapsed to the patio.
Morgan’s ears rang in the silence, and the afterimage of the magic’s light writhed dark across her vision. Her pulse pounded, igniting the pain in her shoulder and foot. A breeze caressed the patio, swirling smoke up from Trina’s corpse and pulling it away.
When they’d started this case, Gage had said it was a routine investigation. She hated to see what wasn’t routine for his team.
 



 
 
CHAPTER 10
 
 
Morgan waited until Hannah had closed the door, then eased from her bed and hopped to the window. The woman with the gossamer wings had said her healing magic had accelerated the process of knitting her broken foot and collarbone back together, but Morgan was to stay in bed for at least two days.
Except she’d been in bed for the last three hours while Hannah had worked and the idea of lying still any longer made Morgan twitch with frustration. And the need to move just made her all the more aware that she wasn’t normal anymore.
But she hadn’t really been normal to begin with. Her inability to sit still during stakeouts, the feeling of relief that washed over her when she exercised, the need to move, tap her fingers, her foot, anything, were all because she was a gorgon.
She propped her sunglasses in her hair and pressed her forehead to the window. Outside, Gage’s property rolled down to a high stone wall; the orange glow from a streetlight filtered through the new leaves, half uncurled in the branches of the trees guarding the property.
Spring’s rebirth. The leaves this year were the same as last year and the year before and the year before that. Morgan’s spring marked a rebirth into something new, horrifying, and undoubtedly powerful.
A shiver slid over her at the memory of the power within her that had exploded against Trina’s magic and at the fire that licked her eyes, promising death to everyone her gaze landed on. Except her gaze had failed her today. Eoin had almost made her jump off his balcony with his charm, and something else, something deep within her, had saved her.
She shuddered, and desire tingled across her nerves. If she’d had her gun, she wouldn’t have made out with Eoin, and Trina would be shot and in the hospital. Trina wouldn’t have burned to death from the force of raw, elemental magic.
And yet, if she’d had her gun, she might have been made to shoot Gage or Lachlin or Bearnas.
Nope. She’d take her gun any day. She knew how it worked and knew the repercussions of using it. Her powers… that was a mess she didn’t want to deal with.
But wanting something didn’t mean it would happen. She’d known that when she’d realized the truth about herself, and again when she’d agreed to live and work with Gage and Lachlin and the rest of the team. She just really didn’t want to deal with it right now.
Someone knocked, and she dropped her new sunglasses back down onto her nose. The door creaked open and Gage’s scent, musk and mint, wrapped around her.
Another shudder raced over her and she sucked in a ragged breath, taking in more of his scent.
“You’re supposed to be in bed.” His rich tenor caressed her senses.
It was just an aftereffect of Eoin’s charm. It had to be. It would go away.
But that wasn’t true either. She was doing a terrible job at lying to herself. She should probably just stop.
“I needed to get up.”
“You really don’t want to piss Hannah off.” His footsteps padded across the carpeted floor and heat radiated across her back as he drew near.
She dropped her gaze to the floor. The toe of Gage’s army boot inched closer to her heel and her nerves sparked.
“She tends to get upset when her patients ruin all her hard work.” His breath tickled the back of her neck.
It was just Eoin’s charm—
What if it wasn’t? What if it was Gage’s charm? She still had no idea what kind of Kin he was, only that he was powerful. Although Trina had said all that darkness and strength he radiated was a lie, that he couldn’t access it. If the crazy fae was wrong, though, Morgan didn’t want to be in the line of fire when Gage finally used it.
“Let me help you back into bed.”
Heat swept up her neck and over her cheeks at the combination of Gage, her, and her bed.
“You really should be resting,” he said.
The blush dissipated. It was foolish to think he’d been thinking the same thing. “I hopped over here. I can hop back.”
“Don’t be ridiculous.”
“And don’t tell me the mighty Gage is afraid of a woman with fairy wings.”
“They’re not fairy wings, she’s a pixie, and don’t let her hear you call them that.” He barked a quick laugh. “And don’t let Lachlin hear that, either. The members of the House of Fairy don’t have wings.”
“Maybe he does and I just haven’t seen completely past his glamour.”
“And maybe I’ve lied about you not having snake hair.”
She twisted around to face him, sending a twinge of pain through her shoulder. “Tell me you didn’t.”
“Did I?” he asked, mock innocence in his voice.
“I do have snake hair?” She didn’t know why the idea bothered her so much, but just thinking about it gave her the creepy crawlies.
He flashed a playful smile. “I wouldn’t lie to you.”
“Yes, you would.” She already had proof of that.
“Honestly. There are things Kin don’t like to talk about. Call it a genetic disposition. But I wouldn’t lie to you, certainly not about your hair. I’m told women are touchy about that kind of thing.”
“You’re told? Let me guess, Lachlin told you?” She forced her tone light. He didn’t know she knew he’d lied, and until she learned the truth, he couldn’t find out.
“Actually, I told him,” Rika said from the open door. “So it’s at least a reliable source.”
“Good to know.” The need to force her tone eased.
“You know Hannah will be pissed off to find you out of bed.” Rika leaned against the doorframe.
“Everyone keeps telling me that,” Morgan said.
Gage held out his hand. “If I may.”
“All right. Fine.” She took his hand. Attraction quivered over her, testing her willpower. He helped her back to the bed, and somehow she managed not to pull him down with her and start making out.
Rika straightened from the doorway. “Hey, you haven’t opened your mail yet.”
“I’m getting to it.”
Rika picked up the envelopes from the dresser, set them on the bed, and offered a soft smile. “You know you’re not supposed to get beat up on every assignment.”
Morgan matched the smile. “I’ll keep that in mind.”
“I need to steal Gage. The High Council has some questions about the report you filed.”
Gage rolled his eyes. “I’m sure they do. I’ll be there in a minute.”
“Sure.” A hint of mischief colored Rika’s tone and she skipped out of the room, her message clear. She guessed that Gage wanted what Morgan’s unruly hormones wanted: time alone with him and her bed, and the bed wasn’t a requirement.
“We need to talk about what happened with Trina,” Gage said.
“Everything would have been easier if you hadn’t taken my gun.”
“And then Eoin could have gotten you to blow your brains out instead of jumping off the balcony.”
“Except he didn’t make me do anything.”
Gage raised an eyebrow.
Heat burned across Morgan’s cheeks again. She would have had sex with Eoin on the patio if he’d asked. “Fine. I managed to break his charm before things became… dangerous.”
“You did. It seems you’ve a stronger will than the average human.”
“Gee, thanks. That might be because I’m only half human.”
“Yes, but with most of the fae’s charm, it doesn’t matter how much or how little human there is. Even a great-grandparent is enough to make you susceptible. There are only a few rare humans with wills strong enough to resist, particularly considering the strength of Eoin’s charm.” He glanced at the bed by her feet, shifted, but didn’t sit. “But it shouldn’t surprise me that your mother would be in a relationship with a man with a strong will like that.”
“Is that why Lachlin could get into Trina’s head? She’s got a human relative?”
“No. Because she’s a Kin woman.” Gage straightened and crossed his arms, accentuating the muscles in his chest and biceps. “You should get some rest.”
“So Hannah doesn’t kill me.” Guess information time was over.
“She wouldn’t kill you. Put you in a coma until you’ve finished healing, however long that takes, but not kill you.”
“Good to know.”
He flashed her a wicked smile and left, closing the door behind him, capturing his scent in the room. Oh man, living with him was going to be a true test of her willpower. She eased back onto the pillows, but her cell phone rang, chirping the Hawaii Five-O theme song. Kate.
“Hey.”
“You sleeping?” Kate asked.
“If I was sleeping, would I have answered the phone?” A dull ache started in Morgan’s shoulder and she shifted. “I think the real question is, why aren’t you sleeping?”
“Heard back from Pete, my ex at the FBI.”
And because this was Kate, she’d want to share the moment she learned anything, good, bad, or insignificant. “What did he find out?”
“Yes, Gage and his team are officially FBI.”
“So pretty much what I’ve already found out.”
“Yes,” Kate said.
Morgan sighed and shifted again. Her foot hit the envelopes and knocked them off the bed. “All right, fine.” She reached for her mail, the large brown envelope from the marshal’s office and the smaller white ones for bills. Except one of the envelopes was too small for a bill. It was also too heavy to hold a piece of paper.
“Morgan.”
There was something inside, something hard. She ran her fingers over it. It felt like a key.
“Morgan?”
She flipped the envelope over. The address to her now-old apartment was handwritten and there was no return address on it.
“Earth to Morgan.”
She dragged her attention back to Kate. “What?”
“Jeez, did you fall asleep on me or something?”
“No, I—” Morgan opened the envelope and a small silver key with a sticky note folded around it slid out onto her palm. “I think someone sent me a message.”
“What kind of message?”
Morgan pulled off the sticky note and rolled the key between her fingers. “I’m not sure.”
“Good or bad?”
“I’m not sure of that, either.”
“Well, Pete said he’d dig around a bit more. Discreetly, of course. Hopefully we’ll have some answers soon.”
Morgan opened the note. Inside was written one word: answers.
They couldn’t come soon enough.
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Sometimes the monster in the dark is real.
 
Still trying to figure out her place in a world where the monsters of myth are real, U.S. Marshal Morgan Jacobs finally has a reprise from the madness. A murderer has escaped from jail, and while he is Kin — one of the monsters — Morgan at least knows how to handle a fugitive hunt. And with her best friend and fellow Marshal Kate helping out, it feels like nothing has changed. But everything has changed. Chasing a real monster is much more dangerous than chasing a human one and ignoring the truth could be deadly.
 



 
 
CHAPTER 1
 
 
A thrill of excitement thrummed through Morgan as she got out of the passenger seat of Gage’s Mustang. Finally, a situation she knew how to handle.
Before her, a correctional facility’s van lay on its side, facing the wrong direction. The right back corner of the roof was crumpled, and the cargo door hung open on one bent hinge.
They had a fugitive on their hands — if the escaped criminal was indeed Kin, a person… creature… monster of myth… whatever. Morgan had no idea how to classify Kin. She was one, and she couldn’t bring herself to think of herself as a monster. But she also couldn’t deny the ones she had come across in the last few weeks had been honest-to-goodness monsters.
The fugitive thing, however, at least was familiar territory, and she was going to focus on that.
The wreckage of three cars and a small pickup scattered the expressway. Firemen and paramedics worked with controlled frenzy trying to extract a man from one of the cars, while half a dozen more paramedics were rushing the rest of the victims into ambulances and off to the hospital. The media had already set up shop on the edge of the police line, and a crowd had formed, ignoring the unusually warm mid-afternoon April sun beating down on them.
An SUV pulled up beside the Mustang. Lachlin eased out the driver’s door dressed in black business casual and oozing his bad-boy sex, while Clayton got out the passenger side. He was Lachlin’s opposite, solid, massive, with a shaved head, and wearing tan, loose-fitting shirt and slacks that accentuated his dark skin.
This was Clayton’s first case since getting sprayed in the chest with machine-gun fire. Given that Morgan barely knew the man, or rather golem, she had no idea if his slow, precise movements were because he was still recovering or not.
Clayton’s glamour — the magic keeping Kin disguised from the rest of the world — flickered, and for a heartbeat his smooth, dark skin turned to carved ebony, each muscle, hair, and vein shaped with exacting detail.
“So we’re here,” Lachlin said, his glamour down as well. His pale eyes were just a little too large and his face too narrow. His black waist-length hair shortened to shoulder length as she watched, and his ears went from delicate points to normal, blunted human.
For a moment there were two Lachlins superimposed over each other, his true self and what the glamour turned him into. Then the glamour snapped up in full, and her double vision cleared.
She blinked. It always felt as if her eyesight was going bad when the Kin’s glamour kicked in or out. Lachlin flashed her a wicked smile, as if he thought her staring at him meant something else, and she jerked her attention away. Damn, arrogant bad-boy.
“What are the specifics?” he asked.
“Possible runner.” Gage slid his phone from his pocket, hit speed dial, and offered his own smile to Morgan. Today it was warm. Yesterday it had been distant.
She still had no idea what to make of him. When she’d gotten the call about the possible fugitive, she’d been sorting through her now-old apartment for things she wanted to keep. Gage had said he’d pick her up, and they’d meet with the rest of the team.
Rest of the team. The words felt good, like she belonged, and yet she couldn’t let herself forget she still knew next to nothing about Gage or the others.
“Goddess of all things knowable,” Rika said over the speaker on Gage’s phone, pulling Morgan’s attention back to the job at hand.
“Specifics on the case, my dear,” Gage said.
“Sent to your phones. Our fugitive is Randal Boyson, eighteen. Note here says he goes by Randy. He was convicted at sixteen of the murder of Howard Cho and sentenced as an adult. Apparently, he beat the man to death with his bare hands. He was being transferred to the prison upstate when the van flipped. Seems he’s not a model prisoner, with half a dozen more assaults while incarcerated.”
“And he’s…” Morgan glanced to ensure no one else was within earshot. “He’s our type of criminal?”
“Not if he’s in the regular penal system,” Lachlin said, his tone clear he thought a call for all team members was a waste of time.
Gage tapped the phone’s screen. A mug shot of a teen with a mess of blond dreadlocks and piercing blue eyes glared at the camera. Gage swiped the image aside and pulled up the rest of the pertinent information. “He’s half Kin on his father’s side.”
Half meaning he was a half-breed. Half human, half Kin. Just like she was. What were the odds Randal Boyson had developed his Kin powers after puberty, like she had?
“Regardless that he hadn’t manifested any abilities by the time he was arrested, we still investigate for any Kin connection,” Gage said. “You know, do our job, Lachlin.”
“But jeez, you didn’t need to march us all out for this one.”
Rika chuckled over the phone. “I’m sure your date for tonight can reschedule.”
“I don’t care about my date. I’m just thinking about Clayton. Wouldn’t want to tire the big guy out.”
“I don’t get tired,” Clayton said.
Lachlin patted his shoulder. “Your magic does. It would be embarrassing if you turned into a statue in the middle of a crime scene. You need to think about these things. At least until you’re fully recovered.”
“Clayton’s fine. Or would you rather memorize the crime scene?” Gage asked.
Lachlin rolled his eyes. “Photos would do. Besides, you and the snake charmer can take care of this.”
A hint of dark power flickered around Gage. “Lachlin, take note of everyone in the area and their emotional states, then interview the police and paramedics. Clayton—”
“Examine the details,” Clayton said. “On it.”
Clayton strode to the other side of the van. Lachlin didn’t move.
Gage glared at Lachlin. “The sooner you get on it, the sooner you get done.”
Lachlin shrugged and sauntered away, defiance in every step — along with a healthy dose of sensuality. The man, or rather fae, liked to push Gage’s buttons, but when it came down to it, he was there for the team, or at least as far as Morgan had seen. She wasn’t sure she’d ever be able to figure Lachlin out. Just like Gage. Both were far too hot and far too mysterious for her own good.
Gage turned back to the phone. “Rika, start running background on the Kin side of Boyson’s family. Oh, and get the case transfer paperwork started.”
“Already on it, hot stuff.”
“You are a goddess.”
“Yes, I am.” The line went dead.
Gage slid the phone back into his pocket. “Come on, Jacobs. There are people we need to talk to.”
She followed him around to the other side of the van. An enormous hole had been ripped in the roof. No, not ripped. The metal wasn’t curled in or out. The edges were ragged, but it was as if something had eaten away at it or shattered it.
“What kind of Kin was his father?”
“Frost giant,” Gage said.
“How convenient. I just finished reading about them in the encyclopedia.” And she’d been pretty sure after reading the entry she hadn’t wanted to meet one in a dark alley. Of course, she had that feeling about most of the Kin after reading about them, herself included.
“So what are the details?” he asked.
She tipped her sunglasses down and leveled her gaze on him. He met her stare with his own, showing no fear of her ability to turn him to stone with a glance.
Darkness and power lay within his bottomless brown eyes. And mystery. So much mystery. As always, when he matched her stare, she found herself drowning, losing herself in his internal vortex. The tease of attraction to him had only grown stronger in the last week and a half they’d been living together, and it was a struggle to remember she didn’t know if she could trust him.
It also hadn’t helped, having that encounter with Lachlin’s evil twin and his incredibly powerful charm. It had been four days since he’d ignited every horny nerve in her body, and attraction still burned through her at inappropriate times.
“The details?” Gage asked.
A shiver slid over her, tingling across her skin. God, when would the effects of that charm wear off? “I’m not sure now is the time for a test.”
A muscle in his jaw twitched. Dark stubble dusted his cheeks, sliced by three white scars on his left side. Last week the scars had been bright red. Next week they’d probably be gone thanks to Hannah, their resident magical healer. His short-cropped hair and a hardness around his eyes and jaw gave him a no-nonsense, military look.
“Details.” He crossed his arms. His T-shirt stretched taut across his well-muscled chest and biceps. He was lethal and proficient and far too sexy.
It wasn’t fair he looked so good. It certainly wasn’t fair the weather was warm enough for him to forego a jacket, giving her a better view of his physique.
She unzipped her coat. It was hot for April. “Fine. Frost touch. Probably what happened to the roof. He froze the metal and shattered it.”
“That level of freezing actually requires a great deal of concentration. Randal is young. I suspect he won’t be able to do that again. Frost burns are the most he should be able to manage.”
“Good to know. They also have extraordinary strength — likely how he broke free of his shackles and ripped off the van’s locked door — and are prone to violent, uncontrollable rages.”
“Good.”
Although why Randal didn’t just climb out the roof was beyond her. However, if he’d shattered the roof before the van flipped, he might have been rattled and not thinking clearly when he escaped. “So I’d say he’s definitely Kin, and this is now our case.”
“Except things are always a little more complicated than that.”
He didn’t have to say what he meant. Randal Boyson was an escaped criminal, and that was the purview of the U.S. Marshals.
They headed around to the front of the vehicle. Detective Wright — recognizable by his ill-fitting brown suit and bald spot — stood a few feet away, talking with Kate, Morgan’s best friend and partner… ex-partner? Morgan still didn’t know.
Beside Kate stood a tall Asian man wearing a marshal’s jacket. This had to be Kate’s new partner, making the ex more of a certainty.
Morgan’s throat tightened. It made sense. She was still on sick leave and hadn’t been on active duty for five months now. She was still trying to figure out what to do with herself. But that didn’t mean it was easy to face her replacement, particularly since she had no idea how temporary he really was.
Kate glanced over Wright’s shoulder. Her eyes widened for a second then narrowed, but it was enough to catch Wright’s attention, and he turned around.
“Oh, wonderful.” Wright threw his hands into the air. “It isn’t a party until the FBI shows up. What do you want, Special Agent Gage?”
Gage opened his mouth.
“Let me guess. You have a special interest in this particular prisoner.” Wright turned to Morgan. “And you? Is it still Deputy Marshal or is it Special Agent now? This is the world’s longest job interview.”
She bit the inside of her cheek before she said something stupid. If Kate and her new partner hadn’t been there, she’d have said Deputy Marshal, but that technically wasn’t true, and with Kate there, it would raise questions Morgan had been trying to ignore for weeks. It was bad enough Kate’s new partner would go tell Morgan’s old boss she’d shown up at the scene of a fugitive’s escape.
“Never mind, I don’t care.” Wright tugged on his suit jacket. “Not my problem. This is the marshals’ jurisdiction. Let me know if you need anything, Deputy Marshal Bedell.”
“Of course, Detective,” Kate said.
Wright blew out a noisy breath and stormed off to his brown station wagon, parked on the other side of the chaos.
Gage held out his hand to Kate. “We haven’t been properly introduced. Special Agent Gage.”
She slid her gaze to her new partner, and Morgan could only imagine that Kate was trying to figure out how much to reveal. In all likelihood, this new marshal wouldn’t remember anything said about Kin because of the magical glamour warping what non-Kin saw and heard and remembered. But if Kate mentioned anything, Gage would know she remembered more than she was supposed to from being kidnapped a week and a half ago.
“I don’t think I had the chance to thank you.” Kate took Gage’s hand, and they shook. “This is Deputy Marshal Lin.”
The new guy, Lin, shook Gage’s hand then reached for Morgan, but hesitated before making contact, his expression turning stiff. So he’d heard of her. Word must have spread through the office, a lesson about what happened when good marshals finally snapped. In a few years, she’d become the boogeyman for office newbies. Watch your back or you’ll end up like Jacobs.
When she and Kate had first started, it had been Tumlin, a grizzly old marshal who showed up at the office Christmas party and summer ball games. The rumors about him ran from simply retired to snapped and killed his partner in the line of duty.
“Now.” Kate raised her chin and narrowed her eyes. “What are you doing at my manhunt?”
A hint of darkness curled around Gage, but it disappeared between one breath and the next. “We do have a special interest in Randal Boyson.”
“So we’ll let you know when we’ve apprehended him,” Lin said.
Wonderful. The new guy was cocky.
Kate inched a step ahead of him. “Is there something we should know?”
“He ties into an undercover case we’re working on,” Gage said.
“And you don’t want us to blow it.” Kate pursed her lips. That was her trying not to call someone out on a bold-faced lie. Morgan could only hope Gage wouldn’t figure that out.
“The paperwork is in. Supervisory Deputy U. S. Marshal Waters should be calling you soon.” Gage offered a hint of a smile, a peace offering. “But I don’t want us underfoot, which is why I think it’s best if Jacobs works with you as a liaison on the manhunt, and the rest of my team will work our undercover angle.”
Lin’s eyebrows shot up. “She’s not a—”
“Not a problem.” Kate slid Lin a dark look.
Lin snapped his mouth shut, but there was still an argument burning in his eyes.
Kate turned her dark look on Gage. “As long as we’re clear this is the marshals’ collar.”
“Of course,” Gage said.
A phone chirped, and Kate pulled hers out of her pocket.
“Ed?” Morgan asked.
“Yes. Excuse me.” She grabbed Lin’s arm and dragged him a few feet away.
Morgan glanced at Gage from over the top of her sunglasses. “Do you really intend to let the marshals collar Boyson?” It was the polite thing to do, but it didn’t seem like something Gage would agree to. Of course, she barely knew him, so maybe her assessment of him was wrong.
“If the marshals’ investigation leads to his capture, of course.” He twisted the silver ring on his finger. “I don’t care who gets the credit as long as everyone lives. Part of the paperwork Rika’s sent your old boss is to transfer Boyson into FBI custody once apprehended.”
Old boss. The words stung. Sure, she’d been thinking them, but it was different when someone else said them. They sounded final.
She hadn’t really thought about returning to her job, not since meeting Gage. Of course, that was because she barely understood this new world order, and Gage was the only one who could explain it to her.
But after… After what? After she knew how things worked? Would she return to normal life?
Except life was never going to be normal. She’d known that the moment she’d accepted that the monsters of myth were real. People, or rather Kin, would still fear her or hate her or try to kill her because of what she now was. And Gage had invited her to join his team.
Boy, there was just so much uncertainty, and yet two things were clear. This was the new normal, and she wasn’t ready to let go of her old job, even though she might never return to it. Maybe this was Gage being nice, helping her transition from her old world into his by asking her to work as a liaison between the marshals and the FBI. He even seemed happy to give the marshals credit for the capture, if their investigation led to—
“Wait a minute. What do you mean, if the marshals’ investigation leads to Boyson’s capture?”
He shifted and turned his attention to Kate still talking on the phone.
“You thought I wasn’t going to notice that little turn of phrase?”
“Boyson is Kin. The odds are good his escape has a Kin connection, something the marshals aren’t aware of.”
“And can’t be aware of it because the glamour erases it from their minds.”
“Exactly.”
“So Kate is doing busy work, and I’m on babysitting duty?” Here she’d thought Gage believed she’d be useful in this situation.
“Think of it more like protection duty. Your friend and her new partner have no idea what they’re up against.”
“What if they come across a Kin connection?”
“Discourage them.”
“You don’t know Deputy Marshal Bedell very well.” When Kate was on the hunt, nothing stood in her way.
“You know how dangerous this is.”
Kate pocketed her phone and headed their way with Lin at her side.
“I’ll do what I can, but if she gets a lead, you better be ready to back us up.”
“Morgan. Remember, super strength, freezing touch, and uncontrollable rage.”
“Paperwork is in,” Kate said. “Lin will go to the jail and follow up there. Morgan and I will start the family interviews.”
“His mother is in town,” Gage said.
“Good. We’ll start there. Keep in touch, Special Agent.”
Lin and Gage marched off in opposite directions, and Kate leaned closer to Morgan. “So what do I really need to know about this case?”
Too bloody damn much. “Don’t let Boyson get his hands on you.”
 



 
 
CHAPTER 2
 
 
The information in Randal’s file indicated his mother, Valerie McKay, lived alone in a home in a nice, but modest, subdivision on the south side of town. She worked as an executive assistant for the CEO of a mid-sized company and had been working there for close to twenty years.
There was nothing unusual about her, save that when she was young she’d married and had a child with a frost giant. Which, given that Valerie and anyone else who wasn’t Kin had no idea what Stroud Boyson was, wasn’t really that unusual.
Kate pulled her red Jeep up to a small two-story house with blond bricks and tawny shutters. Two narrow shrubs framed either side of a bay window, and three wide steps led up to a front door — tawny to match the shutters. The street was lined with tidy two-story houses and gardens with a clean bareness, suggesting they’d be well-manicured once things were growing. Large trees, starting to bud, promised summer shade to the front and back lawns and the wide street. It reminded Morgan a lot of the small town street she’d grown up on.
“Looks like Randal Boyson didn’t come from the wrong side of the tracks,” Kate said.
“Right side, wrong side, violent tendencies come from all walks.”
“Are these tendencies… you know…”
“Kin?” Morgan reached for the door handle to get out of the Jeep. “You don’t have to be a monster to be a monster.”
“But being Kin doesn’t make it easier.”
“I’d love to disagree, but everything I’ve seen so far points in that direction.”
Kate raised an eyebrow. “You haven’t looked in the mirror lately, have you?”
“I try not to.” Morgan ran a hand over her unruly curls that had been silver since she was a kid and, much to her frustration, wouldn’t hold dye. Looking in the mirror reminded her how different she was now. Something strange and terrifying stared back at her from her gun-metal gray eyes, something she’d never noticed before.
“If you’re an example of Kin, then we can confidently say not every Kin has violent tendencies.”
“I did pick a physical, potentially violent career before I even knew I was a gorgon.”
“Gee, so did I. What do you think that says about me?” Kate flashed a mischievous smile.
“It says you’re crazy,” Morgan said, unable to hold back her own smile. They were back together again. They weren’t really, and Morgan was going to have to make a decision soon, but for this moment she could pretend. Her boss, Ed Waters, wasn’t going to take too kindly to the fact that Morgan had been running around with Gage and his team — not to mention using her marshal’s credentials when she wasn’t supposed to — but she’d deal with that later.
“I never doubted my insanity or yours,” Kate said. “Now, let’s catch a runner.”
“Remember this runner can give you frost burn.” Gage was crazy if he thought Morgan could stall Kate in anything.
“And rip off van doors.” Kate’s expression darkened. “That has never left my mind. Doesn’t mean we don’t have a job to do. Even if he is a frost giant.”
“Only half, on his father’s side. If you want to back out, you can.”
Kate snorted. “Ed would never allow it. You should have heard him on the phone. The man was on the verge of an aneurism.”
“Are you kidding?” She’d never seen Ed angry before. He was gruff and solid and knew how to get a job done, but never red-faced furious.
“Yeah, that was a first for me, too. You’re lucky I managed to send Adam to the jail.”
“Adam?”
“Deputy Marshal Lin.”
“Oh.” Morgan got out of the Jeep. She didn’t want to know Lin’s first name. She didn’t want Kate to know it. Which was ridiculous. Even if he was just temporary, she and Lin would have been properly introduced when they met. But calling him by his first name felt more personal, more connected, as if it were somehow a symbol.
Jeez. It was just the transition, the loss of her job, and perhaps the sense of who she was because of that. She was stronger than this. She’d never been closer to Kate than she was now. Kate knew her secrets.
Morgan slid her hand into her pocket and found the smallest key on her key ring. Kate might not be her partner in work anymore, but she was her partner where it mattered the most. She was the one friend Morgan could trust. “Has your ex found out anything more about Gage and his team?”
“No. Whatever this Special Investigations task force is that Gage is in charge of, it’s hush-hush. All Pete can find is a memo that shows up every year approving its continued funding.” Kate strode around the front of the Jeep. “Any luck with the mystery key?”
“Not yet. There’s a symbol on it that I’ve been trying to figure out. It looks like it belongs to a locker or something like that.” Morgan pulled her key ring from her pocket.
Kate took the ring and flipped to the small silver key. “Yeah, too small for a house key.” She ran her thumb over the symbol carved into it, a flower in a thin circle. “I don’t recognize this.”
“Neither do I. And I can’t believe how many storage facilities there are in town.”
“Not to mention the lock for this key could be a private locker in any kind of facility, a gym, a shopping center, the bus station—”
“Well, it’s not the bus station. I’ve already checked.”
“When this manhunt is done, send me a picture, and I’ll run the symbol in the database.” Kate handed back the keys.
“And how are you going to do that without raising eyebrows?” It was the very reason Morgan hadn’t logged into the marshals’ system and done a search herself. Checking up on Gage could be explained, but searching for the symbol couldn’t be.
“I’ll think of something. Me doing it will certainly draw less attention than you.”
And the situation came back to the fact that Morgan was in employment limbo. She adjusted her sunglasses. There was nothing she could do about it now. Focus on the job.
They headed up the walk to the front door. Morgan slid her glasses into her hair and rang the doorbell. The door flew open, and a tiny brunette in a navy pantsuit glared at them through the glass in the screen door.
“What do you want?”
“Ms. McKay?” Kate held up her identification. “U.S. Deputy Marshals Bedell and Jacobs.”
A muscle in the brunette’s jaw twitched. “Where’s my son?”
“That’s what we’re trying to find out. Can we come in?”
Valerie McKay stared at them for a long second then blew out a heavy breath and opened the door. “His father is behind this.”
Morgan and Kate stepped into a pristine foyer that could have been featured in an interior design magazine. The slate tiles and hardwood hall beyond gleamed. So, too, did the glass and wood mirror hanging on the wall beside them and the antique table beneath it.
“Why do you think Randal’s father was involved with his escape?” Kate asked.
“Randy. He always wanted to be called Randy.” Valerie smoothed her already perfect jaw-length hair — something Morgan would have killed to have instead of her wild silver locks. “Stroud’s trouble. He’s been trouble since I’ve known him, and breaking his son from prison is just like him.”
“Do you know where Stroud is?” Morgan followed Valerie into the picture-perfect living room. More antique furniture in various shades of cream artfully filled the room. There had been no signs of a male influence in the house so far. Framed photos cluttered the mantel of a fireplace — the only thing homey about the room — and fresh-cut Gerbera daisies provided the only splash of color, a shock of bloody red among the wood and cream.
“No. We haven’t talked since Randy was seven.” Valerie perched on the edge of a stiff-looking couch. “And really, yelled was more like it. We hadn’t really talked since Randy was a baby.”
Kate sat beside Valerie. She was always better at getting people to open up. There was something about her presence that reassured people, made them tell their secrets. Morgan, on the other hand, had been better facing down criminals. Perhaps it was the gorgon in her even before her powers had awakened. Monsters of all shapes and sizes recognized another, powerful monster within Morgan.
“Do you remember any friends Randy or Stroud had who they might turn to for help? Can you think of any place Randy might go?” Kate asked.
Morgan picked up a picture from the mantel. A lanky teen with a mess of blond curls sat on a dock, his feet dangling in the water. From his build, he had to be over six feet tall and from the hint of peach fuzz on his chin, fourteen or fifteen, maybe a little younger.
“Randy was a good kid until… he, ah…” Valerie cleared her throat. “I’m not sure if any of Randy’s friends from school kept in touch.”
The next picture was of the blond teen, Randy, in a tux. He had a lopsided smile and an arm draped across the shoulders of a willowy teenaged girl with sleek black hair. On the girl’s other side stood another teenaged boy, also in a tux, with spiky dark hair. Randy was broader in the chest and shoulders than the previous picture, and certainly bigger than the other boy. The tux jacket strained against massive biceps, and if the mantel behind them was the same one Morgan stood in front of now, she’d guess Randy was at least six foot eight.
“We were at the lake that summer,” Valerie said. “He was thirteen. Just starting to look like his father. And that’s him at junior prom with Lisa Cho and Brandon Finney a few months before he… Before everything changed.” She jerked to her feet and strode to the window. “I don’t know what happened. I still can’t see any of the signs they tell me I should have seen. Aggression, violence to animals, moodiness, drug use. It was like one day he was Randy, and the next, he was his father. Maybe I just didn’t want to see it.”
Kate followed Valerie to the bay window, drawing close but not making contact. “And maybe it wasn’t there. Sometimes these things just don’t make sense. Help us help him. The longer he eludes the authorities, the worse it’s going to be for him.”
Valerie’s lips pursed tight, but she nodded.
“You said Stroud had to be involved in this. Did he have any friends who might help him? Is there any place you can think of where he and Randy might have gone?”
“I don’t know.”
“Even if it’s someone or someplace from a long time ago,” Kate said.
“Before we divorced, Stroud used to hang out at some bar on College Avenue. It had an English-sounding name.”
There was only one bar with an English-sounding name on College, and it was run by a rather shady Blackstone dwarf. Morgan put the picture back on the mantel.
“The Whale and Ale,” Valerie said.
And now they had a lead with a Kin connection. Gage was going to love this.
“Is there anyone else?” Kate asked.
“No.” Valerie crossed her arms. She was closing herself off. She didn’t want to deal with what was happening anymore, and Morgan couldn’t blame her. It wasn’t any mother’s dream for her son to become a fugitive.
Kate drew a business card from her inside coat pocket. “If you think of anything else, please call.”
“I will.” Valerie led them back to the foyer. The fiery brunette who’d opened the front door was gone, replaced with a shocked, sad mother. Whatever adrenaline had spurred her at the beginning had burned away.
Morgan slipped her sunglasses back on and strode down the walk back to Kate’s Jeep.
“So, the Whale and Ale?” Kate opened the driver’s door but didn’t get in.
Morgan met her gaze over the hood. “Not the kind of place you want to go.”
Kate shuddered and dropped her attention to her feet. “Do you mind?”
“What?”
“Your stare. It’s, ah… it’s a little unnerving right now. Even through your shades.”
Damn. “Right. Sorry.” Morgan focused on the house across the street. “You really don’t want to go to the Whale and Ale.”
“Because Gage has told you to keep me away?”
“Yes.” The word jumped out on instinct. Well, that proved she wasn’t going to keep something from Kate, whether Gage liked it or not.
Kate pursed her lips.
Morgan’s insides squirmed. Yep, she’d just confessed that her job right now was to keep Kate away from anything Kin. “Remember the smoke demon.”
“I can’t forget him.” That Kin had kidnapped her and almost killed both of them, Gage, Lachlin, and Clayton before everything was done. “But I’m not supposed to remember that. I’m not supposed to know anything about Kin.”
And while telling her that Rentz was part of Gage’s FBI operation might make her approach the pub with more caution, it wouldn’t stop her from doing her job.
“It’s just a lead, someone to talk to. We have to follow up on it,” Kate said, but she didn’t sound convinced. Yeah, Morgan didn’t want a run-in with another smoke demon either.
“Gage’s team can follow up on it. He would really like that, actually.”
“Except, do you honestly think I’d let that fly if I didn’t know how scary Kin were? Ed will bench me or send me for psych evaluation the moment he learns I’m acting out of character, and until we can figure out who your FBI hotties are and what they’re up to, I shouldn’t be on desk duty or psych leave.”
Which meant they had to go to the Whale and Ale. Departmental pride demanded Kate prove to the FBI she could do her job without messing up theirs.
“All right. I’ll text Gage. You drive slow.”
“Deal.” Kate opened the Jeep door. “How scary are the guys at this pub, anyway?”
“The owner isn’t scary at all. It’s the muscle he keeps around that you need to watch out for.”
 



 
 
CHAPTER 3
 
 
The Whale and Ale was on College Avenue, one of two major streets running through the heart of town. It sat in a row of tired three-story buildings with tired storefronts on a tired street that had yet to be revitalized by the city. Three blocks down on the road’s other side stood slick new storefronts with new sidewalk. One shiny new parking meter beside a rusted and dented one marked the line where the work had stopped last year.
The last time Morgan had been here, the men who’d wanted her dead had arranged a drive-by shooting.
Morgan eased from the Jeep and adjusted her sidearm at her hip, hidden underneath her jacket. Gage had yet to arrive.
“So.” Kate strode around the front of the Jeep to the sidewalk, her hand brushing her gun as well.
“So.”
“Gage said he’d be here?” Kate asked.
“With the way he drives, it should be any second now.”
The dark wood and smoky glass door of the pub opened, and a short, heavy-set woman stepped out. Her gaze landed on Morgan, and her eyes widened.
“Are you sure you don’t have snake hair?” Kate asked.
“I’m beginning to wonder about that.”
The woman pulled a phone from her oversized fluorescent pink purse, a match to her blouse, and hit a button. Her face turned gray, and tusks spouted from her mouth. She was a boar ogre.
“The gorgon is here,” she said into the phone.
Shit.
The boar ogre nodded, and her glamour flashed back into place. “He wants to see you.”
“I’m guessing you don’t mean me,” Kate said.
The he was Vincent Rentz.
“Now.” The ogre’s tusks grew out of her mouth again. “He’s a busy man.”
A hint of fire licked around Morgan’s eyes. “I’m sure he is.” She didn’t want to get into any kind of fight, but the odds of avoiding one were getting smaller by the second. Hannah had fast-tracked the healing of Morgan’s broken foot, so it was solid, but her collarbone still needed a little more time. And really, it would be nice to get through a case without getting the crap beaten out of her.
The ogre opened the pub door. Morgan glanced at Kate, who raised an eyebrow and gave a slight nod. She had Morgan’s back. As always. Besides, it was just a talk, and Rentz hadn’t been responsible for Kate’s kidnapping or the attempts on Morgan’s life. They were safe. Really. Of course, she was about to learn how much that had to do with Gage’s presence or lack thereof.
Morgan followed the ogre woman inside into a classic-style English pub, with dark wood, glass, exposed brick, and tarnished brass. Along with a bartender and three waitresses, three dozen people filled the dining room, sitting at tables or the bar, while four more played darts at the back. There were more people inside than the last time she’d visited, but given that it was closer to supper, that didn’t surprise her.
Her vision wavered, and fur slid over the faces of the four playing darts. Cat-like whiskers twitched around their noses, and sleek, long tails flicked behind them. Bakenekos. The bartender’s skin turned gray, and thick tusks protruded from his mouth — another boar ogre — and at the front, a party of six women grew pointed ears and too-large eyes. Almost everyone in the pub was Kin, and all eyes, whether surreptitiously or openly, had turned to Morgan and Kate.
“Someone here doesn’t belong, and I have a feeling it’s me,” Kate said, her voice low.
“I’m not sure even I belong.”
The ogre woman grunted, and all eyes turned away, the conversation rising in volume as if everyone was trying to hide the fact they’d been staring. But the room had chilled. Fear trembled around Morgan in stiff postures and too-high-pitched tones. No, not all eyes. The bartender hadn’t looked away; neither did the cat-like bakenekos playing darts. They didn’t stare with fear, but aggression. She’d seen that look before on fugitives she’d apprehended. They wanted to know just how tough she was.
More fire licked around Morgan’s eyes, and she blinked it back. She was tough enough to get the job done. That was all she needed.
A lack of movement by the front door drew her attention. The man she’d seen the last time she was here, handsome, wiry, and skinnier than Lachlin, sat in a front booth. The same hint of dark power radiated from him, the promise of mischievous danger. Gage had said he was a loki and unpredictable. Here was hoping he wouldn’t get involved this time, either.
“Who’s the guy in the front?” Kate asked.
“I don’t know.”
“He’s looking at you like he knows you.”
“Everyone here is. They don’t know me, but they know what I am.”
“But not because you have snake hair.”
“God, I hope not.”
They followed the ogre woman to the back of the pub. Rentz sat at the same booth as before, paperwork still spread across its surface, leaving space only for his glass of whiskey. His solid black eyes held her, sizing her up, weighing her value in blatant appraisal. “Ms. Jacobs.”
“That’s Deputy Marshal, Mr. Rentz.”
“So formal.” He leaned back, drawing Morgan’s attention to the thick-corded muscle around his neck and shoulders that, along with his eyes, were the only indication he was Kin.
“I’m here on business,” Morgan said.
“You were here on business last time, as well. When will you ever make it a personal call?” He flashed a smile with too many teeth. Were they pointed? “Or should I ask when Alexander will let you off your leash?”
“Do you see him?” Morgan asked. Where the hell was he?
Someone moved at the edge of Morgan’s vision, and Kate shifted. She’d noticed it, too.
“Just because your keeper isn’t here doesn’t mean he’s released his hold on you. I figured you’d be smart enough to realize that.” Rentz swirled the ice in his glass. “How disappointing.”
“And I never took you to have so little tact.” Of course she was aware she was on Gage’s leash. Everything he’d done had been to contain her. She’d moved in with him, studied from his books, and worked with him. Even contact with her friends had been restricted. Although that had been in part her doing because her powers still made her dangerous to be around.
Fire billowed across her cheeks, a reminder of that.
She blinked her powers back and focused her gaze to the back of the booth beside Rentz’s head. “I have no doubt we have lots of things to discuss.”
“We do.” Rentz chuckled. “Lots of things.”
“But right now, I need to ask you about Randal and Stroud Boyson.”
“Boyson.” Rentz rolled the name out as if testing a new word. “Doesn’t sound familiar.”
The bakenekos stopped pretending to play darts, and the boar ogre bartender straightened. Kate tensed, her hand easing to her hip, but she didn’t draw her sidearm. More fire licked at Morgan’s eyes.
“The Boysons are tall men, father and son.”
“Doesn’t ring a bell.”
“Really?” Morgan tipped her sunglasses down and peered over them. The fire bled across her cheeks and along her jaw. “I thought you were more connected than that.”
Rentz leaned forward, his beady gaze meeting hers. “I’m as connected as I need to be. And I take it you haven’t gotten to dwarves yet in Alexander’s encyclopedia.”
Did everyone know about the encyclopedia set? She’d skimmed dwarves because they didn’t seem to be an immediate threat. Really, if she’d been reading like Gage thought she was, she wouldn’t have skimmed at all. But instead, she’d been poring over the case file and evidence in the cold case evidence box they’d taken from the police station, trying to figure out how it was connected to her mother.
“We’re already stone, snake charmer. Your gaze doesn’t intimidate me.”
“I’m not trying to intimidate.” She was going to have to read up on dwarves fast, power read the whole damned encyclopedia set, or better yet, get Rika to make a Kin app for her phone. “I’m being honest. Sunglasses get in the way of that.”
“If we’re being honest, then you should know you don’t get something for nothing.”
Right, yes. Everything was business with this man. He was a loan shark and ran backroom bets. He was also still holding information about her, waiting for the right buyer to come along. “You could consider sharing information with me as an act of good will.”
Rentz barked a deep laugh. “I don’t share, and I certainly don’t have goodwill. This is business. It’s always business.”
“So what is information worth?” Kate asked.
Rentz shifted his black gaze to her, and she shuddered. “Certain information can be quite valuable.”
“And this information? What’s the price for it?” Morgan asked.
Rentz sipped his whiskey. The ice clinked against the side of the glass. “It’s worth a future favor.”
“Of course it is.” The only way this could get more like making a deal with the devil was if Rentz was actually a devil. Morgan had read that story. She knew it never ended well. If the monsters of myth and fairy tale were real, maybe the stories were true, too. “Well, thank you, Mr. Rentz. If we require your information, we’ll be in touch.”
Rentz jerked forward, his shoulders and chest expanding, bulking out into massive, thick-corded muscle. “You’re supposed to negotiate.”
“Is that the rule?” Morgan forced herself to stand her ground.
“Yes,” Rentz said, his voice dark.
“I’ve never been good at following rules.”
“That will get you into trouble. You want to be making friends. The right friends.”
The bakenekos and boar ogres inched closer. Tension snapped through the room. Fire beat across Morgan’s face. Kate’s bullets might stop the bakenekos but wouldn’t affect the ogres. That left Morgan’s gaze. But she still didn’t have control of it. If she released her powers it was a death sentence, and not just for the assailants but for possible bystanders as well.
“Mr. Rentz, I’m pretty sure you don’t have friends. You have business associates. Just because I’m not prepared to do business right now doesn’t mean I won’t in the future.” She leaned close, pressing her palms to the papers on the table. Fire poured through her, scorching down her neck and filling her chest. “Forcing my hand will not make me amicable to future negotiations.”
Rentz met her stare. “So there will be future negotiations?”
“I’ve learned that anything is possible.”
Rentz’s lips curled back in a fiendish smile. His teeth were pointed. “Anything is possible, Marshal. Absolutely anything.”
Morgan straightened. One of the bakenekos flinched. The others sneered, but all held their ground. “Mr. Rentz.”
Rentz jerked his chin, and the ogres and bakenekos backed off. “Marshal.”
She and Kate strode back to the front door. The room was silent. All eyes had turned to drinks or windows or the floor, as if Morgan wouldn’t notice them if they didn’t make eye contact or any noise.
No, that wasn’t true. Not everyone trembled with fear. The man by the front window, the loki, grinned at her. He raised his glass in salute and winked.
Kate yanked open the wood and glass door, and they rushed out onto the street. Morgan had no idea how the hell she’d managed to get through that meeting unscathed.
Gage cleared his throat. He stood by his Mustang, his arms crossed and his expression hard. Now the catch was getting through the conversation with Gage unscathed.
 



 
 
CHAPTER 4
 
 
Gage’s dark power snapped over Morgan’s skin the entire — silent — ride back to his mansion in Old Town. Without a word, he parked in the multi-car garage and marched to the door leading inside.
Oh yeah, he was pissed off.
For a moment, Morgan contemplated going to her room by the back door and avoiding the impending argument, but Gage would likely find her, and they’d still have the fight. Which only made her think of Gage and her and all that emotion trapped in her bedroom, leading invariably to how amazing hot angry sex with him would be.
And as soon as this manhunt was done, she was getting Kate to set her up on a date. At this rate, anyone would do, so long as it wasn’t Gage.
The house door opened as Gage reached for the knob. Lachlin stood in the entrance. His glamour was down, and his black waist-length hair hung loose, tucked behind pointed ears. His too-large eyes narrowed, and his gaze jumped to her still sitting in the car.
She probably shouldn’t date him, either.
“What’s got you so riled up?” he asked.
“Stop reading my emotions,” Gage growled.
“Stop radiating them, then.”
“You’re not supposed to be actively reading any emotions. It’s rude.” Gage shifted, indicating he wanted to pass and head into the house.
Lachlin didn’t move. “Trust me, if I could block your emotions right now, I would.”
“For the love of—” Gage shoved Lachlin.
Lachlin stumbled back, and Gage stormed into the house.
“Situation room. Now,” Gage barked.
Lachlin leaned back into the doorway, his glamour returning. His hair was now shoulder-length and his ears and eyes normal. “What the hell did you do?”
Morgan got out of the car. “What I’m trained to do.”
“That was not a ‘you’re trained to do that’ reaction.”
“Gage needs to expand his definitions.” She stepped through the doorway into the dimly lit, narrow hall. Lachlin hadn’t turned the light on, instead relying on the ambient light from the doorways of the rooms on either side.
“Is that what you really need?” Lachlin asked.
He was so close and so beautiful. The urge to touch him, wrap herself around him, beg for his affection slid through her. But that was just his charm, one of his fae powers. It wasn’t real.
She didn’t have the patience for games at the moment. “Back off on the charm.”
A wicked smile pulled at his lips and lit his blue eyes with a sensual intensity. “I’m not using my charm.”
Attraction shivered through her.
“Oh, wow.” He drew closer. His lips brushed her cheek, and his breath caressed the sensitive skin by her ear and down her neck. The attraction turned hot and liquid in a heartbeat. “I make you feel that?”
Oh yeah, he—
“You can feel that?” The desire vanished, and hot embarrassment scalded her cheeks. God, had he known what she’d been feeling when she’d fought with his brother’s super-sexually charged charm last week?
“The other emotion was better. Let’s go back to that.” He slid a finger along her jaw.
“I’m not your plaything.”
He cocked an eyebrow. Now he looked every bit the sexy bad-boy. “But apparently you want to be.”
“It’s been a while. Looks like I’ve lowered my standards.” She pushed past him, but he grabbed her arm and yanked her off balance. With a twist, he pinned her against the wall.
His sleek muscled body pressed against her. Her skin seared at his touch even with clothes between them. Words, thoughts, everything vanished from her mind. Her heart pounded. So did his. His lips were so close, a mere breath from hers.
“Kitten, there’s nothing that’s ‘low standard’ about me.”
Her mind kicked in. This had to be his fae charm. Or a residual effect of his brother’s. Or something. He wasn’t even her type.
Something flashed across his eyes: sadness, regret, pain? But that was ridiculous. He was playing a game.
She shoved him, and he stumbled back to the wall on the narrow hall’s other side. Whatever his emotion was, it deepened. The more she looked at it, the more it seemed like she’d hurt his feelings somehow.
He flashed his cocky smile, and whatever she’d seen disappeared. “We should go to the bedroom and get back to work.”
Bedroom…
Her mind stuttered and kicked back in again. No. He’d said situation room. Where they worked on cases. Where Gage was. “Work. Yes.” Jeez.
“After you.” He motioned down the hall.
Work. Focus. She’d beaten his brother’s charm, she could beat Lachlin’s… or whatever this was.
She strode to the situation room, trying to keep her outward appearance calm and normal, even if she still writhed inside. Not that it helped with Lachlin. He could sense what she felt!
God, it was so embarrassing. Thoughts she’d once believed private had been available for Lachlin’s entertainment, probably since the moment she’d moved in with him.
Gage stared at her as she entered, his expression hard, his arms crossed. He stood at the front, on the far side of the large table with the touch screen computer embedded in it. Behind him, the big screen monitor was dark, giving him an anti-halo, dark like the promise from the power curling around him. Beside him, Rika sat in her usual spot, her concentration focused on the table. Clayton sat opposite her, his attention also on the table.
This was not good.
“What part of ‘keep her out of trouble’ didn’t you understand?” Gage growled. His power snapped at her skin.
“Unless you officially take the manhunt from her, she’s going to follow whatever leads come up.” She matched his crossed arms.
“You should have redirected her.”
“She’d see right through that, and then we’d have more questions than answers. Kate is damned good at her job, and even if the glamour messes with her mind, she’ll stay on the hunt. The best I could do was stall her and hope you got to Rentz before we did.” It wasn’t as if she and Kate had wanted to storm headlong into the Whale and Ale, it was just that she couldn’t tell Gage that because then he’d know the glamour hadn’t made Kate forget about Kin.
“You should have stalled longer.”
“I tried, but Rentz invited us in.”
Rika twitched, but didn’t glance up. Clayton did look up and now sat with silence wrapped around him, watching them.
Lachlin snorted. Gage’s gaze jumped to him. He leaned against the doorframe, at ease, a hint of a smile pulled at his lips, as if he knew the punch line to a joke she couldn’t figure out. Perhaps he was amused by the mess of emotions racing through her. Probably. Now that she knew, other people’s discomfort seemed like something he’d enjoy.
“Fine.” Gage ran his hands through his hair and blew out a long breath. “Fine.”
“Rentz invited her inside. I’d hardly say that’s fine,” Lachlin said.
“I’m a big girl. I can take care of myself.” She fought the urge to stand and pace. There wasn’t a comfortable place to go; either direction took her closer to Gage or Lachlin. “And can we not talk about me as if I’m not in the room?”
“You let Rentz invite you in. I’d say that means you can’t take care of yourself,” Lachlin said. “Please tell me you at least managed to avoid getting into a deal with him.”
A hint of fire licked at Morgan’s eyes, and the urge to move grew stronger. She forced it all back. “Information on Randal Boyson isn’t worth my soul. I’m not stupid. I have heard that story before.”
“Well, at least we have that,” Lachlin said, sarcasm dripping from his words.
The fire inched across her cheeks. She couldn’t believe how hateful Lachlin was being.
“All right, enough.” Gage’s power billowed, snapping across her skin. Lachlin winced. Guess it snapped across his, too. “Let’s focus on the job. Morgan, what did you learn?”
“Not much of anything. Randal’s mother says she hasn’t seen him and couldn’t name any friends he’s been in contact with since his incarceration.”
“Do you believe her?” Lachlin asked.
“She seems genuinely distressed at everything that’s happened. When Kate asked about Randal’s father, we were directed to the Whale and Ale, and I didn’t buy Rentz’s information.”
“Well, the boys talked with Stroud,” Rika said.
Gage gripped the back of the chair in front of him, but didn’t sit. “He says he hasn’t been in contact with Randal either.”
“And I don’t believe him.” Lachlin sank into the chair beside Morgan, his boneless sex-oozing grace returning.
“Do you think Stroud was involved in Randal’s escape?” Morgan asked, determined to ignore Lachlin. If there was indeed a full Kin connection to this, she needed to keep Kate as far away from it as possible. They just had to figure out a way to make it look like Kate was still doing her job, so she didn’t get into trouble with Ed — that and ignore the compulsion to actually do her job, which was easier said than done.
“The other issue is that Stroud is connected to the Devil Riders,” Rika said.
“Wonderful. Now we’ve got drug and gun running to deal with.” Morgan tapped her leg. Maybe that would ease the urge to pace.
“Not just drug and gun running. The Devil Riders are a Kin biker gang. They have ties to the House of Death,” Lachlin said.
“Suspected ties.” Gage jerked his chin at Rika, and she tapped on the table. Pictures and profiles of the Devil Riders filled the big screen. “We have no proof the House of Death is connected with the Devil Riders.”
“Save that the youngest son of the House of Death runs the gang,” Clayton said, breaking the stillness around him for a second. It settled back around him, gentle, unimposing, even given his massive build.
“The House of Death?” So far she hadn’t run across anything about Kin politics in the encyclopedias, just a who’s who of monsters. She knew Lachlin’s family ruled the House of Fairy, and it was one of the Thirteen Houses, but she wasn’t sure what it all really meant.
“Most Kin align themselves with one of the Thirteen Houses. Think of it like a political system. You find a house with values that match yours, and you align yourself to that,” Rika said.
Lachlin rolled his eyes. “Or you’re born into it.”
Which explained why Lachlin still had connections to the House of Fairy even given his bad relationship with his father and brother.
“The House of Death and the House of Darkness tend to draw those Kin with darker sensibilities, like reapers and demons.” Gage twisted his ring.
“But they aren’t exclusive to any one particular type of Kin,” Clayton said.
“Okay, so the Devil Riders have a potential tie to the House of Death and Stroud is what? A former member? A current member? If he found out Randal had inherited his frost giant powers, would he want to recruit him into the gang?” Tapping her leg wasn’t working, and the twitching need for movement kept growing.
“That’s what we’re going to find out,” Gage said.
She gave up and stood. “All right, let’s go talk to a biker gang.”
“Not you.” The muscles in Gage’s jaw twitched. “You need to stay on top of any human connection with Kate. And for God’s sake, keep her away from Kin.”
“Except you don’t think Randal’s escape has any human connection.” Morgan paced to the front of the room, closer to Gage.
He tensed, and a hint of his power flared again. “Just keep her away from Kin.”
“But if Kin are involved, she’s going to come across them.”
“Not if you do what you’re supposed to,” Lachlin said.
“And risk ruining Kate’s career?”
“You have your orders.” Gage pushed away from the table and Morgan. “Clayton and Lachlin, you’re with me.”
Lachlin waggled his fingers at her, and Clayton offered an apologetic smile. They marched out of the room, leaving her with Rika and the huge screen still lit up with details about the Devil Riders gang.
“He’s just trying to watch your back,” Rika said, her fingers tapping across the screen in the table.
“I know. I just wish it didn’t feel like being benched. Hunting fugitives is what I do— What I used to do.”
Rika propped her chin in her hands, her elbows somehow on the table and not touching the keys. “I can’t begin to imagine what this transition has been like for you.”
Morgan shrugged. “I’m sure every Kin goes through it.” But she knew that wasn’t what Rika was talking about. Morgan had been older than most Kin when they came into their powers. She’d had a normal human life before everything had changed, and she hadn’t known anything about how this part of the world really worked.
“I was fifteen,” Rika said, “a little late in Kin terms, but I knew it was coming. I’m full Kin, pure blood gremlin. Although—” Her glamour faded, and her features turned sharp: ears, nose, and chin. Her eyes changed from dark brown to bright purple, matching her hair. “I suppose I can relate a little. I didn’t know much of the human world until I left home. I’d been raised fully in the Kin community, went to Kin school and all that.”
“The Kin have schools?” But as soon as Morgan asked, she knew the question was ridiculous. Of course they had schools. Kin history and culture were different. Kin children needed to learn how their world worked, how glamour worked, everything Morgan was just starting to understand.
“I wish they’d taught us a little more about humans,” Rika said, her tone filled with regret.
Lachlin’s sister, Bearnas, had said Kin were private people, and it was rude to ask personal questions. Bearnas had also said everyone on Gage’s team was there for a reason, and from the sound of it, that reason wasn’t because they’d been good in school.
Rika shook herself, the movement quick, twitchy, like a bird fluffing its feathers, and her glamour settled back into place. Once again she was a tiny East Indian woman with bright purple hair spiked in all directions. “I’m just glad you have Gage to help you.”
“I have you, too. And Clayton.”
“You also have Lachlin.”
“When he feels like it.” And really, Morgan didn’t know exactly what she had with Lachlin.
The computer chimed.
“I should get back to work,” Rika said.
“I should, too. Do you think I can have access to the team’s files so I know what Kin pitfalls Kate might come across?” Not that it would stop Kate — they couldn’t afford pissing Ed off — but at least she’d be going into the situation with open eyes.
“I’ve given you high security access.” Rika tilted her head, glanced at Morgan, then back to the table. “You can also open Chava’s files.”
Chava. Her biological mother.
“I’m sure Gage would rather you talked to him about her, though. They were pretty good friends… I think.”
“Were you friends with her?”
“She was a very private person. We worked together for close to three years before…”
“Before she was murdered.”
“Before that, yes. I’m not sure I got to know her at all.” Rika blinked, and her eyes went from brown to bright purple. “It always seemed there was this great sadness and loneliness that she was holding back. Something from a long time ago. Probably had to do with having to abandon you.”
“I suppose just because it’s better for a half-human child to be raised fully human doesn’t mean it’s easy to give that child up.” But somehow her mother had made that decision.
“I wish those answers were in her file for you, but it’s just her background and case history with the team.”
For personal information, Morgan would have to talk to Gage, and she’d have no way of knowing if he was telling her the truth. “That’s all right. Understanding her work will still help.”
The Hawaii Five-0 theme song chirped from Morgan’s back pocket. Kate was calling. “Excuse me.”
“Sure.” Rika turned back to her work.
“Jacobs,” Morgan said.
“Carol Cho was just admitted into the hospital,” Kate said. “She was attacked and her house safe ripped open.”
“That’s the wife of the man Randal murdered. That can’t be a coincidence.”
“My thoughts exactly.”
 



 
 
CHAPTER 5
 
 
Morgan rushed through the third floor hall of the hospital’s south wing. She’d texted Gage to let him know what had happened, but since Carol wasn’t Kin, he was trusting her to follow up with it by herself. Too bad he didn’t trust her with other, more important things, like whatever secret he was keeping about her mother.
Carol’s attack, however, didn’t give more weight to Gage’s suspicion that Randal’s escape was Kin related. Not that the attack was evidence of an entirely human reason for Randal’s escape, either, but something about this just wasn’t sitting right with Morgan. There were too many unanswered questions about the situation.
Morgan rounded a corner. One gleaming hall looked like the next. Soft green paint covered the walls, and the speckled gray tiled floor had been polished within an inch of its life. The lighting above was harsh fluorescence, and door upon door lined the walls. The nurse at reception had said Carol was in room 651, which was on the third floor — Morgan wasn’t going to ask about the hospital’s numbering system.
A nurse, head down scanning a file, walked Morgan’s way, and she cleared her throat, catching the woman’s attention.
“I’m looking for room 651.”
The nurse’s eyebrows shot up, and a flicker of gossamer wings flashed from her back then disappeared as her glamour kicked in. “You’re, ah…”
“Yes, I am.” Maybe she really did have snake hair. Every Kin who saw her got that same shocked expression that flashed into terror. Morgan pulled out her marshal’s identification. “I’m looking for room 651.” She was almost tempted to say she wasn’t here for the nurse, but decided that probably wouldn’t be reassuring because it might imply that at some point she would be.
It seemed gorgons were the boogeymen of the Kin world.
Rentz, the ogres, and the bakenekos popped into her mind. All right, maybe she was the boogeyman for half of the Kin world and a target for the other half.
“You passed 651. Back down that hall, second door on your left — I mean right. It would have been your left before you’d come down this hall, and now that doesn’t make any sense—”
“Got it. Thank you.” Morgan offered a small smile, but the nurse didn’t seem to notice. She bobbed her head, her eyes still a little too wide.
Morgan bit the inside of her cheek, resisting the urge to say anything else, and headed back down the hall. 651 was the second room on the right. She cracked the door open, and Kate shifted in a chair at the foot of the bed. Her hand slid to the gun at her hip, but stopped when she saw Morgan.
“She’s still asleep,” Kate said, her voice soft. She stood and eased to the door. “We tried calling her daughter, Lisa, but can’t reach her.”
Morgan stepped back so Kate could join her in the hall. They left the door propped open a crack to keep an eye on Carol. The woman’s head was bandaged, along with one side of her face; so, too, were her wrists. She looked like a damaged doll swathed in bandages and blankets, with tubes attached to her arms and under her nose. “What do the doctors say?”
“Blunt force trauma… sort of.”
“What does that mean?”
“She’s got injuries consistent with a beating, except they’re all in the wrong spots, they’re also consistent with a three-story fall. So the doctors don’t know what to make of it.” Kate inched closer. “Is this like what Randal Boyson can do?”
“I think so. Does she have frostbite?”
“She has something that looks like burns on her wrists and one cheek and under her chin. The doctors don’t know what to make of that either, but from the few pictures the crime scene unit managed to take of her before they wheeled her into surgery, the marks look distinctly like handprints.”
Kate brushed a lock of shoulder-length blond hair from her face. “Is this what your world is really like now? I know you said he was a frost giant, but I didn’t — I mean, there’s a difference between knowing and really knowing. I thought after the smoke demon I’d understand.” She blew out a long breath.
“Welcome to my world.”
“I’m never going to get used to this, am I? Even when I think about that smoke demon and you and hottie number two, things are there, but not there.”
“That’s the glamour messing with your head.”
“I know.” She brushed the lock back again. It fell forward, and she ignored it, her expression hardening. “Okay. I’ve got this. So Carol’s attack is consistent with what we know about Boyson.”
“Yes. But why would he attack Carol Cho, and what does this tell us about where he’s going next?” And if Gage was right about there being a Kin connection, what was it?
“We know he was after money. The bedroom safe had been ripped open, and money and jewelry taken.”
“But why not just rob a convenience store? Why go back to the Chos’ house?” Somehow the Chos were important. “And wow, I can’t believe Carol is still living in the house where her husband was murdered.” Morgan wasn’t sure she’d be able to handle that.
“It’s a heritage house, and Carol is the president of the Heritage Society. She’s got a lot invested in that building.”
“I can imagine.” Or at least imagine that someone could have that kind of an attachment to a building. What would Gage do if something bad had happened in his house? “Do you have Randy’s case file? Did he have opportunity to kill Carol when he murdered Howard Cho?”
“No. Carol and Lisa were at the movies. Howard was home alone. Neighbors reported hearing an argument and called 9-1-1. When the police arrived, Howard was dead. The picture hiding the wall safe in the bedroom had been tossed aside, but the safe hadn’t been opened. The less pricey jewelry not in the safe and Howard’s watch and wallet had been taken. They figured it was a burglary gone wrong.”
“And if Randy really wanted to kill Carol, he had opportunity this afternoon. It does look like a burglary.”
“I agree. But from the frost burns on Carol’s wrists and face, it seems he was after information,” Kate said.
“Maybe how to get the safe open. His powers are new. In the heat of the moment, he might have forgotten he could rip the door off.” There were times when Morgan had forgotten her gaze could turn things to stone. They were momentary lapses, but they still happened. “When Carol wouldn’t give him the combination, maybe he got frustrated, yanked on the safe door, and presto, it’s open.”
“If that’s true, he’s now gotten what he’d tried to get the first time he was in the Chos’ home: cash and jewelry,” Kate said.
“Which means he’ll be trying to pawn the jewelry or make a run for the border. If he’s smart, he’ll go for the border first.”
Her boss, Ed, and Kate’s new partner strode into the hall. Kate snapped her mouth shut.
“Bedell. Lin. Check on Mrs. Cho,” Ed said, his tone clipped.
Morgan’s heart sank. Here it was, the moment she’d known was coming but wasn’t in any way ready for. They were going to have the talk. The ‘what the hell are you doing’ talk.
Kate glanced at Morgan, an apology in her eyes, but there was nothing she could do. “Come on, Adam.”
They stepped into Carol’s room.
Ed sighed and hooked his thumbs in his belt. He was a large, middle-aged black man with shocks of white at his temples among his short, tight curls. What had probably been muscle in his youth had softened, giving him a layer of padding that belied his strength. He stared at her with his wide-set eyes, his expression stern and soft, a mix that spoke of experience and compassion. She missed him, missed his deep, rich bass, and his gruff fatherly leadership.
“So,” he said.
That one word held such weight, but she couldn’t tell if it was frustration or exhaustion. She wasn’t sure she wanted to know. She was supposed to be on sick leave. When she’d left five months ago, he’d promised her job would be waiting for her. She had promised she’d go back.
She really wanted to go back.
“So.” Hers carried a fraction of his certainty.
“Lin mentioned you were working with the FBI on this one.”
“Yeah.” She’d known Deputy Marshal Lin would say something; she just hadn’t expected to have a confrontation with Ed so soon. And really, was this a confrontation? It was hard to tell. Ed didn’t often get mad, not in the sense of yelling and screaming and obvious emotions. He stayed gruff, ambiguous, and annoyingly difficult to read, unless it was about external agency paperwork.
“Lin seemed to think you were an active agent. Is that what the FBI thinks?”
“It’s a little complicated.” It was more than just a little complicated. She had no idea how she was going to explain anything to Ed. That was why she’d been ignoring the reinstatement paperwork.
“Complicated? Right now I see a civilian impersonating a United States Deputy Marshal. I call that illegal.”
A hint of fire licked around her eyes, and she pulled her gaze to the wall beside his head. “I know.”
“What the hell made you think you could run around on sick leave?”
“I, ah—”
“If you wanted to get back to work so bad, you should have filled out the damned paperwork.”
“Yes, sir.” And then she’d be back working for the marshals. A part of her really wanted that, wanted life to return to normal.
“Jesus, Jacobs. What am I supposed to do with you? I’d suspend you, but you’re already not working for me.”
More fire licked around her eyes. Things couldn’t go back to the way they’d been. But she didn’t know what the new order really was. She still had no idea who Gage was or what secrets he was keeping from her, only that he was keeping secrets. The marshals were all she had that was normal.
Kate stepped into the doorway and cleared her throat. “Mrs. Cho is waking up.”
Everything within Morgan twitched to go, interview Carol, and find out what had happened, but that would just accentuate the fact that she was working this case without an official badge.
“Boss, would you like to talk with her?” Kate stepped aside in invitation for Ed to enter.
“Yes.” But Ed didn’t turn away from Morgan. “Send me the paperwork to bring you back on board. You have forty-eight hours.” There was nothing ambiguous about that. He strode past Kate into the room.
Kate leaned close to Morgan. “What are you going to do?”
“Let’s catch this runner, then deal with—” Morgan jerked her chin over Kate’s shoulder.
“One thing at a time.” Kate smiled, but it was weak and didn’t reach her eyes.
“One thing at a time.” At least Ed hadn’t demanded her gun and badge right there. He should have. It wasn’t like him to let something like that go. He must really want her back.
Morgan headed down the hall to the first floor and the SUV she’d borrowed from Gage.
Just focus on the task at hand then deal with her life. There was still a chance the attack on Carol Cho was somehow Kin connected. She didn’t know how, but maybe.
It made more sense, however, for Randal to have known that the Chos kept something in their safe that he could pawn, and he had an opportunity to confront Carol and demand the combination. Something he hadn’t been able to get the first time he’d burglarized the Chos’ house. It still didn’t make as much sense as just knocking over a convenience store, but sometimes men on the run didn’t act logically.
She passed the elevator and took the stairs. Even though a wait in the elevator wouldn’t be long, she needed to move, burn the energy curling tighter and tighter in her chest. She’d jogged for an hour that morning, and the twitching need to move had already returned. It was building faster and faster every day now. At this rate, she’d have to take up marathon running just to ease the… unease.
Outside, the late April night bit at her cheeks and neck. She slid her sunglasses into her hair and pulled up the collar of her jacket. The crocuses and little shoots in the garden at the house might be saying spring was around the corner, but the nights said winter was still putting in its last few gasps. She rounded the corner of the hospital, and an enormous shadow eased away from the wall.
Fire raced over her face, and she jerked back.
The man was huge, as broad and tall as Clayton. His goatee looked blond, but with the streetlight a few feet away, it was difficult to tell, and his skin — including his shaved head — held a bluish tinge. His eyes were bluer than Lachlin’s, piercing like arctic ice, and bright as if lit from within.
“Stay away from my son.” His breath, a frozen mist, curled around his head.
This had to be Stroud Boyson. Just great. He’d found her probably before Gage had found him.
More fire seeped across her cheeks, and she tipped her sunglasses down over her eyes. Now it was impossible to tell the color of his skin. “You know I can’t do that.”
With a growl, he lunged at her, his anger sudden and explosive. She twisted out of the way, but he grabbed her arm and shoved her against the hospital wall. He knocked her glasses aside, slapped a freezing hand over her eyes, and pressed his forearm against her chest.
She fought to breathe, wrenching against his grip.
“This is none of your business, gorgon.” He leaned forward, his weight crushing her, cold seeping from his skin. His breath bit her neck and the side of her face. “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll mind your own business.”
He wrenched her forward and tossed her back the way she’d come. She slammed into the ground and tumbled onto the grass. Fire roared across her cheeks; she shoved her powers back and scrambled to her feet. Stroud was gone.
She rushed around the side of the hospital. The parking lot was empty. Just great.
Her phone rang with a generic chirp. It wasn’t anyone she’d programmed in yet. She answered it while searching the grass for her sunglasses.
“Jacobs.”
“Hey,” Rika said. “Looks like Randal Boyson struck again. Brandon Finney is dead.”
“Isn’t that his friend from high school?” There, a few feet away, her glasses.
“Yep, the friend who called the police saying he’d seen Randal in possession of the jewelry stolen from the Chos’ house.”
“That cannot be a coincidence.”
“That’s what I thought,” Rika said, “even though he’s fully human.”
Morgan reached for the glasses, sending a spike of pain through her shoulder. Damn, Hannah was going to have Morgan’s head. Her collarbone had almost finished knitting back together, and here she was, being thrown around by a frost giant with inhuman strength.
“Does Gage know?” Morgan headed to her borrowed SUV. He might not even want to show up at the scene given that Brandon wasn’t Kin.
“Gage knows and should be on his way soon, but he’s on the other side of town rattling the Devil Riders’ cage. You’ll get there faster.”
“And with luck, before everything gets cleaned up.”
“Exactly.”
Here was hoping she still had enough authority to get into the crime scene without Gage glowering from behind her.
 



 
 
CHAPTER 6
 
 
Red and blue lights strobed across the white siding of the squat house where Brandon Finney had been murdered. It didn’t look as if anyone from the marshals or the FBI had arrived yet.
Morgan scanned the road for a two-toned brown station wagon. There, parked behind the medical examiner’s vehicle. Detective Wright was on the scene. Just the man she didn’t want to run into, even if it was pretty much a given that he’d be there. Now she really hoped Gage would show up soon.
Uniformed police officers and crime scene technicians swarmed the area, marching back and forth down the narrow bricked path along the side of the one-story house. Morgan showed her badge to one of the officers guarding the perimeter from the two dozen onlookers. None of the bystanders were tall — or looked like they were hunching over — or had Randal’s shock of blond hair. The street was lined with a mix of brick and wood-sided houses. It sat five blocks from St. Michael’s college, and most of the homes had been turned into apartments or rooming houses for students.
Brandon Finney had lived in a basement apartment with access through a narrow stairwell at the back. Inside, Detective Wright stood over the body of a young man, talking with the medical examiner, while two crime scene technicians worked in the bedroom across from them.
There was only one other door in the living room/kitchen, presumably leading to a bathroom. The apartment was decorated in student chic with run-down, mismatched furniture, although it was cleaner than she would have expected for an eighteen-year-old guy living on his own.
Wright noticed her from over the medical examiner’s shoulder, and his frown deepened. “Ms. Jacobs.” He said her name as if it was the most exhausting thing in the world.
“Glad to see you, too, Detective.” Behind him, on a narrow bookcase, stood a collection of delicate, pink fairy figurines. Not typical guy decoration and they suggested Brandon had a female roommate.
“Where are your friends?”
“The FBI or the marshals?”
“You tell me.”
“Both should be on their way. I’m liaising between them on this one.” For as long as her boss kept his temper about the situation.
“Of course you are.”
“What can you tell me about the body?”
Wright stared at her for a long few seconds then sighed. “Brandon Finney. Age eighteen.”
“Can we assume he was beaten to death?” Morgan asked. Brandon had the same marks on his body as Carol Cho. One side of his face was crushed in. The other side looked like it had frostbite, along with his neck and right forearm.
The medical examiner cleared his throat. “I don’t think we can assume anything.” He was a small man in his late fifties with short, white hair. “I won’t have anything conclusive until I get him into an exam room.”
“And really, that’s not why you’re here,” Wright said.
“No. The injuries look very similar to Carol Cho’s, so I’d say it’s the same attacker.” She’d tried playing nice with Wright before, and it hadn’t turned out well, but she just couldn’t seem to help herself. Perhaps without Gage scowling beside her, Wright might warm up a little.
“You think it’s your escaped convict?” the medical examiner asked.
“It’s a working theory,” she said.
“Jeez. Not even a straight answer from you.” Wright rolled his eyes. “You’ve been hanging around your FBI friends for too long.”
“I don’t see any evidence clearly linking Randal Boyson to this attack or the one on Carol Cho.” At least any evidence she could point out. Even if she did say both Carol and Brandon had cold burns on their bodies, Wright wouldn’t understand what it meant and might not even remember because of the Kin’s glamour.
“I see—” Wright glanced at the medical examiner and grabbed Morgan’s arm. He steered her out the door and up the steps. “I see a marshal on sick leave who’s walking a fine legal line. What the hell aren’t you telling me about your runner?”
“You know as much as I know.”
Wright snorted. “I doubt that.”
“All we have is a similarity in attacks, and that Carol Cho was the wife of Randal’s victim and Brandon the friend who’d turned him in.”
Wright narrowed his eyes, making them even more beady in his round face. “And…”
“And nothing. Find the evidence linking this murder to Boyson, and do your job. When we catch him, you can charge him.”
“Do my job.” Wright jerked his chin up. “Why do I get the feeling my job is so much more complicated with you and your friends in my life?”
He didn’t know the half of it.
“Well, part of my job involves maintaining the security of the crime scene. Until someone with a legal badge shows up to babysit you, you can wait on the street.”
“And how’s that going to help?”
“It’s going to keep a civilian from contaminating my crime scene.”
“I’m hardly a civilian.”
“Your marshal’s file says differently. Now, do I have to press charges?” he asked, his tone saying he really wanted to.
She opened her mouth, but snapped it shut. An argument wouldn’t help. She was on thin ice with Ed as it was. He wouldn’t take it well if he discovered she’d pissed off Wright and gotten arrested. Besides, Gage or Kate would be here soon and she’d be back into the crime scene.
“I can wait.” Frustrated fire licked around her eyes.
“Do you need an officer to escort you to the curb?”
“I think I can handle that myself.” She pushed the fire back. Wright was just doing his job. That didn’t mean she had to like it, but she could respect it.
“Good.” Wright headed back down the stairs into the apartment.
More fire slipped across her cheeks. She was going to need to make a decision about her employment. Ed had demanded it. Wright had clearly pointed out the problems with her current limbo. But the idea of choosing made her insides squirm. She couldn’t really return to life as a marshal, but officially joining Gage’s team felt like a betrayal to Ed and Kate.
Something snapped in the dark. Morgan jerked her attention to the backyard. Two massive trees towered near the back, and an overgrown bush cloaked the area in shadow.
The snap came again. There, by the bush. Movement. Something pale.
The fire seeped across Morgan’s forehead and down her neck.
The pale thing moved again, coming out from behind the brush in full. It was a jacket. The owner, a girl with dark hair, froze. It was Lisa Cho. What were the odds she owned the fairy statue collection in Brandon’s apartment?
“Lisa?”
A police siren chirped, and Lisa’s gaze jumped behind Morgan.
“Lisa Cho?”
The siren chirped again, and Lisa bolted back behind the bush.
Morgan raced after her. “Wait.”
“I had nothing to do with this. I was in class. I don’t know anything.” Lisa hurried, head down, to the back of the yard and a gate in the rickety wooden fence.
“Lisa, I know.”
“No, you don’t know.”
Morgan grabbed her arm before she could open the gate and pulled her around. “Where have you been? We’ve been trying to get ahold of you.”
“I was in class. Taking a test.”
“Please. Just a few questions.”
“That’s what the detectives said when my father—” She glanced over Morgan’s shoulder again. Morgan could only imagine what Lisa was thinking. It had only been two years since the same chaos had invaded her family’s home. The emotions had to still be raw. This kind of horror and grief wasn’t something easily forgotten. “Is Brandon…? Is he all right?”
Morgan slid her glasses into her hair and tried to channel Kate’s easy empathy. “I’m sorry. He’s dead.” God, she hated saying those words.
“You’re sorry?” Lisa’s dark eyes shimmered in the weak glimmer of light coming from the house. “What do you know about any of this? If you’d kept Randy locked up… if you’d locked him up when things first started, none of this would have happened.”
“I know.” It wasn’t Morgan’s fault, but Lisa didn’t want to hear excuses. Morgan represented the law, and in Lisa’s eyes, they were all responsible for what was happening. Morgan had seen it before and didn’t blame anyone for their reactions. Lisa was angry and scared and grieving. “I want to catch Randal. Make it safe for you again.”
“Right.” Lisa hugged herself. “I’ve heard that lie before, too.”
“What did you mean by ‘when things first started’?”
She huffed out a quick breath. “Randy started acting really weird about four months before he… before everything happened.”
“That was just after junior prom?”
“Yes. Brandon, Randy, and I went together. That was the last time we had any fun.” Lisa sniffed. “But then Randy started acting strange, picking fights, starting arguments for no reason. We tried to tell his mom and the principal. We even called the cops on one of the fights, but no one did anything. He just needed help.”
“And he needs help now.”
Lisa’s expression hardened. “No. Now he needs to face the consequences of his actions.”
“Do you know where he might have gone? Who he might turn to for help?”
“I don’t know him anymore, and I don’t want to know him.”
“All right.” Morgan fought the urge to shake the girl, make her think longer or harder about Randy. That wouldn’t get Morgan any more answers. “If you think of anything, please—” She reached for the business cards she didn’t have anymore. Just another reminder that she needed to make a decision. “Let me introduce you to Detective Wright.”
“I don’t want to talk with him.” But Lisa followed Morgan back to the stairwell leading to the apartment.
“I know you don’t, but the sooner you talk with him, the sooner this will be over with.”
“The detectives said that last time, too.”
Morgan handed Lisa off to a uniformed officer at the top of the apartment stairs. She’d let Wright tell Lisa about her mother. At least that was sort of good news. Then Morgan headed back to the SUV to wait for Gage. Not that there was much more he could do, but perhaps he’d notice something Kin related that she hadn’t.
The crowd gathered around the perimeter had doubled. About four dozen people littered the street, huddled in jackets and hoodies, most in their late teens and early twenties. The buzz of their conversation, filled with tension and uncertainty, hummed through the crisp night. No one knew what was going on, but from all the police cars and the medical examiner’s van, everyone knew something bad had happened.
And none of that helped her figure out where Randy would run to. He now had money and had taken revenge on the friend who’d betrayed him. From the conversation with Stroud, it sounded as if Randy hadn’t contacted his father — Stroud wouldn’t have stayed around to threaten her if he knew where Randy was — but that didn’t mean Randy wouldn’t try to contact his father. There’d been a BOLO for Randy the moment he’d escaped, but so far neither Kate nor Gage had indicated they’d gotten any hits from that.
Morgan leaned against the driver’s door. Her body twitched. She couldn’t just sit in the SUV and wait. She needed to do something, but there wasn’t anything to do. Nothing physical, at least. She needed to get inside Randy’s head and figure out what he’d do and where he’d go.
Except, could she really get into the head of a frost giant? Were they just like other people, or was there something alien, monstrous within them that changed their motives?
She didn’t feel any different than she had before her powers manifested, so maybe frost giants didn’t change either.
But that wasn’t true. She was twitchier, faster to anger, more stressed out. Of course, that stress could be because she now knew the truth about her world, and the human side of her was having trouble adjusting, but her temper and her inability to sit still had gotten worse.
There was still so much she didn’t know about herself, about Randy, about everything.
She shoved away from the SUV. Damn it. Focus. She wasn’t any fundamentally different than she had been before.
From her albeit small experience with Kin, they were motivated just like humans. They wanted revenge, and love, and power. Randy wanted freedom just like any other fugitive.
Someone in the crowd said something, the voice high pitched and strained. Morgan glanced up. Maybe someone had seen something. It wasn’t likely given how late and chilly it was, but the police would still canvass the neighborhood. Maybe she could start with the onlookers.
A large shadow by a tree shifted.
Another onlooker. Except this person was staying back from the crowd. Whoever it was, was large. He was likely a man, given the height and the breadth of his shoulders. A football player, maybe?
The shadow shifted again, and a hint of blond hair caught the streetlight.
Big with wild blond dreadlocks. Just like Randy Boyson.
Morgan inched her hand to her sidearm and eased closer to the tree, trying to not draw anyone’s attention. If it wasn’t Boyson, she didn’t want to create a scene, and if it was, she wanted to get close enough to get him subdued fast — because if it came down to an all-out brawl, the odds weren’t in her favor.
The shadow turned, and piercing blue eyes locked onto her. Frosted mist curled from his nose, caressing his cheeks, as if the air around him was below freezing. Randy’s eyes widened, and the all-too-familiar recognition flashed across his face.
Morgan raised a hand, her other curling around the grip of her gun. Randy stumbled back a step, as if his legs had figured out what needed to be done before his brain kicked in. With a grunt, he bolted up the driveway behind him.
Shit.
She raced after him. He hurdled over a waist-high wooden fence into a dark yard with towering maples. She leapt over the fence, adrenaline beating through her.
“Randal Boyson. Stop.” It was a ridiculous thing to say. Of course he wouldn’t stop. But she couldn’t help herself.
Randy dashed through the yard to the back and crashed through the shrubs, his long legs giving him speed and distance.
She pushed harder. She had to catch up. She couldn’t let him escape. And damn it, there was no way she could call for backup. Not at this pace.
He twisted around a narrow birch and barreled around the side of another house.
Morgan raced after him. Her lungs burned with the bite of the cold night air, and fire licked around her eyes. She reached for her sunglasses propped in her hair, but they’d fallen off.
Randy flew around a corner into a walkway between two houses. The passage was dark, with thick tree branches above crowding out most of the moonlight. She had no clue what lay beyond, and there wasn’t time to think. Randal Boyson was getting away. She plunged into the darkness, scrambling around the corner.
A huge hand seized her arm and threw her farther into the passage. She stumbled, pulled her shoulder under her, and rolled. Pain shot through her chest and arm, but her collarbone didn’t break.
With a jerk, she was back on her feet. She wrenched around and drew her gun in one fluid motion. But Randy was already too close. He smashed his hand against hers, knocking the gun from her fingers. It clattered to the ground and disappeared into the shadows.
Shit.
She seized his hand, twisting his wrist to wrench it behind his back, but he slammed her against the wall with a crushing strength. Her head smashed against the bricks, and air burst from her lungs.
Randy growled and grabbed her neck, his hand so big his fingers dug into her cheeks. Ice bit her skin, painful snaps up her face and around her throat.
She clawed at his fingers, fighting to breathe. Fire burned through her eyes and across her cheeks. Randy’s chill raced down her chest, slowing the adrenaline pounding through her.
She grew heavy, so heavy, and cold. The fire in her face burned hotter.
Ice crackled over Randy’s skin. It shimmered in the hint of moonlight cutting through the darkness. Mist curled around his face from his mouth and nose like demon’s smoke. His eyes flared bright blue, and rage filled them. A monstrous, uncontrollable, desperate rage.
The fire in Morgan’s face seared her eyes. She had to control it. No matter what Randy had done, it wasn’t her job to be his executioner.
She wrenched against his grip, but he was too strong. The ice raced down her legs. Her whole body trembled, numb and weak, and the fire in her eyes only burned hotter. She was going to lose control. She had to focus, breathe, concentrate, but she couldn’t make herself do anything.
“Randy.” She squeezed her eyes shut, but the power bled past her lashes, pouring down her cheeks like fiery tears. “This is your last chance.”
His grip tightened. Power exploded from her eyes. She wrenched her gaze to the side and up, forcing it into the tree branches and skimming the collar of his jacket. His collar broke free. He screamed and pounded her into the bricks.
Lightning shot across her chest and neck, and her arm went limp. More power burst from her eyes.
“Give yourself up,” she gasped.
Control it. Focus. She forced her lids closed again. Power beat at her face, a burning counterpoint to the ice in the rest of her.
“No.” He jerked her forward to slam her back again, but a crack snapped above them. Her power forced her eyes open. She threw her gaze back into the branches. A chunk of stone dropped from above and shattered against the ground.
Randy scrambled back.
Another stone branch snapped free and smashed against the walkway, and another. Randy twisted out of the way, stepping into arm’s reach.
Morgan grabbed his coat with her good hand. He roared and punched at her head. She jerked, but wasn’t fast enough. His knuckles skimmed her cheek. The force twisted her around, slamming her face against the wall.
Pain exploded across her cheek. Her knees buckled, and she grabbed at the rough wall to keep standing, but couldn’t hold on. Fire beat at her face. Cold burned her neck. Footsteps pounded down the walkway.
She dragged her gaze around. She couldn’t let Randy get away. His enormous form leaped over a low wrought-iron gate at the back of the path.
She struggled to her feet. The black gate paled, turned gray, and shattered. She squeezed her eyes shut. Goddamn it. Focus. She couldn’t let Randy get away.
More footsteps pounded down the walkway. From the other direction. Two sets? She wasn’t sure. Power still beat at her face, and her head pounded.
“What the hell?” That sounded like Lachlin.
Another crack, and more stone branches exploded on the walkway.
“Lord and Lady.” Definitely Lachlin.
Strong hands grabbed her arm.
Crack. Boom. Pain bit her shins.
“Shit.” That was Gage.
The hands hauled her up and yanked her forward, spiking pain through her shoulder.
She stumbled, clutched a leather jacket — Gage’s jacket — and fought to keep her eyes closed and her power at bay.
“What the hell happened?” he asked.
“The snake charmer lost it. That’s what happened. Jeez.”
Morgan’s power billowed, burning across her face, straining for her to open her eyes and release it. “Not the time for name calling.”
“Hey,” Gage said. His calloused hands brushed her cheek, cool against the heat in her face. “You can control it. Open your eyes and concentrate.”
No. She couldn’t. If she looked at him now, she’d kill him.
“If you can’t control it, I could always punch you out again,” Lachlin said.
“Not helping,” Gage said, his tone dark. “See if you can sense a frost giant anywhere nearby.”
“He’s at the edge of my radius. You scared the crap out of him, Kitten.”
“Good to know.” She’d scared the crap out of herself, too. She did it every time her powers threatened to burst free.
“Now, deep breath. We’ve worked on this,” Gage said.
Yeah, they had. She had thought she’d at least managed to keep it at bay. She’d done so well when faced with Lachlin’s lecherous twin.
Gage’s hand shifted, drawing a shiver. He was close. His knee pressed against hers; heat from his body caressed her skin, still cold from Randy’s icy touch.
“Deep breath, Morgan.”
“What?”
“I said breathe. Focus.”
Yep, on him, his body, the feel of his hand against her face.
“Control your power.”
Right. Her power.
She dragged in a ragged breath.
“That’s it.”
She sucked in another breath. The heat in her face eased. So, too, did the chill in the rest of her.
“Now open your eyes.”
“You need to move first.”
“You’re not going to turn me to stone. You’ve got more control than that.”
“Sure.” She wished she had the confidence in herself that Gage did. Heat flickered around her eyes, and she pulled it back.
“Morgan.” His voice softened. “You’ve got this.”
“Have you found my sunglasses?”
“Open your eyes, Morgan.”
“Or at least brought a backup pair?”
“Morgan.”
Right. Okay. She could do this. She’d done it before. Really. Just focus. She cracked open one eye. Her power licked across her cheeks. She ground her teeth and concentrated. Gage’s legs were within her field of vision. Nothing turned to stone.
She inched her gaze up to meet Gage’s eyes. Dark, bottomless depths. Their vortex pulled at something within her, teased her, called her like a siren’s song. She could drown in those eyes. She was drowning. They promised strength and sensuality and things that made her skin heat just thinking about them. She wanted—
Lachlin cleared his throat and shifted.
He could sense emotions.
Boy, the day just couldn’t get any more embarrassing. “Let’s get back to the house and regroup.”
“Yeah,” Lachlin said. “That’s what we’ll call it.”
 



 
 
CHAPTER 7
 
 
Morgan waited until Hannah left, then threw back the covers on her bed and got up. Gage had called ahead, and when they’d returned to the house, Hannah — the pixie with the healing hands — had been waiting for her. The woman had tsked, ushered Morgan back to her room, and gone to work. She’d healed most of the frost burn and knitted Morgan’s collarbone back together. Forty minutes and two painkillers later, and with strict instructions to stay in bed, Hannah had declared her work done.
Which was all fine and good for the pixie, but Morgan’s work wasn’t done, and she wasn’t about to stop her job for a little bed rest. Besides, if she wasn’t on the case, that meant Kate was on her own, trying to catch a frost giant with superhuman strength and a freezing touch, and without the use of magical healing.
Morgan headed into her walkthrough closet to her bathroom. The woman staring back at her from the mirror looked exhausted. She was working out far too much, the gorgon in her unable to sit still for long periods of time, and her features were gaunt. Her mother would worry. She hadn’t called her mother — adopted mother — in months. She probably was worrying about more things than how thin Morgan might be, like if her daughter had dropped off the face of the planet or not. Although maybe not. Kate had visited her mom, and their mothers talked.
And really, her human mother wasn’t at the top of Morgan’s immediate priorities right that minute; it was the curse she’d inherited from her bio-mom and all the mysteries involved.
Morgan focused on her eyes in the mirror. This time she’d face down the monster who stared back, peeping out through her gun-metal gray irises. Fire licked around her cheeks, promising darkness, power, and destruction.
The monster flickered in her gray depths, and her power billowed. Dark. Dangerous. Evil. It poured down her neck and surged around her heart.
She jerked back, yanking her gaze from the mirror. Her elbow hit the glass on the counter, and it shattered on the floor.
Just great. She squatted and searched for the pieces, part in necessity and part to avoid seeing the monster in the mirror again.
A tremor slid over her. She was a monster. An honest-to-goodness monster. She’d turned people to stone. Killed them.
She picked up a shard of glass. Another tremor shook her, and her hand twitched. The glass dug deep into her finger.
Damn it.
She pulled out the shard. Blood rushed over her finger, and five quick drops splashed to the tiles.
Wonderful. Injury to insult. She’d jinxed everything just after the chase with Randy by thinking her day couldn’t get worse. Of course it could. Lachlin could show up and press her about her attraction to him, or Gage, or both.
She grabbed a towel from the rack and squeezed it against her finger. With the other end, she reached to wipe the blood off the floor, but the little pool quivered, the drops sliding into each other and thinning out… into a shape?
The blood spread further, forming thin lines. A flower appeared, and then a circle surrounded it.
She’d seen that before. On the key?
She rushed back into her room, grabbed her keys from the dresser, and turned back to the bathroom. The mirror had fogged up, except she hadn’t been running water. Numbers formed, materializing as she watched, then letters. 753 Moore Ave, 72.
The keys flared hot. She jerked back, dropping them. They clattered to the floor, drawing her attention for a second. No more than two. When she glanced back up, the mirror was normal. The fog and the address were gone.
Someone knocked on the door, and Morgan jumped, her heart racing. She spun to face the intruder as musk and mint wrapped around her senses. Gage. It was just Gage.
“You’re supposed to be in bed.”
A small thrill shivered across her. “We both know I’m not going to listen to that.”
His gaze dipped to her neck where Randy’s touch had ice-burned her.
She pulled the collar of her shirt up. “Tell me you got something from the Devil Riders.”
“Did you at least take the aspirin?”
“I’m not stupid.”
He raised an eyebrow.
“You would have chased after Randy, too. Now what did you learn from the Devil Riders?”
“Not much. They’re being tightlipped about Stroud. We’re going to have to try another approach since I’m not willing to completely piss off a member the ruling family of the House of Death.”
“And you’re sure they’re the connection? That this is Kin related?”
“Randal is Kin. So, yes.” He crossed his arms, and the muscle in his jaw twitched. “And you shouldn’t have gone after him alone. You could have been killed.”
“And I could have killed Randy. If I had fewer morals, I would have.”
“That doesn’t make your decision any less foolish.” Darkness and power crackled around him.
A hint of power billowed within her in response. It was low, in her chest, not around her eyes as it should have been. She held whatever it was tightly within her and stood her ground. She would not let him intimidate her. “I agree I could have handled the situation better. But I’m a marshal, and I had eyes on our fugitive. What did you expect me to do?”
“I expect—” More power danced around him, snapping at her skin, dimming the light in the hall.
Her power rippled in her chest, strange and dark, a match to his. She could play the power game just as well as he could. He wanted a stare-down, she’d give him one.
Fire raced over her eyes and across her cheeks, sudden and ferocious, as if the thought of a stare-down had ignited it.
She jerked her attention to the wall beside his head. Damn it. She couldn’t even glare at him without losing control. She bit back a growl. When the hell was her life going to be normal? Or at the very least manageable?
“Morgan—”
“I don’t want to hear it. I’ve got control.” God, she could just scream. More fire burned across her face.
His power billowed in response. “No, you don’t.”
“Yes. I. Do.” She sucked back her power, leaving her face cold, and met his gaze. “It won’t control me. I won’t let it.”
“No.” His expression softened, and his power vanished, taking the air with it for a heartbeat. “We won’t let it. Come on.”
She pulled on her boots and followed him down the hall. He snagged a vase of fresh-cut flowers from a side table, and they took the stairs down to the basement and the practice room. The bare concrete room had a heavy steel door; Gage said it, along with the rest of the room, was enspelled with protections against every kind of magic. She’d already spent a number of sessions down there, trying to focus her powers, or, at the very least, learning how to keep them at bay while not thinking about how close Gage stood to her.
“I’m not sure I’m up for a session.” Right now being locked in any room with Gage was a bad idea. She barely had the will to hold her powers back. She couldn’t do that and ignore her attraction to him at the same time.
“You turned half a tree to stone, and you let a fugitive get away when you could have partially petrified him. You need to get control.” He set the vase on the floor. His power billowed around him.
Desire flooded her chest, sizzling through her. God. it was just like when she’d been charmed by Lachlin’s brother, Eoin. Except Eoin hadn’t used his charm on her in almost a week… all right, half a week. But just the thought of how his charm had felt, how she’d desperately wanted satisfaction, flooded her with more need.
Gage pulled a daisy from the vase and dropped it beside her. “Focus.”
“I really don’t think this is a good idea.” Fire licked at her eyes. She was going to lose control of everything. Her powers, her desires, her mind.
“I don’t care. You’re supposed to have this under control. You could have killed someone tonight.”
“You don’t need to remind me.”
He grabbed her arm and spun her to face the daisy. With a jerk, he pulled her back, tight against his chest, his hands squeezing her biceps.
Heat seeped across her back, over her shoulders, and up her neck. Power built low in her gut. Not the fire of her gaze, but something else, something stronger, darker.
“Focus,” he growled in her ear.
Shivers raced over her. How the hell could she focus with him so close?
She twisted in his grip. He held tight. Fire burned her cheeks. Desire roared through the rest of her. She had to get away, put distance between them before she did something completely stupid. But God, she wanted to do something stupid.
“Focus.”
She slammed her heel onto his foot. His grip weakened, and she wrenched free, shoving him back. Fire roared across her face, and she threw her gaze to the wall beside his head.
Her power snapped across the concrete, showering Gage with sparks. His magic exploded around them, whirling in a consuming vortex.
The strange power in her gut billowed in response, eager to burst free, prove to him who was stronger, who was in charge, who was the one giving commands. Yes. Just let it out. Show him the full force of who and what she was. Let him see and tremble.
His eyes narrowed, dark depths swirling with magic and strength. Eyes she could drown in. Eyes reflecting back a monster. Herself.
Ice snuffed the fire within her, and she yanked her power back. She was going to hurt him. She wanted to hurt him, just to prove he was wrong.
She squeezed her eyes shut. “We need to stop.”
“Morgan—” His hand brushed her shoulder.
She jerked away. “Don’t touch me.” She couldn’t figure out when everything had turned so wrong. Somehow he’d ignited every aggressive, wanting nerve within her. Somehow… just thinking about him turned her on.
“You can’t ignore your powers,” he said, his tone soft.
“Tonight I can.” And tomorrow, if needs be. Surely she could do that until she figured out how to ignore her attraction to Gage. But that was just fooling herself. She slid down the wall and sat on the floor. “I just wish…”
He blew out a noisy breath. “Three of the most dangerous words in the world.”
She glanced up at him. “Tell me I can do this.” Prove, somehow, that she could trust him.
He sat beside her and ran a hand through his short-cropped hair. “You can do this. You’re Chava’s daughter.”
“I wish I’d known her.” Things would be so much easier if her bio-mom was here. Or hell, if any other gorgon was around. But she was the last of her kind. There wasn’t anyone who completely understood what she was going through.
“You’re a lot alike.”
“Same snake hair.”
He rolled his eyes at her. “Same hair. I keep telling you, there are no snakes.”
“So you say.”
“So I say.” He bumped his shoulder against her. “You’re persistent like her, too, and determined and passionate.” He pulled his gaze away before she could read his expression. Had she seen attraction there?
Her heart skipped a beat. His look didn’t mean anything. It was her imagination. Besides, she didn’t have proof she could trust him. “Tell me about the Kin who killed her.”
Gage sighed. “And when she got an idea stuck in her head, she wouldn’t let it go.”
“I don’t like to ignore potential dangers.”
“And ignoring your powers isn’t a danger?” A wry smile pulled at his lips, and he twisted the silver ring on his index finger.
“Fine. I’ll petrify the daisy if you tell me about this Kin.”
He pursed his lips.
“I’m waiting.”
“So am I.”
Jeez, he was so literal sometimes. “Do we have a deal?”
“Yes. Partially petrify, though.”
“Okay.” She rolled her shoulders and cracked her neck.
“Any time now.”
“If you’re in such a hurry, you do it.”
“Not my skill set.”
“What is your skill set?” she asked, unable to keep the hint of flirtation from her tone.
“Partially petrify it, and maybe you’ll find out.”
A spark of attraction shot through her, and she dragged her attention to the task at hand. She could do this. She was calm, focused. Just a pinprick of power.
Heat welled in her eyes. A little bit more. Just a beam, a narrow beam, right at the daisy.
Gage shifted, brushing her shoulder and sending a spark up her arm. The power burst from her eyes, and the daisy exploded in a shower of granite dust.
“Holy shit.” Gage jerked forward. “I said partially, not explosively. I didn’t know you could do that.”
“That makes two of us.” Morgan forced her power back. “So what about your skill set?”
“You were supposed to partially petrify and unpetrify it.” He tossed another daisy a few feet from her toes.
“Now I have to unpetrify, too? You’re changing the rules of the game.”
“My prerogative.”
“I’m not fond of rules.”
“I noticed,” he said, his voice low. “But if you want information, you have to play my game.”
“Maybe I’ll get my information elsewhere. I’m sure Lachlin would be happy to play a different game.” She let a hint of seduction into her tone, making her suggestion clear.
“Darling, that might be too much game for you.” His words were light, but the playfulness was gone. She’d hit a nerve.
“I’ve managed Eoin’s charm. I’m sure I can manage Lachlin’s.” But even as she said it, she wasn’t so sure. “Besides, we’ve already established he doesn’t charm his lovers.”
“If he knows it’s a game, consider it no holds barred. He doesn’t like to be played with.” Gage’s tone turned even darker than before.
“I’ll keep that in mind.” Interesting. Was Gage trying to protect her, his secret, or his team? And where did she fit in?
“Now prove you can control your powers and I’ll answer a question.”
“Whether I can control my powers or not, you’re still going to need to tell me about my mother and the Kin who killed her.”
“I know.” Gage twisted his ring again. “This Kin is extremely powerful, and only your powers can stop him.”
“And he wants me dead because of this?”
“I don’t know.” He shifted, his gaze locked on the flower by her feet. “His name is Ander. He’s the last unbound Djinn, and save for murdering your mother, he’s laid low since the last Kin war.”
“War?”
“Don’t think war is exclusively a human trait. In fact, some of us are probably guilty of encouraging it.”
“And speaking of guilt, how do we bring this Ander to justice?”
“We don’t. The Council doesn’t want to face off against a Djinn again, even just one, and I doubt he’ll want to face off against all of Kin kind. He’ll take a lot down with him, but inevitably he’ll go down. If he’s smart, he’ll continue to lie low like he has been.”
“Save that he murdered my bio-mom.”
“We never got solid proof he killed her.”
“So he didn’t kill her?”
“I’m pretty sure he did. I just can’t prove it.” Gage leaned his head back and stared at the ceiling. “There’s a status quo to the peace, at the moment. No one wants to go back to what it was before. Too many Kin died for the sake of power. Medusa’s line was almost completely destroyed.”
“So we have the Kin version of the Cold War, and no one’s willing to find proof to go after a murderer.”
“I didn’t say no one was willing to find proof. I said we didn’t have any.” Gage shoved up to his feet. “Keep working on the flower.”
“Gage—”
“The Kin are complicated. Even with the glimpse you’ve gotten, you should realize that. Work on the flower.”
With that, their conversation was over, and she wasn’t any closer to knowing the truth about her mom or Gage than she had been before. Yep, her day could get worse.
 



 
 
CHAPTER 8
 
 
Morgan pressed her palms to her eyes. She’d been staring at the damned flowers for hours, and her eyes burned — the sand-in-your-eyes burn as well as the fire-of-her-powers burn. Even though she’d told Gage she’d need answers whether she managed to control her powers or not, she still wanted control. And more control than just keeping it back.
Randy had swatted her gun out of her hand like it had been a toy, and with his greater weight and enormous strength, she’d been helpless. She’d been next to helpless against magic from Trina the spellweaver and Eoin with his seductive charm, and she never wanted to experience that again. If she was supposed to be one of the most dangerous Kin around, she needed to start taking control of that.
She brushed her palms up into her wild hair and focused her gaze on the stargazer lily a few inches from her boots, nestled in a pile of granite dust — the remains of most of the flowers from the vase. The fire in her face stuttered, hot flashes smacking across her cheeks and forehead.
Come on. Focus.
The inferno stuttered again, evened out, then blasted from her eyes.
Shit.
It slammed into the flower. She struggled to yank it back, thin it out, narrow the beam… She had no idea what she was doing. She couldn’t ‘see’ anything, only feel that it was a wide, wild blast of power.
The lily’s petals turned gray. A hairline fissure cracked through the stem, and the edge of one petal snapped off.
Shit. Shit. Shit.
She wrenched her eyes closed. Her power beat against her lids. Goddamn it, she could control this.
The fire roared within her in response.
She gritted her teeth and growled out a breath. Control. This was her power. She was in charge of it. It didn’t matter that there wasn’t anyone around who could completely understand what she was going through and could talk her through this. This was who she was, and it wasn’t going to control her. She was going to control it.
The fire in her face ebbed. She couldn’t imagine going through this as a teenager. Emotions, thoughts, everything had changed so much when she’d become a teen. Her parents had made it clear from the beginning she’d been adopted, so there had never been that shock of learning that her parents weren’t her real parents, but the need to move, the desire to take action had kicked in along with the need to be alone.
She’d been heavily into sports prior to that and had dropped out of every team. Her parents, everyone had believed it was a teen thing, but now that she thought about it, it was probably a gorgon thing as well. The only sport she’d kept was distance running. It fulfilled the desire to move and, more importantly, to do it alone.
If every Kin had a pre-power period where things started to go sideways, then how much of Randy’s crime was Randy, and how much was the turmoil of becoming full Kin?
She’d heard some people talk about going through puberty as a type of temporary insanity. Being Kin — at least from her experience — magnified that. Frost giants were more aggressive, more angry than the average Joe. Randy had to be constantly battling a rage he didn’t understand.
Which didn’t excuse his crimes, but perhaps explained them just a little more. It still, however, didn’t help her catch him, although if her theory was correct, it did rule out Gage’s belief that the Devil Riders and Stroud were connected.
But it was all just theory, and none of this helped her control her own power.
She sagged back against the wall and cracked her eyes open. The lily still lay at her feet. Half of the top petal had broken off and lay beside it in the dust, and the crack in the stem had deepened but not cut all the way through. This was a first. Every time before, her power had run its course and turned the flower to dust, either slowly or explosively.
She leaned closer. Gage had said partially petrify and then unpetrify. She needed to turn it back to normal.
How the hell was she going to do that? Of course, she didn’t really know how she turned anything to stone, either.
A hint of fire licked across her eyes, and a trickle slid out. The flower’s stem cracked and turned to dust.
Not the direction she wanted.
Another trickle slid out, and she yanked it back.
She was too tired for this. She couldn’t concentrate, and really, she needed to be thinking about how to catch Randy. There was no way her powers were going to be reliable by the time they caught him… if they caught him. She was just going to have to keep her distance, ensure Kate kept her distance, and hope Gage and the others knew how to deal with Randy.
But boy, would it be nice to not have to worry about killing someone just by looking at them.
Another stream of fire slid out. Cracks ticked through the lily’s petals, so small she couldn’t see them, only hear them like a sudden frost growing across glass.
She blew out a breath but didn’t pull the power back. If it was going to run its course, just let it. She was too tired to care.
Tick. Tick. Tick.
The flower paled even more, as if it hadn’t been fully stone before. Her power eased, a steady stream, the warmth almost comforting if she didn’t think about what it was doing to a living thing. Just for this moment, while she was safe in the practice room, she could let go. She was tired of fighting it. Right now, it could do what it wanted.
The heat across her cheeks softened. The biting inferno turned warm, soothing, comfortable, and what remained of the lily seemed to soften.
She must be really tired. Now she was seeing things.
A hint of pink bled through the gray.
The frost-like snapping had stopped. She wasn’t sure when. More pink colored the petals, and yellow edged the stamens. The dark spots, like leopard print trailing toward the lily’s heart, turned brown.
The warmth in her eyes eased, leaving her face glowing as if kissed by late summer sun. She inched closer to the flower. It looked real — with a mangled stem and tattered petals — but it didn’t look like stone.
She poked a petal. It didn’t shatter. It flexed like a living flower.
She’d done it.
Somehow she’d turned the flower to stone and then turned it back. And if she wasn’t so tired, she’d run upstairs and tell Gage.
Her phone chirped the Hawaii Five-0 theme song. Kate was calling.
“Hey,” Morgan said.
“Hey, you. I need coffee, or a brain transplant, preferably both.”
“Well, the best I can do is coffee.” Morgan didn’t want to go out. She didn’t really want to get up and leave the practice room, either. But there was still a fugitive on the run, and Kate wouldn’t stop working until every possible lead dried up. And while she might not be Kate’s partner anymore, they were still best friends.
“You sure brain transplant isn’t a part of your new skill set?”
“Explosive petrification, yes. Brain transplants, no.”
“I guess I’ll have to settle for coffee.”
Morgan pushed up to her feet. “On the side of good news, though, I may have a lead on the key.”
“Really? How’d you find it?”
Morgan glanced at the cut on her finger. It had scabbed over. Guess it hadn’t been as deep as she’d thought. “It kind of found me.”
“That’s starting to become the story of your life,” Kate said.
“I don’t need a reminder of that.”
“Let me know if it comes with another hot guy. Two is more than you can handle. A third would be impossible. As your friend, it’s my responsibility to ease your burden.”
“If my two weren’t so dangerous, you could have them. Both of them.”
“You don’t really mean that.”
Unfortunately, she really didn’t.
 
* * *
 
Kate lived on the second floor of an eight-story, brown-bricked apartment building. The 1950’s structure sat on the edge of the business district and Old Town on a street with half a dozen matching buildings. Her windows overlooked the football field of a high school. Morgan couldn’t imagine spending every day constantly being reminded of high school, as much as she and Kate had had some fun times there.
It was just after five in the morning, and the coffee machine had burbled and hissed, announcing it had finished brewing. Kate grabbed two mugs from her cupboard and filled them.
“So our immediate problem…” Kate doctored her coffee with cream and sugar and sat at her rickety kitchen table, taking the chair with the one slightly short leg.
“Randy Boyson.” Morgan sat in the ‘good’ chair across from her. “He’s got to be out of town by now.”
“Except we’ve had men on all the major routes out of town: the highways, the bus stop, the train station, and the airport.”
“All the usual suspects.” Morgan rubbed her eyes. They felt grittier than ever, and an ache throbbed across her forehead. “And all the usual holes in our net.”
“Yep.”
“Can’t cover even half of the back roads.” The urge to move, even though she was exhausted, wormed through her. Coffee in hand, she stood and paced from the galley kitchen to the living room window, unable to fight her gorgon-self right now. “I just— I don’t know. I feel like he’s still got unfinished business.”
“He’s got cash, more if he’s managed to pawn the jewelry from the safe already without our noticing, and revenge. Now he needs to escape.”
Morgan propped her sunglasses on her head. Outside, one weak orange streetlight glowed in defiance against the dark sky, lighting a path on the far side of the field. “Yeah, but I don’t think he’s thinking straight. He’s young, he’s about average intelligence, but I think he’s being controlled by really primal emotions.”
“And I reiterate, he’s grabbed cash to run and has taken revenge on the friend who betrayed him.”
“When I saw him at Brandon’s, he was still hanging around. If he was just out for revenge, why didn’t he start running as soon as Brandon was dead? There’s got to be something keeping him here.” God, she felt as weak and small and useless as the streetlight. Her instincts screamed Randy wasn’t thinking straight. Straight enough to organize theft and revenge, but something else was affecting him.
“Okay, so let’s assume there is something keeping him here. What could it be?”
“Gage thinks all this is connected to his father, Stroud, and the Kin.”
“What do you think?”
“I think Kin might be right, but I’m not sure Stroud is involved. Randy has got to be battling the primal instincts of a fully developed frost giant now. If the pre-Kin emotions incited him to commit murder, what will the full Kin state make him do?” Morgan rubbed her face. “Why can’t I figure this out?”
“Because you know next to nothing about being Kin.”
Probably, but she couldn’t help but feel that maybe if she wasn’t so tired, she’d be able to see the answers. “Did Carol say anything about the attack?”
“No. She was pretty out of it when she woke and could only remember bits and pieces. Nothing solid.”
Well, that didn’t help. “Did Randy give an explanation for murdering Howard Cho?” Maybe they needed to go farther back, to when it all started, to figure out what Randy was after.
Kate slid the case file from the center of the table toward her and flipped it open. “Not really. His story kept changing from wanting money to how Howard deserved it to just because, and everything in between.”
“So everyone assumed it was a burglary gone wrong and the rest was rambling?” Morgan shifted. The kitchen light behind her caught the window, turning it into a mirror. She’d retied her ponytail after Kate had called but the most persistent locks had already broken free. That softness only accentuated the sharp lines of her face.
“Well, if he is running on instinct, what’s more primal than fleeing or revenge?”
Morgan dragged her attention away from her reflection and slid her sunglasses back into place. There was only one thing she knew of that was stronger than flight or fight, and she was pretty sure Kin felt it, too. “What about love?”
“Love? With who?”
“There’s only one person all of his crimes have in common. Lisa Cho.” The image of Randy happy, hugging Lisa in the prom picture, flashed into Morgan’s mind. So, too, did the fact that Lisa had been between Randy and Brandon. “He’d said Howard Cho deserved it.”
“Among other things.”
“What if he thought Lisa was in danger somehow from her father?”
“But there’s nothing to indicate that was the case,” Kate said.
“Yes, but frost giants are aggressive. Randy’s Kin nature was just starting to manifest. It could have twisted the littlest incident into an attack on Lisa.”
“Could it really?”
“I locked myself in my apartment for four months and worked out like crazy. I thought I was insane, and I couldn’t sit still.”
“You’ve always had trouble with that,” Kate said.
“And it’s gotten worse.”
“Really? Hadn’t noticed.” Kate raised an eyebrow, and Morgan realized she was halfway across the living room and headed back to the kitchen. She hadn’t even noticed she was pacing.
“Jeez. When did I start—? Never mind. This just proves Randy might not have noticed he was becoming angrier. If he thought Lisa needed protecting, his anger would have seemed appropriate.”
“So let’s say you’re right. He suddenly discovers he has superpowers—”
“For lack of a better word.” Gage’s encyclopedia would have called it magic or Kin ability.
“He has powers, sees his opportunity to break free, and what? Goes to Carol Cho to find out where Lisa is?”
“Exactly. He forces Carol to talk, and she tells him Lisa has moved in with Brandon.”
Kate sat forward. “Of course. Now his friend has betrayed him twice. He turned Randy in to the police and took his girl. Randy grabs the money and jewelry that he knows is in the Chos’ safe, so he and Lisa will have funds while they’re on the lam together.”
“Then he goes to Brandon’s to ‘rescue’ Lisa, only to discover Lisa isn’t there.”
“He gets angry, they fight, he murders Brandon, and then tries to stick around and wait for Lisa, but you show up.”
“Stroud Boyson had nothing to do with this. Which leaves us the question, where’s Lisa Cho now?” If Morgan was right, Randy would go after Lisa, and that would be their chance to catch him.
 



 
 
CHAPTER 9
 
 
A quick call to the marshals’ office confirmed Lisa Cho had gone to the hospital to be with her mother. Yes, a uniformed officer was stationed at Carol’s room, and no, Ed wasn’t going to send a team. Randy had taken revenge and money and was likely six hours out of town by now. The marshals were stretched too thin to have a team sitting around the hospital in hopes their fugitive would just walk in.
Morgan couldn’t fault Ed’s logic. Until there was solid evidence that Randy was after Lisa, the theory was just that, a theory.
She contemplated updating Gage, but she would run into the same problem, and this theory had nothing to do with the Kin. Even if she was certain Stroud Boyson and the Devil Riders had nothing to do with Randy, she had no way of proving it.
Better to wait for evidence before wasting everyone’s time, as much as she really wanted the cavalry to be there.
Morgan and Kate arrived at the hospital and took the stairs to Carol’s room on the third floor. Morgan hadn’t had the patience to wait for the elevator, and as a good friend, Kate had obliged her.
“So I have a question.” Kate yanked open the fire door in the stairwell, and they strode into the gleaming hospital hall. “Our guy is super-strong and can freeze things with his touch. How are we going to apprehend him?”
“Particularly since we have no backup?” There were really only two options. The first seemed impossible: convince Randy to give himself up. The second she didn’t like: kill him. “I’m working on it.”
“Handcuffs won’t hold him. They didn’t hold him in the corrections’ van.”
“I said I’m working on it.” Really, their only option was to keep him busy long enough to call for help and for it to arrive. Well, there was a third option: use her abilities and partially petrify him, but she’d only managed that once, and the flower hadn’t gone through the process unscathed.
“Will bullets even hurt him?”
“I think so.” Of course, they hadn’t done much against any of the ogres Morgan had encountered, and she really had no idea if bullets would hurt giants. The only thing she knew for certain was that a bullet to the head would kill him.
Kate reached for her sidearm. “I’m not sure I like that our only option is shooting this kid.”
“Then we’ll have to convince him to give up.”
“And how are you planning to do that?”
“I’ll think of something.” Morgan tried to flash a smile, but from Kate’s expression, it came out more like a grimace. “I will. I always do.”
“Well, let’s do it before anyone else gets killed.”
They approached the final corner. Instinct slid Morgan’s hand to the grip of her gun. A hint of fire licked around her eyes. She could do this. Before she’d gone on medical leave, she’d been good at this. They’d find a way to apprehend Randy. Maybe Gage had some special frost giant capturing spell or something — she couldn’t believe she’d just thought that. Besides, there was no guarantee Randy was even after Lisa.
Morgan slowed and peeked around the corner. The hall was empty, and that included a missing police officer, who was supposed to be on duty at Carol’s door.
Morgan’s heart stuttered then kicked into steady, determined beats. “The officer is gone.”
“Coffee break?” Kate asked. It had happened before, but wasn’t likely, particularly given that they suspected Carol had been attacked by a murderer who was still on the loose. For all they knew, Randy could come back to finish the job.
Morgan reached for her phone, but stopped. They still had no proof. Gage wouldn’t come running unless she had real hard evidence.
Someone in the room screamed, high-pitched and terrified.
Kate raced for the door. Morgan drew her gun and followed, fire caressing her cheeks and forehead.
Kate grabbed the door handle and met Morgan’s gaze. Ready? Ready.
Something clattered, bright and loud like steel, against the floor. A deep masculine voice yelled something. Morgan couldn’t make out his words, and the feminine scream came again.
Kate threw the door open, and Morgan stepped through the doorway and to the side to give Kate room.
“Randal Boyson,” Kate said.
Randy jerked around to face them. He stood at the end of the hospital bed, frozen mist pouring from his mouth and nostrils, his chest heaving, his face flushed. The officer lay unconscious just inside the door, and Carol and Lisa huddled in the corner behind a chair, clutching each other.
“Give up, Randy.” Kate widened her stance, her gun trained on him.
“It’s not supposed to be this way,” he growled.
“What way is it supposed to be?” Kate asked.
Morgan inched deeper into the room along the wall. If she could get past him, she could get between him and Carol and Lisa.
“It’s not—” Mist spewed from his nostrils. He shook his head; his blond dreadlocks, heavy with ice, clattered against each other. Chips broke free and rattled to the floor. “It’s not right. This isn’t. I want—”
Morgan shifted a little more. Now she stood in line with him. Carol and Lisa sobbed in the corner.
“What do you want, Randy?” Kate asked.
“I want—” More mist billowed around him. He roared and swiped at his crystallized breath. “Just stop!”
Lisa screamed. Randy leapt toward her.
Shit. No clear shot.
Morgan holstered her gun and threw herself at him, shouldering him into the wall before he could grab either woman. Randy shoved her back, slamming her into the wall with an enormous force. Her breath burst from her lungs, and the world stood still for a second. Pain beat through her numb body. Randy reached for her, but Kate grabbed his arm and wrenched him around.
With a growl, he grabbed Kate’s neck, his massive hand covering her throat and up her cheeks. Ice crackled over her skin, drawing a scream. She grabbed his wrist, but his hand was too big for her to get the wrist lock.
Morgan threw her arm around his neck, squeezing her biceps and wrist against his carotid arteries. Freezing mist clouded their heads. Randy grabbed the back of Morgan’s jacket and yanked. Pain bit her armpits, and something in her jacket ripped, but she kept the hold.
Kate jammed her thumb in the nerve just under his elbow and wrenched on his wrist. Randy jerked his hand back, heaving Kate forward. She stumbled, and he slammed his fist into her face. Her head snapped back, and she crumpled to the floor.
Randy staggered forward, grasping and twisting, trying to shake Morgan loose. She squeezed tighter. Fire beat across her face. The frost from his breath stung her cheeks.
He wrenched around and slammed back into the wall, his weight pounding against Morgan. Her body went numb. Her grip weakened. He twisted, grabbing her arm and breaking her hold on him. She fought to regain it, but he seized her jacket and hurled her across the room.
She crashed into the floor, slid out the door, and careened into the wall on the far side of the hall. Pain shot through her chest. She couldn’t catch her breath. Fire raced across her eyes and cheeks.
Not the option she wanted.
Randy rushed at her. She drew her gun and fired. He jerked to the side. The bullet slammed into his biceps. With a howl, he seized the front of her jacket, hauled her up, and pounded her back into the floor.
More pain snapped through her chest. Her breath vanished. There was nothing to expel, and she couldn’t make herself draw in any air. Her head ricocheted off the floor, and the fluorescent light above her twisted out of focus. Fire roared through her, pouring into her eyes, threatening to explode in petrifying, destructive certainty everything she looked at.
She struggled to blink it back, draw breath, focus, anything.
Randy shoved a meaty palm against her cheek, forcing her head to the side. His frozen touch seared her skin. Ice shattered from his hair, stinging her face. The fire in her eyes snapped, roaring through her sunglasses. It hit a gurney a few feet away, and it exploded into stone powder.
Randy gasped and slammed her head against the floor again. The hall spiraled and darkened. He wrenched her gun from her fingers and tossed it aside. His massive weight on her chest vanished, and she fought to bring the hall back into focus. Through the door, the hospital room tilted. Randy grabbed Lisa’s arm and hauled her up. The girl screamed. Carol yelled.
Morgan pulled her body around, getting her hands and knees under her. The hall blackened. More screams. The fire of her powers beat across her face, and the frost burn on her cheek and hand had gone numb.
“Just listen,” Randy growled.
Her vision flickered back into focus.
“Just listen,” Randy said again, yanking Lisa out the door into the hall.
“Randy, stop.” Morgan shoved up to her knees. Fire poured into her eyes. She fought to keep her powers in control.
“I won’t go back.”
Lisa twisted in his grasp, tears streaming down her cheeks.
“We can work this out.” It was a stupid thing to say, but Morgan had to keep him in the hospital, had to call Gage for backup.
“No. We can’t. You don’t understand.”
Lisa clawed at his hand. “Randy.”
“Let me think,” he said.
“Yes. Let’s just think about this,” Morgan said.
“Randy, please.”
“No. I need to think.” The air in the hall snapped with cold. A flash freeze swept across the floor around his feet. “No. Stop.”
“Please,” Lisa sobbed.
“Let. Me. Think.” He slapped her across the face, and she went limp.
Shit. Morgan staggered to her feet. “Randy, let’s work this out.”
“No.” He tossed Lisa onto his shoulder and bolted down the hall.
Morgan staggered after him, hit the ice on the floor, and slammed face-first into the linoleum.
 



 
 
CHAPTER 10
 
 
Morgan jerked awake. Kate stood in the doorway to Carol’s hospital room, and behind her, Carol sobbed and trembled in the corner.
“How long was I out?” Ice still covered the floor beneath Morgan. It couldn’t have been that long. She staggered to her feet, clutching the wall to keep her balance.
A nurse rushed toward them, slipped on the ice, and hit the floor. An orderly scrambled to help her.
“You were unconscious?” Kate asked.
“And so were you.”
“Well, I was waking up when Randy grabbed Lisa just before you face-planted into the floor.” Kate holstered her gun. “Is that ice?”
“Looks like he can also make a flash freeze.”
“Just wonderful.”
Three more nurses slid toward them. The closest one, a willowy black woman with short, tight curls, reached for Morgan.
She batted the nurse’s hands away. “Help Mrs. Cho.”
“But,” the nurse said, her gaze locked on the frost burns on Morgan’s face.
“I haven’t got the time.”
All three nurses opened their mouths to argue.
Morgan glared at them. Their eyes flashed wide, their faces paled, and they scrambled into the room.
“All right. Regroup. Randy has Lisa.” A pounding started behind Morgan’s eyes.
Kate pushed away another nurse, turning the woman toward Carol, and stepped into the hall. “Yay us for being right. Now how do we find him again?” She pressed her arm to her side as if it hurt to breathe. She’d need medical attention sooner rather than later, but there was no way Morgan was going to be able to convince her of that until they’d apprehended Randy even if they were in a hospital. Lisa was in immediate danger. That came first.
“You said you couldn’t get ahold of Lisa to tell her about her mother. Was that a cell phone number?”
“What do you think the odds are that Lisa’s phone is on now?” Kate reached for her phone. That was the procedure. Call in backup, pray Lisa’s phone was still on, and get a GPS lock on it. But Randy would destroy any human who got in his way, even if he didn’t mean to.
“Stop.”
“Excuse me?” Ed’s phone rang through Kate’s speaker.
“You can’t bring Ed in on this. It has to be Gage.”
“This is not the FBI’s collar.”
“Do you really think anything Ed throws at Randy will stop him? I shot him. He didn’t even stumble.”
“Waters,” their boss said over the phone.
Kate pressed the phone to her chest. “You shot him?”
“The marshals can’t help us.” Morgan hated to say it. It felt like betraying her family, but she couldn’t let them face Randy, knowing what she now knew. Morgan pulled out her phone. “Tell him Randy was here, but ran off.”
“I can’t lie to him.”
“That isn’t a lie.” It just wasn’t the whole truth. She turned her back on Kate and dialed Rika’s number.
“Goddess of all things knowable,” Rika said.
“Tell me that knowledge of yours can get me a GPS lock on a phone right now.”
“I am a goddess.”
Please let Lisa’s phone be on. “Randal Boyson has Lisa Cho.”
“Are you all right?” Rika asked. A flurry of taps clicked over the line.
“All right enough.”
The taps stopped. “Looks like Boyson is traveling south on Richardson Drive.”
“Why would he be on Richardson? Where is he going?” If he wanted to get out of town, the fastest way would be east to the expressway or north to the back roads.
“Richardson is half a dozen blocks from the house where Howard Cho was murdered,” Kate said, pocketing her phone and stepping close.
Morgan hit the speaker button.
“He just turned onto Selkirk,” Rika said.
“He has to be taking Lisa home, back to where it started.” Kate pressed her arm to her side again. “It’s crazy. I don’t know why he wouldn’t just run.”
“Because that’s where he first professed his love to Lisa. Not in words, but in actions.” Crazy didn’t have to make sense. Randy was being ruled by a Kin nature he hadn’t even known he had. Morgan could relate. “Rika, tell Gage he’s going to the Chos’ house.”
“Gage is on the other side of town still working on the Devil Riders lead. It’ll take him twenty minutes to get there even with his driving.”
“We can’t leave Lisa alone with Randy for that long. If she rejects him, he could lose his temper and kill her.”
“And you can’t face Randal by yourself,” Rika said.
“Well, we can’t wait for Gage. Tell him to hurry.” Morgan hung up and scanned the hall for her gun. It lay in the granite dust of the destroyed gurney.
“I’m going to hate this plan, aren’t I?”
“We just need to keep him distracted until Gage gets there.”
“Sure. No problem.” Kate shrugged and winced. “Better us than Ed and the rest of the team, right?”
Morgan grabbed her gun. “Absolutely. It’ll be easy.”
 
* * *
 
Morgan parked up the street from the Chos’ house. She didn’t want to alert Randy to their presence until absolutely necessary, and that would hopefully be when Gage and the others arrived. The house sat back from the street on a double-sized lot with three towering maples standing sentinel. Multiple gables made the roof a jagged shadow, and a large front porch wrapped around the front and both sides. The house wasn’t half the size of Gage’s mansion, but it was still a stately example of Victorian wealth in the city. Morgan didn’t think she would have continued living in a house where her husband had been brutally murdered, but she could understand Carol’s reluctance to leave such a beautiful home.
Pale light glowed from one of the four front windows and through the stained-glass front door. It wasn’t enough for Randy and Lisa to be in the front room. All four of the living room windows would be bright if that was the case. No, it probably came from a room down the hall, likely the kitchen.
“He has clear line of sight over the front yard,” Kate said, her voice low.
“Yep.” If Morgan was wrong about Randy’s location, he’d be able to see them coming if they approached from the driveway. “But we need to get eyes on Lisa. Make sure she’s all right.”
The neighboring houses sat on double lots as well, but the closest one had a four-foot high hedge separating the yards between the two houses.
“All right. The hedge is the most cover we’re going to get. I think he’s actually in the back, probably the kitchen from the way the light is shining through the front window.”
“That would be my guess, too.”
Morgan checked to ensure her sunglasses were still secure in her hair, in case she needed them, and slipped out of the Jeep. They drew their guns and rushed up the far side of the neighbor’s property, keeping as far away from the Chos’ house as possible until they had the cover of the hedge.
No movement from the house, and the darkness remained quiet, too.
Good.
They dashed around the hedge, across the lawn to the side of the house, and crouched against the front of the porch.
Silence.
Randy didn’t come roaring out, and Lisa didn’t start screaming inside.
Morgan glanced through the railing onto the porch. They were just past the curve from the front. A set of stairs sat a few feet away, leading to a narrow side door. The hint of light they’d seen from the street didn’t glimmer from any of the windows at this angle. Randy had to be in a room down the hall.
Morgan caught Kate’s gaze. This was it. Kate was ready, her gun held securely in the standard double grip.
They’d done this numerous times before. Well, not this, exactly. Not for a frost giant and not with backup at least ten minutes out. They hadn’t done well during their first encounter with Randy, and their odds weren’t any better now.
Maybe Randy would be fine, and all they had to do was monitor him and ensure Lisa’s safety until Gage arrived. And really, they had no other choice unless they wanted to kill Randy.
“You’ve got the better chance of making a connection with him,” Kate said, her voice low. “Because you’re… you know.”
“A freak just like him.” But that wasn’t what Kate had meant. Sure, Morgan was a freak… Kin, but she also hadn’t had any idea what she was and what all of that meant. Just like Randy.
“I didn’t mean—”
“It’s all right. I’m the partner who deals with the monsters. It’s our thing.”
A hint of a smile pulled at Kate’s lips. “It is our thing.”
“If this goes south, a head shot is the only thing that’s guaranteed to take him down.” At least it was the only thing that took the ogres down. Morgan really should have taken the time to re-read the entry on frost giants in the encyclopedia.
“You couldn’t have told me that back in the car?”
“I’m hoping it won’t come to that.” Morgan scurried up the stairs to the side door.
The wood groaned under her feet. She froze, her senses straining. No sound from the house. No movement in the dark room inside.
Sweat slicked her palms, chilling in the pre-dawn breeze. Her ribs ached. So did her head, and fire licked at her eyes. Kate was a few steps back — Morgan didn’t have to look to know.
She’d done this before and could handle everything, including her powers. She shoved them back and inched to the door.
It was locked.
Morgan tried again. Maybe it was just stuck.
“I think it’s locked,” Kate said.
“I suppose I shouldn’t have hoped every door in the house would be unlocked. Got your picks?”
“Of course I do.” Kate holstered her gun and pulled out her department-issued lock picks. Morgan eased out of the way, keeping her attention on the shadows inside the house. Still quiet.
The lock clicked, and Kate cracked the door open. Morgan stepped into the entrance, a side hall with the left wall mostly open to a dining room. At the end, where the light was the brightest, the floor changed from dark hardwood to black and white tile, adding more evidence to Morgan’s guess that it was a kitchen.
She crept down the hall, her teeth gritted against her racing pulse and the fire in her eyes. The floor creaked. She froze.
Still no sound.
No, that wasn’t right. There was something soft, at the edge of her hearing. Sobs? Sniffling?
“Lisa,” a soft voice said, the tone a deep bass. “Please. You have to understand.”
“I don’t understand anything.”
Morgan inched closer. A few more feet, and she’d be at the entrance to the kitchen.
“I did this for you.”
“For me?” Lisa asked, her voice pinched.
“All of it.”
One more step. Morgan eased to the arch’s edge and peered in. It was indeed a kitchen. Lisa sat on a simple wooden chair on the far side, at the end of a long butcher’s block table. She hunched in on herself, her shoulders shaking with sobs, her long hair trembling around her head, hiding her face.
Randy stood beside her. He ran a hand over his wild blond dreadlocks and knelt. “You’re safe now. It’ll be all right.”
Lisa hiccupped a sob. “How am I safe? How is any of this all right?”
“I’ll protect you.”
“Protect me?” Lisa jerked her head up; her eyes were red and her face blotchy. “You murdered my father and Brandon. You hurt my mother.”
Randy reached for her. “You need protecting.”
She wrenched back. “From you!”
Ah, shit. From one second to the next, Lisa had just escalated the situation.
Randy growled, and Lisa scrambled from the chair. He seized her arm and yanked her close. She screamed. Mist curled from Randy’s nose and mouth.
Morgan stepped fully into the kitchen. “Hi, Randy.”
His attention jumped to Morgan, away from Lisa. Good. Next steps: de-escalate the situation and get him to release Lisa’s arm.
“This is none of your business,” Randy roared. Mist billowed around his head, and ice snapped on the tiles around his feet. His eyes widened, and more mist poured around his face. God, the kid was terrified of himself.
Lisa whimpered, and Randy trembled.
Hostage negotiation basics flashed through Morgan’s mind: stay calm and create a rapport. And nothing put more distance between two people than a gun.
She lowered her weapon to her side. Heat billowed around her eyes as if in compensation. She sucked it back and focused on Randy. “I’m Morgan, and I’m with the U.S. Marshals.”
“You’re one of them,” Randy said.
Them had to be Kin.
“And yes, I’m one of them. Half, actually.” The fire flickered.
Randy jerked back. Lisa moaned, clutching at Randy’s hand around her forearm.
Morgan had no idea what he saw, but something had to have informed him that her powers were manifesting. She slid her sunglasses down and concentrated on controlling her abilities. “I’m new to being one of them, too. The sunglasses help control it. Can you let Lisa go so we can talk about it?”
Randy pulled Lisa close. “She needs to understand.”
Lisa’s teeth chattered, and blue edged her lips.
“We can help her understand. But I think she’s cold.”
He slid his gaze to Lisa, pain and desire in his eyes. Everything he’d done, he had done for her. Whether his frost giant nature had fully compelled him or not, his feelings for her were clear.
“Please,” Lisa gasped.
“But we’re supposed to be together.”
“She’s cold. Offer her the chair, and then we can help her understand.”
He pursed his lips. More ice crackled across the floor.
Tears spilled down Lisa’s cheeks. His touch was burning her. Morgan needed to get him to calm down and control his powers before he shattered her flesh as he had the roof of the correctional facility’s van.
Her powers licked around her eyes. Jeez, she needed to stay calm, too. “I need you to take a deep breath and let Lisa sit. Your touch is giving her frostbite.”
His gaze locked on her wrist where he held her. “Her shirt will protect her.”
“I’m sure it’s still really cold. Releasing her arm doesn’t mean you’re letting her go. Why don’t we all sit at the table and talk?” It was easier when the fugitives were running and Morgan could tackle and slap handcuffs on them.
Randy’s gaze leapt to the chairs at the table then back to Morgan.
“I want to help you.” She couldn’t be more sincere. It was difficult enough for her, coming into her Kin abilities as an adult. She couldn’t imagine doing it as a confused, hormonal teenager.
“Okay.” He grabbed another chair, pushed it beside the first one, and tugged Lisa down.
Morgan pulled out the chair closest to her and sat, positioning herself away from the table in case she needed to get to Randy in a hurry. In an ideal world, she wouldn’t have sat and there would be a tactical team to protect her and Lisa, but standing would look too aggressive.
In an ideal world, she and Randy would be normal and wouldn’t have to deal with their crazy Kin natures. But the world wasn’t ideal, and she still had to get Randy to let go of Lisa’s arm.
“Lisa is going to sit right there, aren’t you, Lisa?”
Lisa sniffed and nodded.
“She’s not going anywhere, Randy. Release her arm, help make her comfortable.”
“I’m not going anywhere,” Lisa said. “Promise.”
“Promise?” Randy asked. “You made promises at prom, too.”
“I— I kept those,” Lisa said in a tiny voice.
“No, you didn’t.” Mist poured around Randy. “You moved in with Brandon.”
“You killed my dad.”
Randy jerked to his feet. “He was hurting you.” Ice snapped over the kitchen table.
“Randy.” Morgan had to regain control. “Your abilities are triggered by your emotions. Look at the table.”
His gaze jumped to the table.
“I’m not sure Lisa’s shirt is protecting her. I know you don’t want to hurt her.”
“I don’t.” Randy sagged back into the chair and released Lisa’s arm.
She tensed, as if she wanted to run. Morgan shook her head. If she bolted now, Randy’s instincts would kick in again, and he could lose what little control he had of his abilities. The girl trembled but stayed put, hugging her arm to her chest.
Thank goodness. Now to build a rapport and get Randy to completely release Lisa. “I’m new to all of this, too. My mom wasn’t around to tell me anything. How much do you know about them? About Kin?”
“Kin?” He drew out the word, as if rolling it across his tongue would make it make more sense. “They have a name?”
“Yes.”
“They’re monsters… we’re monsters?”
“Yes and no. It’s complicated.” Really complicated. “I only found out about all this a few weeks ago.”
Randy snorted, and mist burst from his nostrils. “Yeah, right.”
“I know. I’m probably the least qualified person to talk to you about this. Or maybe I’m the best person. It all started four months ago for me.” Build a rapport. Make a connection. All she had was her experience, and there was no guarantee sharing would get Randy to give himself up. And really, it didn’t matter so long as she stalled until Gage arrived. “I was working on a case.”
“With the marshals?” Randy asked.
“Yes. I chased after someone I shouldn’t have, without backup, and ran into an ambush.”
From the corner of her eye, Kate shifted. That had been a bad night for everyone.
“What happened?” Randy asked.
“I was losing the fight.” The scar above Morgan’s heart ached. Lost was more like it. If that man had plunged the knife a fraction lower and to the left, she would have been dead. “But then my Kin abilities, abilities I didn’t know I had, kicked in, and I hurt the man.” Killed him, actually, but she wasn’t going to burden Kate with that particular detail. Her friend knew too much already about Kin.
“You hurt him?” Randy leaned forward.
“Badly. I was angry and scared, and I had no idea what I really was. No one had told me. Because I didn’t come into my abilities when I was a teenager, everyone assumed I wasn’t Kin.”
“No one told me, either. I see monsters. I look in the mirror and see a monster. I need—” He glanced at Lisa. “I need you to understand. I need you to see me, who I was before. I get so scared, thinking about you being alone with all these monsters around.”
“My father wasn’t a monster,” Lisa said.
“He was a different kind of monster.”
“No, he—”
“I understand you want to protect Lisa,” Morgan said. She couldn’t let Lisa start another argument. “I know you really care about her.”
“I want her safe.”
“She can be. But I don’t want to lie to you. She can’t be safe with you until you learn about your abilities and how to control them.” Morgan held her breath. Here was hoping this hard truth didn’t send him over the edge again. She wasn’t going to mention that by tomorrow night, Lisa wouldn’t remember anything about Kin or Randy’s abilities.
Ice snapped across the table, once, twice, then stopped. “I’m not crazy.”
“No, you’re not.”
“I didn’t mean to hurt anyone.”
“I know you didn’t.” Neither had she. “Will you come with me?”
His gaze jumped to Lisa. She hugged herself, still trembling, her lips still blue.
“I just wanted to protect you,” he said.
She frowned, her teeth chattering.
Morgan held her breath. Please, don’t say anything stupid.
“I just—” Randy reached for her again, and Lisa jerked back.
“I know,” Lisa gasped out. “I know.”
Morgan stood and held out her hand. She didn’t know if Lisa really understood or not. And really, it didn’t matter. What mattered was getting Randy to let her go. “Come on, Randy.”
“Okay.”
Thank God.
Randy rose, reaching for Morgan’s hand.
A boom exploded through the house. The front door crashed open, ripped from its hinges, and clattered to the floor. A massive figure stood in the entrance, white smoke… no, mist billowing around his head. Ice raced across the floor and walls, and the temperature in the room dropped.
 



 
 
CHAPTER 11
 
 
Randy jerked away from Morgan and grabbed Lisa. Kate turned her gun on the figure and lengthened her stance. Ice licked over the ceiling.
“I’m taking the boy.” The figure in the doorway marched into the light. Stroud Boyson. Ice slicked his face and spiked from his shaved head like hair, and icicles hung from his goatee.
Fire roared over Morgan’s eyes and bled across her cheeks. “I can’t let you do that.”
“I’m not going anywhere with that monster.” Randy pressed Lisa behind him, shielding her with his body.
“I’m your father, boy.” Stroud’s hands clenched into fists. “And you’re coming with me.”
“You’re— No, you’re a monster,” Randy said.
Stroud growled. Mist poured around his head.
Morgan leveled her gun on him. “Back off, Stroud. This is the marshals’ business.”
“This isn’t marshals’ business, gorgon. It isn’t even Kin business. This is family.”
The temperature in the room dropped even more, the air stinging Morgan’s face and burning her nose and throat. Her breath clouded around her head. Lisa whimpered, and Randy squared his shoulders.
“And your gun isn’t going to stop me.” Stroud lunged at her.
Instinct kicked in. She pulled the trigger. Once, twice. The bullets slammed into his chest — center of mass like she’d been taught. He didn’t even stumble. Two more bangs roared through the kitchen. Kate’s gun. Her bullets hit his chest and shoulder.
Stroud stumbled for one step, roared, and threw himself at Morgan. She jerked out of the way, but he grabbed the front of her jacket and tossed her at Kate.
Kate twisted aside. Morgan crashed to the floor and slammed against the kitchen wall. Pain shot through her chest, and her powers leaked from her eyes through her glasses.
The floor turned gray. Shit. She yanked her powers back.
Stroud grabbed for Randy, but he shoved his father back.
“Leave us alone.” Mist poured around Randy’s head.
Stroud stiffened. “Us?”
“Just leave us alone,” Randy said.
Stroud’s eyes narrowed, and the muscle in his jaw twitched. “This is about the human?”
“I won’t let you hurt her.”
Kate jerked forward. Morgan grabbed her leg. “Don’t let him touch you.” Kate wouldn’t survive a fist fight with Stroud. Morgan was sure she wouldn’t, either. The fire beat against her will, threatening to explode.
“You’re coming with me.” Stroud lunged at Randy, seizing his arm. Randy twisted, and Stroud wrenched his son’s hand behind his back.
Lisa screamed and scrambled toward Morgan.
“Get her to safety.” Morgan staggered to her feet and pushed Lisa toward Kate.
Randy slammed his head back, skimming Stroud’s nose. He roared and shoved Randy into the counters behind them. The counters shattered, splinters flying through the air.
“Release him, Stroud,” Morgan said.
“Fuck you.” Stroud bashed Randy’s head into the wall. Randy sagged, and Stroud ripped a cupboard door free and whipped it at Morgan.
She jerked out of the way. The door crashed into the wall behind her, imbedding into the drywall.
Footsteps clattered from the front hall, and Gage raced into the kitchen. Darkness and power flooded around him, and his fire whip burst to life.
Stroud grabbed Randy and yanked him to the back door. He crashed through it, dragging Randy with him. Gage cracked his whip, but missed Stroud’s leg. They were getting away.
Morgan bolted after them, out the door, leaping down the five steps to a patio. Beyond lay a massive yard, cloaked in darkness. If they didn’t catch him now, they might not be able to find him again.
Stroud raced around a patio set, and Clayton’s enormous shadow stepped out from behind a tree. Stroud lowered his shoulder and barreled into him. Clayton stumbled, caught his balance, and grabbed for Stroud’s arm. The frost giant twisted away, shoving Randy at Clayton.
Gage’s whip flew past her, snagged Stroud’s leg, and toppled him to the ground. The frost giant seized a patio chair and hurled it at her and Gage.
She dove out of the way, twisting to roll on her good shoulder. The move knocked her sunglasses off. Her powers roared through her, down her chest, and across her face.
Stroud howled, and Morgan’s gaze jumped to him on instinct. A massive beam slammed out of her eyes into Stroud. In the pre-dawn light, it was impossible to tell if his face had turned gray, but he froze, one arm up at an awkward angle. She was petrifying him. She had to control it. Stop it. She couldn’t kill anyone else.
He whimpered.
God, no. Her heart pounded. Please stop. If she just concentrated hard enough.
His black jacket and dark jeans paled and turned gray.
She squeezed her eyes shut, but the power leaked from beneath her lashes. It would not be contained.
Something cracked.
Please, not again. She needed to be stronger, hold on tighter, but she trembled with the effort, her body screaming in agony. She had to be stronger than this. She had to—
No, she had to stay calm, control her emotions. The lily had unpetrified when she’d relaxed, trusted herself and her abilities. Let her powers run their course.
But if she let her powers run their course, she’d kill him. That’s what her powers did.
Except that wasn’t what they’d done with the lily.
And if she was wrong—
She eased her eyes open, keeping her focus on the ground. The toe of Gage’s boot stepped into sight. He crouched beside her, warmth radiating from his body.
“Morgan—”
“I know. Unpetrify him.” She didn’t want to kill Gage or anyone, and she’d never been good with faith before.
“Just relax,” Gage said, his tone soft.
“Easier said than done.” She sucked in a steadying breath. She had to believe and trust. Right now, Stroud was stone. Maybe not fully stone yet, but if she didn’t reverse it, she would kill him. She couldn’t make the situation worse. He was already dead. If only she actually believed that.
“You can do this.”
Please, God.
She drew in another breath. “Yes, I can.” She raised her gaze to Stroud and stopped fighting the fire in her face. If it was going to blast out, it was going to blast out.
Please, let this time be different.
Her powers billowed. She clenched.
No. Calm.
The force from her eyes softened. Just like before, it slid from her eyes, its warmth caressing her cheeks.
Stroud moaned.
A hint of panic rippled through her. She resisted the instinct to clench her teeth and fight it. The answer was calm. It had always been calm. Her emotions controlled her powers, just like Randy’s controlled his.
Stroud’s jacket turned black again. The warmth pouring from her eyes eased to a trickle. Stroud dropped his arm to his side and heaved in a ragged breath.
Morgan sagged back and dropped her gaze to the patio. She hadn’t killed him. She’d finally controlled her powers and hadn’t killed him. Thank goodness.
 



 
 
CHAPTER 12
 
 
Morgan ran her thumb over the silver key and the encircled flower engraved on it. The note that had been attached to it had said, “answers,” and the flower had materialized in her blood in her bathroom. The bathroom that had belonged to her biological mother before her.
Now she leaned against her borrowed SUV, soaking in the mid-afternoon sun, at Smart Storage. It was an old warehouse on the outskirts of town that had been converted into a storage facility and was at the address that had appeared in her fogged-up mirror.
It had taken everything she had not to grab Kate the moment Stroud and Randy had been taken into custody and check out the address. But she hadn’t wanted to make Gage suspicious, and she certainly didn’t want him to come along. She had no idea what she’d find. Whatever it was, she hoped it would explain why Gage had lied to her.
Kate and Gage — and probably Rika, too — had spent the rest of the morning dealing with the interdepartmental paperwork for the marshals and the FBI. Morgan had no idea what was going to happen to Stroud or Randy, but it had involved great swaths of paper filled out in triplicate.
For Randy’s sake, she hoped the Kin courts were compassionate. The young man hadn’t known what was going on, and he’d thought he was going crazy, something Morgan could fully relate with.
But before she could ask any questions, Hannah had whisked her to her room, tsking over ruining her hard healing work. Not a great situation, although if Hannah hadn’t stepped in, Morgan was sure she would have had to face Ed.
She didn’t want to contemplate whether he was still her boss. In reality, she already knew. She couldn’t stay with the marshals. She couldn’t risk getting into a fight and petrifying a runner. Her co-workers needed to have clear memories about how a suspect was apprehended. If the glamour affected people differently, variations might start appearing in reports, and that would jeopardize everyone’s jobs.
Kate’s Jeep rounded the corner and parked behind the SUV. She got out and pulled her blond hair back into a ponytail, ready for work. “Ready?”
“Hell, no.” Morgan pushed off from the SUV. “But I can’t pretend this isn’t my life now.” No more pretending. No more fooling herself. Things changed. That was just the way it was.
Kate’s expression darkened. “You’re giving Ed your resignation.”
“Am I that obvious?” But they were best friends. Kate knew Morgan’s expressions, and she could figure out the problems Morgan would cause if she stayed with the marshals.
“No, it makes sense. You work this situation from the inside, and I work it from the outside.” Kate shrugged and headed to the warehouse’s narrow front door. Morgan followed. “Ed gave you an ultimatum, but you can’t ignore this new development in your life.”
“Development. It sounds so normal when you say it that way.” Morgan opened the door.
Inside lay a small, dark foyer with a broken and stained linoleum floor. A staircase led up to the second and third stories, and just beyond the foyer, halls stretched left and right and straight ahead.
Kate pulled out her flashlight, and Morgan propped her sunglasses on her head. Half of the overhead fluorescent lights were dark, and the rest flickered, throwing the halls into an eerie twilight.
“The address on the mirror said 753 Moore Ave, 72. Best guess, 72 is the unit number.” But it was still just a guess. “Where do you think 72 is?” Morgan leaned into the hall on the left. Here was hoping the storage facility wasn’t numbered like the hospital had been.
Kate turned to the hall straight ahead. “The units on this side are 51 and 100. I’m thinking this way.”
“Sure. Worst case, we do a hall-by-hall search.”
They headed down the hall lined with identical gray garage doors. Just before the end, by a large loading dock and a rickety-looking freight elevator, sat 72. A black smudge streaked across the door. Halfway up on the left, a latch had been bolted to the door, and a padlock secured it to a ring in the cinder block wall.
Morgan reached for the lock. Sweat slicked her palms. This was it… or was it? She had no idea who’d sent her the key. She assumed it was somehow from her mother, her dead mother. Now that Morgan was here, she wasn’t so sure.
All she knew was that somehow, the key promised answers.
Turning back wasn’t really an option.
“Let’s find some answers.” She slid the key into the lock. It clicked open.
Fire licked across her eyes, and she ignored it. Yep, she was just a little stressed at the moment, and there was still a risk she’d turn someone to stone, even if early this morning she’d proven she could control her powers.
She shoved the garage door up. The fluorescent light above them went out, throwing the unit and hall into darkness.
Kate’s flashlight danced over a corkboard with a picture of Morgan and several pieces of legal-sized white paper on it.
The overhead light flickered back on.
Hundreds of pictures of Morgan stared back, candid shots of Morgan at work, at home, with Kate, over many years. High school graduation. Dates with boyfriends. Dressed up, dressed down, through her apartment window, and in her underwear.
The fire in Morgan’s face billowed. “Well, this is creepy.”
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