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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    The woman moved gracefully across the unnatural snow, her simple dress and skin as pale as the powder underneath her feet. As she looked back at me, making sure I followed, her black eyes gleamed with good humor. 
 
    The Japanese fishing village would have been quiet even under normal circumstances, but now was even more silent. The only signs of life were people peeking out from the windows of their Machiya-style houses and the more modern, cheaper-looking box style townhouses. This was not a well place, the trees and shrubs fading, the stink of rot mixing with the waste of the industrial fishing complex blocks away. Hell, there weren’t even any carrion birds or flies, as far as I could tell. Someone here played with the wrong toy and broke it, killing off half the village. The shambling reanimated bodies followed me, a cloud of their stink carried by the breeze. Why couldn’t the cemetery have been upwind of them? 
 
    The snow woman wasn’t part of this. A malicious spirit attracted to the death and chaos and sticking around for the fun to come, she kept giving me coquettish glances over her shoulder, trying to urge me on. I might have fallen for it if I was a down-on-his-luck schlub who couldn’t get his dick wet. Those were her usual victims, her and the rest of her kind. They were legendary in Japan, preying on weak-willed men. Though she did have a nice ass, I had to give her that much. 
 
    No, the creature that bothered me had been playing at the edges of my vision as I let out the dead from their houses all across the village. It was a figure in blue scrubs, a middle-aged man with an electric black aura crackling around him. I had a feeling that whatever supernatural bullshit happened here, he was the epicenter, and would make his play soon. Good. I was tired of fucking around and I really, really, really wanted a drink. 
 
    I passed under the arms of a weeping tree and out of the misting rain long enough to dig out a pack of cigarettes and light one. Or tried to, anyways. My damn lighter was out of gas. One of the dead’s hands brushed my back and I said absently, “Yeah, yeah, give me a minute.” It tried for a firmer grasp and I gave up. What a shitshow of a night. 
 
    A mile up a low inclining path was a cemetery fronted by a wall of Japanese elms. The holes were already dug and waiting for their new occupants, either me or the dead trailing behind me. Someone would come along behind me when this was done and give the dead proper burials but that was someone else’s problem. I was just the muscle. 
 
    The snow woman led the way merrily, a strange mixture of tittering and clacking emanating from her. She was having a grand old time, a freakshow leading a parade of monsters, me included. The undead behind me whispered and moaned. The man with the black aura watched, glee emanating from him. 
 
    The zombies stepped into the cemetery. The woman in white spun, revealing her true face, all broken ridges and sharpened teeth, with eyes as white as her skin. 
 
    The seamless metal wrapped around my wrist thrummed, ready for my command and the fight. It was called a cratis, an ancient weapon long forgotten by humanity made of psychic metal. It knew what I wanted it to be and slid from my arm to my palm. In all of a second, it elongated into a staff, then the head bloomed into a halberd-like tip. I swung before it was fully formed. The snow woman jumped back but not fast enough to entirely avoid the blow. I slashed her chest, a little lower than I was aiming but still making her howl. The cratis and I kept spinning, the wickedly sharp and weighted edge cleaving through the necks of two of the undead. Their heads toppled and their bodies fell. Two more took their place, shambling towards me, rotting hands going for my throat. I brought the blade back up across their throats and then down again, spinning the other way and taking the arm of a third zombie. The woman in white flung herself at me, knocking me down and gnashing at my face with a jaw now more like a snake’s, long and huge. In another second the cratis was a knife, a simple, long blade, and I pressed it to her breast and shoved. She howled, and the bodies of the dead fell on us, their weight more dangerous than their teeth and claws. These weren’t zombies of the movie sort, ones who could infect me and take over the world. They were simply animated corpses powered by some great unjust death. 
 
    I felt sorry for them, but a job was a job. 
 
    I shoved upward, the snow woman gurgling and writhing on the snow she herself created as we entered the cemetery. Before the pile of not-quite-dead corpses could get the jump on me again, I snapped a foot down onto her neck and bore down. One of the first things I was ever taught in supernatural combat training was when you’re not sure, go for the head, the heart, or the neck. One of those was generally the answer to all your fanged and clawed needs.  
 
    If I was the shadow figure in scrubs, this was when I’d strike, when I was distracted and about to be even busier. He didn’t disappoint me, jumping out of the shadow of a tree and flying towards us, his shoes barely tapping the heads of the corpses he ran across to get to me. Neat trick. I made the cratis into a sword now and brought it around in a wide arc, aiming for his knees. Instead, he hopped and giggled as his feet hit the blade. He ran up it and kicked me in the head with a shot that sends me flying into the writhing bodies. They bit and tore and thumped me around, and there was the black aura guy again, dancing between them and hitting me with lefts and rights, quick jabs like he was a boxer. Each strike hit me with both a jolt of energy like electricity, but it sapped me too, my strength fading quickly. 
 
    The fucker was playing with me, and that pissed me off. I roared and made the cratis into a hatchet, short and wicked. With it I flailed low, cutting at legs and thighs like I was chopping down trees. The dead fell and writhed and I finally had an opening, spilling out between them. I tripped but it worked to my benefit. I hit the ground and rolled away just as the black aura man dove for me, his good humor fading.  
 
    The cratis became a halberd again and I swung it so fast through the air it made a sound like the wind. I buried it deep in one zombie’s skull, dropping him, and another grabbed my leg, so I brought the blunt end of the halberd down and smashed its skull too. 
 
    There were just a few of them left and the black aura guy. He looked around and I knew he wasn’t going to stick around for this. I swung like I was trying to hit him with the halberd again, and he danced backwards, gleeful but uncertain. Instead, the cratis changed again, the head thinning as it whipped out and around his torso. He let out an inhuman scream as I bound the cratis around him, fusing it closed before I dragged him towards me. He tried to jump upward through the metal loop but the cratis was already digging in and his efforts were fruitless.  
 
    Leaving the cratis to finish wrapping around him, I took out the zombies with my obsidian knife. It was fast work without other distractions, the blade punching into their brains and dropping them fast. The few still writhing on the ground got the same treatment, and soon it was just me and the black aura guy. 
 
    With a voice filled with grit and deeper than any human could emit, he spoke a string of Japanese at me. I thought about digging out my phone and the translator app, but I was too tired to care. Still holding the cratis’s hilt with one hand, I imagined the metal bands around the creature tightening. 
 
    They did, and the thing was halved like hamburger. Dead.. Hopefully. 
 
    I looked all around. The air immediately felt cleaner and thicker. The rain stopped. The snow was already melting. I rubbed my eyes, dug out my phone, and made a call. 
 
    “Ionas? Where are you?” Hachi, my Japanese overseer, asked immediately. “Why weren’t you at the briefing?” 
 
    “It’s done,” I said. 
 
    She was silent. “All of them?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah. Two more things joined the party, a snow woman and something I don’t know. A man in scrubs, had a black aura and moved like a ballet dancer on supernatural cocaine. I’m going to guess whatever fuckup happened here started with him.” 
 
    “We had an agreement. No Clint Eastwood stuff. You shouldn’t have-” 
 
    “Send a clean-up crew. If these bodies aren’t interred, you’re looking at more of a mess. I’m going to go find a drink.” 
 
    I hung up and walked back down to the village. What Hachi said about me following orders was bullshit. She knew what I’d do. That was why they hired me. They didn’t want to risk their own, so send in the drunk American cowboy, have him do the job, and if he gets killed, hey, we know what we’re dealing with at least. 
 
    I guess I couldn’t blame them. 
 
    * * * 
 
    My motorcycle was a loaner from the Shadow Bear Detective Agency, a.k.a. the Japanese branch of the PSI, the federal supernatural wranglers in the United States I used to work for. Other than the cutesy bear mascot on the side, it was a nice bike. Chubbier than I would have liked and it had a lot of questionable flair to it, but it liked to go. 
 
    I got lost on the way back to Kyoto but I didn’t care too much. The bike was loud enough to drown out my thoughts and on and on I went through the night. Eventually though, too bleary-eyed to keep going much further, I came through a large town with enough English on the signs I found accommodations pretty easily in a modern, quiet hotel obviously meant for American tourists who wanted to sleep on a bed rather than the mats of the Ryokan-styled hotel down the street. That suited me just fine. 
 
    Added bonus? There was a bar within walking distance, and it was open. Well… okay, it was closing, but when I showed the man behind the bar how much yen I was carrying, he became my new best friend and kept the place open just for me and some of his friends. 
 
    I drank. And I drank. And I drank. 
 
    I remembered little about that night, except that I thought at one point I might have tried to sing along to a Japanese version of a nineties rock song. I’m also pretty sure I showed the bartender some parlor magic, lighting my drink on fire and making shit levitate, that sort of thing. But the party had to end sometime, and even my magicked-up body had its limits. 
 
    At some point, I dreamed of her, because of course I fucking did. Three months away from the woman I loved most in this world, and I was a man shredded to the very bone. My heart, my soul, and my body ached for Eliana and I couldn’t have her. 
 
    I was dignified about the whole thing, or tried to be. I only called her once a few days after our breakup, when I was about to board a flight to Wyoming, where I stayed for a few weeks with my mentor and good friend Calvin. We did some odd jobs from the Dakotas and Minnesota all the way down to Texas, nothing really too big. A vampire nest in Rounder. Rousted a few goblins out of an abandoned trailer in Waco. That sort of thing. 
 
    But eventually Calvin got tired of me and my moping, probably because he was a mind reader and had to not only endure my shitty attitude but feel it himself. He sent me on my merry way to Quebec, where I did a couple vampire hunts with teams of new agents and one of their supervisors. I guess I was something of an agency celebrity after killing Christopher Frederic, one of the world’s oldest and most psychopathic vampires, so they paid me boatloads to show them how it was done. The whole thing was kind of a shitshow from start to end. The agents there were offended by the idea of bringing in someone younger and more experienced than them, and did the little rooster-big swinging dick thing the whole time. The vampires themselves were so newly turned it made me feel like I was suckering their agency branch out of the money, but that didn’t stop me from spending it. 
 
    A week before the incident in the fishing village, while I was drinking myself to death and doing my best to ignore the blonde Canadian snow bunnies, I got a call from Calvin telling me there was work in Japan if I was interested. He knew I loved the place and there was little doubt in my mind he specifically arranged it to help me get over Eliana, but I didn’t care. It was somewhere to go and something to do. I flew business-class, drank too much on the plane, helped them with an imp problem, and then the fishing village came up. It was supposed to be a three- or four-day job with a team of agents but I shortened that to all of one day. 
 
    Go, cowboy, go. 
 
    * * * 
 
    I woke up and immediately realized it was a mistake. My head thundered, my eyes gummy, my mouth tasting like shit Something was also on my chest. Very big eyes studied me carefully. The cat was probably debating whether or not I was dead and if it could start eating my tastiest bits. 
 
    Me feet and lower legs were numb and quickly I understood why. They were hanging off a too-small bunk, a metal one, in a cell small enough it could have fit in my guest bathroom back home. Someone opened and shut a door close by, mumbling pop tunes under his breath. 
 
    The cat leapt off me for the thrill of a fly hunt. As I tried to work feeling back into my legs so I could take a piss, I watched the chase for a moment. The pounding in my skull only intensified as I shifted about. It takes a lot to get an agent drunk. It takes even more to leave them with a hangover. How had I got from the bar to here? 
 
    I patted myself down and came up with nothing. “Ah, fuck,” I mumbled, and sat up. 
 
    The singing stopped and a man in a crisp prefectural uniform came into view. He was young and sort of bubbly looking, with a bright smile and thin-rimmed glasses that amplified his intelligent eyes. “You are awake,” he said in halting but decent English. 
 
    “And regretting it,” I said as I stood up. My right leg was still on pins and needles but I could stand on it. 
 
    He shook his head at that, his smile now conveying a sense of puzzlement. If I had my phone, I could have used my translator app. Those are getting pretty good, by the way. They’re no substitute for learning a language or having a guide like Hachi, but they do the trick more often than not. 
 
    I held up a finger – wait – and opened the curtain into the bathroom to take care of my most pressing need. When I finished, washed my hands, and gargled away the worst of the shit taste in my mouth, I turned back just in time to see the would-be pop singer opening my cell door. 
 
    “Thanks, Arigatou.” 
 
    “You are welcome!” he said, as cheerfully as you please.  
 
    “Can I go?” He shook his head again at me, and I pointed first at my chest, then made walking motions with my fingers. 
 
    “Oh!” he said, and laughed. “No.” He hesitated, his brow furrowing, then said, “Come.” I followed him, confused. 
 
    The whole police building, I’d learn, was really just a few small rooms dominated by that main office, which again, was maybe all the size of my living room back in Vineport. I admired that about Japan. When you got down to it, space conservation was kind of an art and they mastered it a long time ago. 
 
    A few other cops stared at me and talked to each other. None of them seemed as adorable as my pal, so I ignored them. At a computer at a desk he must have just been occupying since the screen was yet to be locked, he tapped and clicked away, and brought up what I thought was a translator app not entirely unlike mine on my phone. He looked over his shoulder at me and grinned as he hit enter. I wish my head wasn’t hurting so hard so I could grin back. 
 
    “Someone is coming to pick you up,” a pleasant, uninflected voice said from the computer’s speakers. 
 
    “Hachi? Is her name Hachi?” 
 
    The cop nodded enthusiastically. I gave him a thumbs up. “Do you have my wallet? My phone? Keys?” He shook his head at that and offered the keyboard to me. I tapped away and the translator app did its thing. 
 
    He shook his head again. “No phone. No anything.” 
 
    “Shit.” That made him laugh and I managed a weak smile. 
 
    Since the seating options were limited, I returned to my cell and sat on the bunk, holding my head in my hands. I tried not to think about Eliana. About our last minutes together, her punching me and crushing the ring I’d given her an hour before. Of course, I used that ring to trap her in our house while I squared off with what I thought was certain death, but it was a choice I didn’t regret, even now, even as miserable as I was. She had every right to be mad and I had every right to stop her from tracking me around the city and trying to defend me from a man literally made to kill. That was where I got the shiny toy now wrapped around my wrist. 
 
    My eyes closed, and at some point, I twisted onto my side and curled up. I dreamed I heard a familiar voice. Lee Turley, my handler from the PSI branch in Vineport I used to work for. That was weird. I dreamed nightly of Eliana, nearly as often about my friends at the private investigation agency I left behind, and sometimes about my old coworkers at the PSI and some of the monsters we hunted down, but I couldn’t say as I’d ever dreamed of Lee before. 
 
    Now I was, and he was speaking my name impatiently.  
 
    “Ionas. Ionas. Ionas!” 
 
    I snapped awake, and realized it was no dream. There Lee was, nearly seven thousand miles away from home, and looking grim as hell. Hachi stood behind him in a crisp suit and a bolero tie. 
 
    I muttered, “I’m going back to sleep.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    “Before we go anywhere, I have to make a stop first,” I said. 
 
    “Where?” Hachi asked as we stepped out into the evening air. She was a stout woman with huge cheeks that looked like she stuffed apples in them. Her whole aesthetic was round, but she was an agent, just like me, and appearances in her case were extremely deceiving. Not only had her body seen the same runes tattooed on her skin and etched into her bones that made me so strong, fast, and durable, but she was a magician of remarkable skill. She was young yet, only a few years older than I was when I joined the PSI, but she would go extremely far in the organization. Maybe even serve on its leadership board, the Council. 
 
    “A bar. Some asshole’s got my phone, my knife, and my wallet.” Hachi started to protest but I leveled a finger at her. “You owe me and you do not want me riding with you pissed off and hungover.” 
 
    She sighed. “Where?” 
 
    I squinted all around us. “I think it was on the main street, wherever that is.” 
 
    We piled into her tiny car and drove until I recognized my hotel and the bar. Lee and Hachi tried to keep up when I jumped out and rushed the place. “Ionas,” Hachi warned. 
 
    “You can’t stop him,” Lee said. 
 
    “I couldn’t live with myself if I didn’t at least try.” 
 
    The place was locked so I kicked in the door. It didn’t survive the booting, the cheap wood breaking free of the hinges and crashing against the bar. Inside, three guys and the bartender from the night before were playing some card game on the countertop. The bartender yelled in fear, and I charged them, damn near forgetting to hold back my punches. 
 
    A few minutes later, the three sobbing bosom buddies stumbled out dressed only in their underwear. I had the bartender trussed up with someone’s pants, hands behind his back, knees bent. As he snuffled and cried, he barked out the code for his safe that I had yanked out of the wall entirely and slammed down on the countertop. My things were inside. I thought about breaking the guy’s fingers as a further lesson, but instead, I walked out into the fresh air, still looking for a fight. 
 
    “What are you doing here, Lee?” I asked. 
 
    “Was all that necessary?” 
 
    “They robbed me blind and left me in a gutter.” 
 
    “Because you were dumb enough to get blackout drunk.” 
 
    I spun on him. “Nice to see you, go fuck yourself.”  
 
    “T.J.’s gone rogue and he killed Ted.” 
 
    That did more to clear away the fuzzies in my brain than anything so far that morning. Both Ted and T.J. were former coworkers at the PSI. Top agents, both of them. I turned, blinking at him. “What?” 
 
    His face was humorless, his cheeks pale. “They were working a case. A Baak killed a socialite and took her place.” 
 
    “What’s a Baak?” Hachi asked. I was glad she did. I had no clue either. 
 
    “Shapeshifter. You usually find them near the water. Harbors, ships, big lakes or rivers.” He nodded towards Hachi’s car, a Lancer sedan with a gruff cartoon bear on one side. “Let’s get in and talk.” 
 
    “My suitcase-” 
 
    “It’s in the trunk,” Hachi said. “I’ll have someone pick up the bike.”  
 
    I thought about protesting and dismissed it. Lee knew he had me. When it came to one of my own, I was a sucker for saying yes, even if the agency and I weren’t always on the best of terms. 
 
    We got in, Lee riding up front with Hachi while I stretched out in the back. Lee turned and talked to me almost exclusively, his attention rarely wavering on the drive back to Kyoto, except when he needed to roll his neck. 
 
    “A week ago, a body surfaced. Artemisia Florence. The third and youngest daughter of the Sheila Florence empire.” At my blank look he added, “Modern light bulbs and fixtures for the middle-upper class. Anyway, she’s completely human, no trace of any juice, magic or psychic, and had been dead for a few weeks. Drowned. We got prints and identified her, only here’s the kicker.” 
 
    “She was still alive,” I said. 
 
    He dipped his head. “Or so it would seem. Ted and T.J. went to the estate to bring her in, but no one on the premises saw her for the last day or two. Ted took the lead on finding her and that’s where things get weird.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “You know how meticulous he was. His case notes were impeccable. Only in this case, they’re not. There’s an eight-hour gap. Ted told T.J. they were going to split up and knock on some doors, so to speak. We cross-checked T.J.’s notes on where he allegedly was, talking with Artemisia Florence’s friends and family. It all checks out. Ted, though, was supposed to be talking to her money and estate managers, and according to his notes, he did. Only it’s all bullshit. He never went and visited one of them.” 
 
    “Was he taken by the Baak?” 
 
    “No. We’re certain. When T.J. flipped and… “Lee took a steadying breath. “…when he was killed, it was one of the first things the M.E. checked. It was him. Anyways, a couple days ago, the morning after Ted’s giant blank spot, T.J. and Ted did one last home visit. Gunshots were called in. Police arrived on the scene to three civilians dead, two teenage boys and a father. All Baaks. And Ted, a bullet through the heart.” 
 
    “Jesus.” 
 
    “We put together some of it. The father had a broken orbital bone and fracturing around his temple. We think T.J. might have gotten rough with him, maybe slapped him around some. The older teen had choke marks on his neck. We think when he was beating on the dad, the teen tried to interfere. Ted wouldn’t have let that stand. They argued, T.J. shot Ted., then the rest.” 
 
    “Damn,” 
 
    “I want you and Wise Fool in on this.” 
 
    I inhaled sharply. “I’m in. But I can’t speak for them.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, your name’s still at the head of the marquee, my friend.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and thought of Posey, one of my kinda sorta former employees and friends. She pulled the bravest move I’d ever seen from anyone and likely ever would to save my sorry ass. That moment gave me a lot of nightmares, but it was not hyperbole in the slightest to say that I owed my life to her. She and Dwayne texted me every day. J.G., the fourth of our group, texted maybe every three or four, usually to tell me to get my dumbass back to work. 
 
    Eliana… well, most nights she didn’t text. Once, though, she sent me thirteen messages one night to tell me what a boil-stricken asshole I was, and that I could come pick up my things any damn day I wanted to, and that she hoped baby ratonreine were chewing on my knees. I started to text her back that I loved her, paused, and wondered if I was using that love as a weapon again. Then I sent the damn text anyways. Three hours later, I got a quiet, subdued, “I love you too.” We hadn’t texted each other since. 
 
    “Let me take a look at what you have. Then I’ll decide whether or not to bring them in,” I said. “What about T.J.? What’s the hunt looking like for him?” 
 
    Lee grunted sourly. “It’s not going great. We’ve got a crew in from Boston running it, since he’s one of ours and there’s an agency death involved. They think we’re too close to it so we’re being locked out. “ 
 
    “I don’t get it. Surely they don’t want me looking into it too.” 
 
    “They don’t. Monette brought up the idea in a meeting and the Boston people shut it down, fast. Even Mitch and Wendell argued in favor of bringing your team in, but no dice. So you’re not being hired by the agency. We’re hiring you privately. Every single agent and analyst in the office chipped in for a private flight to get me here as soon as possible.” 
 
    My eyes flicked towards Hachi and she caught it. “I didn’t hear any of this,” she said. It wasn’t that what Lee and the others was doing would break any agency policies, but if I somehow interfered with the Boston investigators’ case, now that would blow back on them. They probably wouldn’t get more than a stern lecture from the Council reps, but there could be demotions or transfers. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” Lee said. “It would be the worst kept secret. If you haven’t noticed, Ionas is a human grenade launcher of trouble.” 
 
    Hachi agreed with that and Lee led her into a discussion of why the Japanese branch contracted me. His intent wasn’t exactly subtle. Hachi might have claimed not to hear our conversation, but there were things he obviously didn’t want to talk about in front of her. She was sharp, and played along for his benefit, the two of them telling war stories about me while we drove. 
 
    I lapsed into silence, staring out at the world around me. I thought about Ted, and a pissed-off minotaur we took down together. The thing was a junkie, addicted to both cocaine and his own temper. When he came up short on rent money, he gored his landlord and terrorized his apartment building until Ted and I took him down. I was still a rookie and learning the ropes, while Ted was an old pro by that point and called the shots. We didn’t want to shoot because the walls were about as thin as paper, so I ran across the street to a construction site and borrowed a pair of sledgehammers. When I returned, Ted and I split up, each of us blocking off an exit. Ted hammered on the guy’s door and the minotaur rushed out. We took turns taunting the guy. He’d charge one of us and the other would launch himself at his back. Given our strength we should have taken him down fast, but the fucker was built like a tank and the fight lasted a while. When it was over, we took the minotaur in and he cooled his heels in an agency prison for a couple years, getting dry. Last I heard he was Texas’s problem, but I would never forget Ted and I both collapsing in the hallway after we had the minotaur cuffed, gasping for air and laughing our asses off. When the Counselors arrived and we finally got our shit together, Ted slapped my back and told me, “You’re going do all right at this.” 
 
    I didn’t really have a lot of buddy cop moments with him after that. It wasn’t for a lack of respect. We had each other’s backs for a lot of raids and cases, but Ted didn’t drink and rarely palled around with us after hours. I know he had a couple ex-wives who left him for the age-old cliché of him being obsessed with the job, and I caught a couple of his kids’ baseball games with him when we were working a case in the area. They would be in college, or fresh out of it. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    T.J., on the other hand, I gave very little thought. I think all of us knew he was going to explode one day. I’ve mentioned him before, way back at the very beginning of these stories, but unless you have a mind like a trap, here’s a quick refresher. T.J. was a psychopath with a badge. He loved to throw his weight around, and any excuse to get violent, he’d take. Don’t get me wrong, that’s a big part of the job at the agency, and there were a lot of times I was damned grateful I had T.J. in my corner when we were on a raid or taking something big and bad down, but there’s a difference between knowing a thing has to be done and loving it. Like I’ve said before, the pair of us got stuck with a raid on a bunch of teenage vampires, none older than sixteen or seventeen. When the job was done, I had to take time off because it got to me, hard. But T.J. took it like it was a Christmas gift. 
 
    More and more throughout the years, his seams started to fray. I knew from office gossip after I left that he got aggressively sexual with a nymph he busted and Wendell demoted him to basic agent status, which meant that whenever he was on duty, he had a partner, always. It was also a not-so-subtle third strike warning. Other, darker rumors said that wasn’t the first time. I know he tried to get handsy with Monette, a friend and an analyst for the PSI, early in her hiring. She put an end to that by slapping him and reporting him to PR. He made it his mission to cut her down behind her back until a few of us got together one time after work and laid it out for him, that if he didn’t back off and shut the fuck up, we were going to turn the next sparring session into a lesson. T.J. might have laughed us off but it worked. He shut up fast. 
 
    So lost in thought, I almost didn’t notice we had already arrived in Kyoto. It was only about thirty minutes from the town where I passed out, and I frowned. “Wait, we’re here?” I asked. 
 
    Hachi looked at me, amused. “Yes. Why?” 
 
    “I must have drove four hours last night. I got lost and I wound up…” I sighed. “Fucking hell.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    “Do you think you bought enough?” Lee asked as we hauled the last of the boxes onto the private plane. There were six in total, all of which were filled with candy and snacks from a convenience store we stopped at while the flight crew readied the plane. 
 
    “I don’t think you understand how much shit I’ll get if I didn’t bring back half the damn store,” I said. “You know Posey.” 
 
    “Good point.” 
 
    We said our goodbyes to Hachi, who could have probably looked a little less relieved to be free of me. She practically tap-danced as she used her pull to cut through the red tape to get us out of the country as fast as possible. Our flight attendant was a beautiful, deeply tanned caramel-haired stunner with big doe eyes and the kind of lashes that made me dream about pushing her to her knees and driving my cock home between those lips. But I hadn’t slept with anyone since Eliana and I… what, exactly? Broke up? We hadn’t discussed it and I wasn’t comfortable sleeping with anyone else until I knew firmly where we were at. 
 
    Shame, though. The flight attendant, Kim, was a fucking scorcher. 
 
    The jet was a corporate thing, set up mostly for work purposes. Leather chairs and a pair of long couches faced each other, with tables that could be pulled from the floor or walls as well as one larger fixed conference table. We took seats in adjoining leather chairs and buckled in. With a vivacious smile that showed off her perfect pearly whites, Kim told us – well, me, really – that we’d be making one stop in Hawaii to refuel and swap out the crew, and otherwise to just let her know if we got hungry or needed anything. 
 
    “Anything at all” were her exact words. 
 
    Lee groaned. “This asshole has all the luck when it comes to women.” 
 
    “Says the guy who married a beauty pageant queen.” 
 
    “Eh.” 
 
    Kim smiled even wider at that and disappeared into her tiny compartment near the small kitchenette. The engines screamed to life and we were off, my second-favorite place in the world disappearing fast beneath us. 
 
    While the plane rose, I said to Lee, “All right, what weren’t you telling me in front of Hachi?” 
 
    “Monette’s only approached me about this. She doesn’t think the Boston people will treat the information with the finesse your people could. Artemisia Florence’s medical records show she was fighting cancer for the second time. Stage three, intestinal. Monette’s got a hunch the hospital is where Ted went during the missing timeframe, but if she asks for security footage, the Boston people will know.” He cleared his throat. “Ah. Eliana might be working on that as we speak.” 
 
    I understood. Enlisting her help was the real danger for the Vineport branch if Hachi had overheard. While this was a new world thanks to my ex-vampire lover, her peace-seeking vampire kind, and the Vineport branch of the PSI coming to a truce, there was a long and storied history of violence between the undead and the agency. Plus, not every vampire was so keen on the cure as Eliana and her people. Far, far from it. Vineport’s agents were okay with working with her but almost assuredly the Boston branch – and nearly every branch around the world – would not be. 
 
    “How, ah, how is she?” I asked, trying to keep my voice level. 
 
    Lee blew out a commiserative breath. “Well, my wife and I had her and your crew over for dinner a couple weeks ago. Remember the Blume case from a couple weeks ago?” 
 
    I did. It was a trivial case the PSI was working on. They needed to know if I knew of a significant other or friends for an old informant who kicked the shit out of a mouthy gas station clerk. Never, ever, ever tell a half-orc they look like the party must have been an all-nighter.  
 
    Lee continued when I nodded. “Well, when you and I were texting back and forth, it was right during that dinner. I told them I was talking to you about a case just when Eliana was pouring wine for the missus. She shattered the bottle gripping it so hard and swore in about four different languages with your name salted in there pretty heavily. I think she thought I was trying to get the two of you to talk.” 
 
    “Were you?” 
 
    “Maybe up to the point she doused our good tablecloth in red.” 
 
    “And Wise Fool? How are they?” 
 
    He grinned. “Want me to tell you they’re floundering without you?” 
 
    “Nah. Dwayne and Posey were pretty good at their jobs before they came to work with me and J.G. will own the place someday.” 
 
    “That’s about my assessment. They’re doing good. Not overextending themselves, but they tracked down a nasty elf couple who were running some bad herbs through the community. They did great work.” 
 
    I nodded. “Back to T.J. Any leads?” 
 
    “Not particularly but before the Boston people took over we had two CIs call in and say he was seen around Faetown. Their names and phone numbers are in the files.” 
 
    Faetown was a well-known block of supernatural and paranormal residents. Much like the Acropolitana, the PSI didn’t usually come down hard on them unless they were really looking for trouble, because some very powerful creatures we did not want to fuck with called that place their home. It was always a rite of passage for the newest agents to have to deal with calls or arrests out there because of the amount of shit we’d get.  
 
    “Why there?” I asked. 
 
    “Don’t know. There’s a lot of this we’re very muddy on. 
 
    “Huh.” 
 
    The plane leveled out, and as he fought off yawns from his long flight, Lee dug out a laptop for me. Our gorgeous flight attendant came out and offered us coffee or something to eat. I accepted both, but Lee wanted to crash, so she brought him a pillow, sleep mask, and a blanket and he stretched out the legs of his chair and titled back, snoring before I had my first bite of a bagel and lox. 
 
    The attendant might have been flirty but she was a pro and left me to work. The case files were front and center, and I began the tedious but necessary work of going back over the paperwork of both the Artemisia Florence murder and the later murders of Ted and the Baak family. There wasn’t much that Lee hadn’t already told me, but there was one interesting tidbit missing from T.J.’s file. There was no mention whatsoever about his longtime ex-fiancée. Interesting. 
 
    My instinct was to wake Lee up and ask if anyone contacted her, but Monette put together the files and she would have known that information. I could only imagine she left it out deliberately. She was giving me a lead, something to chew on she wasn’t sharing with the Boston people. Between that and her hunch about the hospital, she was playing a dangerous game. I held off on waking Lee, closed the laptop, and stowed it away again, thinking and eventually falling asleep. 
 
    * * * 
 
    I figured my friends from Wise Fool would meet me at the airstrip, but it still didn’t stop me from feeling a strange twisting in my guts, especially at the sight of Posey. I’ve had my ass saved plenty of times by plenty of people, by agents, by Eliana, by J.G., by Dwayne. But none of them held a candle to what Posey did for me. When a creature was called to America to hunt me down as retribution and judgment when I had to put down a werewolf, Posey sentenced herself to what we both thought was a certain death by tricking me and standing in to face my executioner. It worked out in the end, thank God. Now I owed her beyond any means of paying her back, and that unsettled me. 
 
    She was, as always, dressed in what I thought of as teenage chic. That day it was flared jeans and a baggy bee print shirt. Her hat of choice for the day was a straw fedora with an uneven brim. Beside her, big Dwayne looked pretty damn dapper in gray slacks and a flowing white button-down that spoke more of a day at the beach than a suit. He was by nature a thickset man with a jovial, boyish face. His weight always tended to fluctuate in hard swings, but in general, he’d dropped fifty or sixty pounds since we first met. 
 
    And then there was J.G., who dressed as no-nonsense as her demeanor. On the job she was always in work pants and a polo or similar shirt. Off the job, she didn’t mind a skirt now and again but it was a rarity to see her in a dress. She was a giant of a woman, inches taller than me and I was tall. She had her hair chopped since the last time I saw her and it looked good, a short neck-length mom bob.  
 
    No Eliana. I guess that wasn’t surprising but… no Eliana. 
 
    We all had to wait for the plane to stop and the ramp to drop, and then I was off and coming down the stairs. I stared at Posey, unsure what to say, unsure what to do. I wanted to thank her again, I knew that, but the words were caught in my throat. She moved forward, but Dwayne got to me first. I missed the movement until he was on me, squashing me against his chest and thumping my back. 
 
    “Ah, come on, you big baby,” I muttered. 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    He let me go, and I turned to Posey, my mouth working. Her last steps were tentative, and I held her tight, my throat tight. Dwayne nodded at me over her shoulder and I nodded back. He knew I was no threat to their relationship but that there was something new and unsure between Posey and me. We weren’t lovers but we were tighter than friends now, bonded by the knowledge I already had with Dwayne and J.G., that she would sacrifice herself for me, just as I would have for her.  
 
    Her hat fell off and the breeze caught it. We both watched, Posey’s head tucked against my chest, as J.G. raced to grab it. “Jerk,” Posey whispered. “You missed Las Vegas.” 
 
    “I know,” I said, clutching her tighter. 
 
    I didn’t know what else to say and she didn’t want to let go. We hugged, and finally the moment was broken when Lee gripped my shoulder. I broke away from Posey. “I take it we’re on our own for this?” 
 
    “Yeah. The Boston people aren’t going to be thrilled as it is. Monette has to be extra careful so watch what you say when you talk to her.” Lee was a good agent but he wasn’t management, or even close to it. Monette, on the other hand, led the analysts, so she couldn’t stick her neck out too far. 
 
    “Understood.” We shook hands, and he went to help unload the plane. 
 
    J.G. came to me at last and sniffed – not in any sort of sad, emotional way, but actually sniffing my clothes and wrinkling her nose. She sniffed harder. “You’ve lost too much weight. And you smell like booze.” 
 
    “Lee kinda dug me up out of a bender.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, clean up if you’re going to get her back.” 
 
    “I don’t know if that’s going to happen.” 
 
    The slap came hard and fast and nearly left me spitting blood. “Stop being a pussy,” she bellowed. “The Ionas Levi I worked for didn’t run from shit. Things get complicated with her and you slink away? That’s your solution? Jesus Christ, grow a set of balls.” 
 
    I glared at her, but it didn’t last long. Dwayne cracked up, and that got Posey started, and finally J.G. and I both grinned at each other. 
 
    “It’s good to see you too,” I said. 
 
    “Hey, uh, you being in Japan and all,” Posey said. “Did you maybe, ah, bring us-?” 
 
    I pointed at the boxes being unloaded from the plane. “Six boxes worth of junk food.” 
 
    “Holy Mother of God, yes, you are the greatest boss alive.” 
 
    She raced for the boxes and Dwayne followed close behind. “It’s like kids at Christmas,” J.G. rumbled. 
 
    “There are two bottles of shochu and sake with your name on them.” 
 
    Guardedly, she eyed me closer. “Each?” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “It really is Christmas. Ah, there’s one thing.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You’re going to have to drive the Kona. Ellie… she, ah, took out her emotions on your Audi.” 
 
    I winced. “How bad?” 
 
    J.G. dug out her phone, and used the rebar she called a pointer finger to tap through to her pictures. Finally she handed over the phone to me as Dwayne, Posey, and Lee walked towards the parked vehicles nearby with boxes in hand. 
 
    I looked at the photograph and winced. “I take it this was her and not a junkyard after the fact?” 
 
    “All her.” 
 
    “Ah, fuck me. I was starting to like that car.” 
 
    “You reach out to her? Tell her you’re back in town?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I dug out my cigarettes and we started walking for the last of the boxes on the tarmac. Lee had only an overnight bag and gave us a wave as he headed for his car. I lit up, and J.G. said, “You should.” 
 
    “Last time I saw her she was so pissed she pulverized a diamond ring. Like… the diamond shattered.” 
 
    “Yeah. I know. I helped her dig out some of the shards from her palm.” 
 
    “I did what I had to.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    That gave me pause. “You’re not going to tell me I was an idiot for tricking her?” 
 
    “Were you?” 
 
    “No. I stopped her from getting hurt. And it almost didn’t matter,” I said, nodding towards Posey. 
 
    J.G. shrugged. “Ellie’s hot-tempered. So are you. You’re going to fight. You think that she loves you any less, you’re crazy.” 
 
    “She seeing anyone?” 
 
    “A river of dick in and out of your house, constantly. She comes by the office, she’s generally leading two of them by hand, just flopping them right out there. No, of course not, you fucking lunatic. She’s sick about you just up and leaving. Go home. See her. Get some sleep. We can start working this tomorrow.” She waited for a response that didn’t come, and sighed. “The melodrama is going to give me gas.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    It had only been a few months, but I felt like a stranger coming back to Wise Fool’s office. The weather and my mood didn’t help. I slept pretty hard on the plane but I was exhausted anyways, my mind drifting between T.J. and Eliana. I didn’t know which one I was more worried about seeing again. Both were probably going to try and kill me. 
 
    I left my bags in the Kona and meant to help Dwayne, Posey, and J.G. with the snacks, but instead, I looked up at the building and took a few halting steps towards it. Eliana and I built more than a life together, but really, all of this was hers. She paid our bills and my crew’s salaries. But it was more than that. She was the one who broke free of a thousand years of bondage, and led hundreds, if not thousands, of vampires to a better life than one of torture and pain. I was just the lucky fuck she landed on to help her with the cause. 
 
    What was I doing back here? 
 
    A hand touched my shoulder and squeezed. Dwayne. I looked at him and he nodded towards the doors. “We didn’t touch your office.” 
 
    “I…” I couldn’t find the words, but he found them for me. 
 
    “Let’s get you up to speed on where we’re at with T.J.” He kept a grip on my shoulder. I think he knew how close I was to running. Posey and I were now closer than ever, but Dwayne and I shared a bond too, and I considered him a damned close friend, even a brother.  
 
    With that, he guided me inside. Dwayne didn’t so much as guide me down into a conference chair as push me. Before I left Vineport, I got used to the smell of that office, the soft lavender carpet cleanser, the faint buttery scent of popcorn, the office’s favorite snack, and a clean earthy smell of the plants Posey and Eliana stuck all over. Now I took it all in again. It felt like I was home, and that carried more weight to it than I expected. 
 
    While Posey microwaved three bowls of the noodles I brought over from Japan, Dwayne and J.G. took up chairs too. “We’re sorry about Ted,” J.G. said. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said.  
 
    “Were you two friends?” Dwayne asked. 
 
    “No, not really. Not enemies either, just coworkers. He was smart though. Real smart. One of the best agents we had.” 
 
    We went over the case again. They didn’t have much more than what Lee told me or was in the case notes, and in fact, their notes were exact copies of what I just read. 
 
    “Eliana’s still working on hacking that hospital’s systems to get security footage,” Dwayne told me. “But we agree with Monette that we think Ted was there before he was shot and that’s how he found the Baak family.” 
 
    “Any idea why T.J. hasn’t left town?” I asked. 
 
    All of them either said no or shook their heads. “Sorry, boss,” Posey said. “This one’s tough. We know he’s in Faetown but that’s a big borough.” 
 
    Dwayne added, “One of the CIs who saw him, Ilona, we talked to her this morning. She saw him coming out of a tea and coffee shop on Waters Street. The store was closed so we haven’t had a chance to talk to the owner.” 
 
    J.G. jumped in. “The other CI saw him coming out of a pizza place. The PSI has a couple agents keeping an eye on the area but if he’s smart…” 
 
    What went unsaid was that if T.J. was smart, he wouldn’t be using the same restaurants twice. I said, “Well, I may have a place to start. Something I think Monette and Lee deliberately left out of the case notes. T.J. had a longtime girlfriend. Fiancee, actually, but the engagement didn’t last. Her name is Estelle Hill. Or… that’s her real name, anyways.” 
 
    “Her real name?” J.G. asked. 
 
    I yawned. Given how hard I slept in that jail cell and on the plane, I shouldn’t have been tired, but I was. Three months of fighting caught up to me there in the office and I felt like dropping my head on the table and sleeping for a week. 
 
    “Yeah. She’s an exotic dancer, or was when I knew her. And she’s a telekinetic, if I remember right.” 
 
    “Why’d they break up?” Posey asked. 
 
    “Uh, good question. I think she got tired of waiting to actually tie the knot. I’ll hit her old club up tonight and see if I can’t track her down, see if she knows something. It’s a long shot but it’s what I’ve got.” 
 
    “All due respect, Ionas,” Dwayne said, “I think you should get some sleep tonight. Then maybe a haircut and a shave.” 
 
    “That bad?” I asked. “It’s only been a few months.” 
 
    “You look rough,” J.G. said. 
 
    “I’m with them,” Posey said. 
 
    I grunted and yawned again. “Maybe you’re right. Tomorrow night, then. Anyone want to go with?” 
 
    Dwayne looked interested but before he could speak, Posey cleared her throat and kicked his leg under the table. J.G. raised her hand and I nodded at her.  
 
    “Let’s get some flyers made up with T.J.’s face,” I said. “Get them out to the delivery places, the bodegas, places like that. Pimps and hookers too. Flash some cash at them but nobody gets a thing unless it’s actionable. We’ll probably need to set up a dedicated tip line too. We’re going to get a lot of bullshit calls.” 
 
    “I can get that started,” Posey said. “So are you, um… sticking around?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I…” I sighed. “You know how it is.” 
 
    “Call her.” 
 
    “Posey.” 
 
    “I won’t push.” She eyed my arm, or specifically, the cratis, and grinned. “Is it cool?” 
 
    I grinned too. “Watch.” 
 
    J.G. and Dwayne hadn’t seen the thing before and were utterly glued to the way the metal slithered down my arm and into my hand as I willed it into a knife. I explained that it was psychic, to the extent that it could read my will as to what I wanted it to be. 
 
    “What if you, like, threw it, or someone knocked it out of your hands?” J.G. asked. 
 
    I made the cratis into a ball and tossed it aside. I willed it to come back to my hand, and it teleported there, appearing a quarter-inch above my palm before dropping into it. I tossed the ball from hand to hand, then rolled it across the table to Dwayne. He focused on it and it turned into a gigantic war hammer straight out of a nerd’s wet dream. 
 
    Everyone took their turn with it, and when J.G. made a metal boomerang out of it, she said, “We’re all asking for these for Christmas, you know that, right?” 
 
    My chuckle turned into the deepest yawn yet. “All right. I’m going to get a room at the Hampton down the street. If you need-” 
 
    “You’re not staying in a hotel,” Dwayne said. “Go home or stay with us.” 
 
    Too tired and worn thin to argue, I nodded. “Thanks.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    When we broke apart for the rest of the day, I didn’t drive straight to Dwayne and Posey’s. Instead, I cruised past Eliana’s office. Her Aston Martin was in the lot, and for a long moment, I thought about stopping and telling her I was back in town. I even pulled up to the gate and stopped, my hands tightening around the steering wheel. 
 
    Years before, in that Kona, she and I fled this city together, both of us in bad shape. The only thing that kept us going was each other. Days, weeks, we traveled aimlessly, running from the PSI and falling in love with each other. Now I’d gone and fucked that up, and yeah, I was being an angsty douche about it. I had plenty of lovers before Eliana but she was the first one to really fuck me up, and never had I felt that so hard than in that moment. 
 
    Instead of buzzing Molly, Eliana’s receptionist, I reversed back out onto the street, nearly getting rear-ended in the process. I flipped the guy off and drove on, feeling like shit. The fact that Dwayne and Posey lived so close to where Eliana and I bought a place didn’t help my mood. I cruised by the old house, wondering if I was welcome there, wondering if I’d be buried in the backyard if I tried to stay the night. But more than that, I wondered how badly I would hurt Eliana if I just jumped right back into her life again. I didn’t know. I genuinely did not know. 
 
    Dwayne and Posey’s place was an adult playground. Wait. That sounds crazy kinky. I mean an actual playground. In the backyard was an actual swing set. In the living room, they had a huge TV with an Xbox and a PlayStation hooked up to it. I knew for a fact they both had Switches because they brought them on stakeouts. On shelves around the living room were movie and video game collectibles along with pictures of family and friends. On every possible surface were action figures or model kit robots or fidget toys. My best friends were grown-ass children at heart. 
 
    I went to one of the pictures on a shelf, one of all of us from Wise Fool and Eliana, taken the day we opened up shop. Eliana and Posey were in dresses, Posey with a hat, of course, and J.G. wore a suit, same as Dwayne and myself. Everybody was all smiles, although mine in pictures always looked forced. It was real that day, I remember that. I wasn’t sure what the future held but I liked the idea of working with my then-new friends. Good memory. 
 
    Dwayne came out of the kitchen, two bottles of beer in hand. He gave one to me, and we both looked at the picture. “The terrible fivesome,” he said. 
 
    I chuckled. “No doubt.” 
 
    We sprawled out in a pair of microfiber armchairs so plush I sank nearly a foot in them. I’m writing this like the place was new to me, like I’d never been in there before, but that was kind of my mindset in that moment. Everything felt new again. The sensation was strange, neither good or bad, but different.  
 
    “Posey’s in the office finishing those posters of T.J.,” he said. 
 
    “I didn’t mean for her to be working tonight.” 
 
    “She wouldn’t if she didn’t want to.” 
 
    I nodded and drank. “You and I… we didn’t end things on the best of terms when I left town.” Dwayne and I had a fight near the tail end of our last case together. I was stressed about the Executioner coming for my head and I snapped at Posey. It was a shitty thing to do.  
 
    “Yeah,” Dwayne said. “But Posey forgave you. So did I. But if you’re ever stressed like that and you decide to take it out on her again, I’m done. I’ll quit.” 
 
    “That’s better than I deserve.” 
 
    “Eh, stop being so mopey, you asshole.” 
 
    I chuckled and drank the rest of my beer. Posey joined us a few minutes later with fresh bottles for both of us and a rum and pineapple juice for herself. She sat on Dwayne’s lap, roping an arm around him and curling in tight against him. I thought she looked a bit like a content cat. I repeated the apology to her. 
 
    “Yeah, well, don’t run next time. That doesn’t help anybody.” 
 
    “Also fair,” I said. 
 
    “And next time take us with you to Japan. It sounds cool.” 
 
    I chuckled. “I will. How’s the magic training going?” 
 
    “Oh! Let me show you.” She ran a finger across her glass, doodling a runic figure. She murmured a word in a dead language, a magic language, and the glass rose a foot before gliding slowly towards me. 
 
    “I’d say pretty damn well,” I said, taking the glass out of the air. “Repeat the word again. I’ve never heard that one. And show me the rune.” 
 
    She got up and grabbed a scratchpad from an end table before coming back and showing me the rune. It was a permutation of a spell I did know, which was a basic “pulling” spell that would bring me small objects. Not wanting to spill her drink all over their carpet, I tried it on the scratchpad instead. It floated up and over Dwayne’s head by three feet, hit the wall, and fell. 
 
    “Now I see why you didn’t want to do it with the drink,” Posey said as she scrambled to grab the pad. 
 
    “How is Jamie?” I asked. Jamie Song was Posey’s teacher in all things magic, and a former hookup of mine, along with Eliana. She and I hadn’t ended things well either. 
 
    “She’s great. But… um…” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. Jamie more or less told me the last time we talked that she didn’t want much to do with me. “I get it.” 
 
    “She and Eliana aren’t on speaking terms anymore either. Eliana… erm… kind of trashed her tea shop.” 
 
    “Oh Jesus,” I said. “Shit.” 
 
    “Yeaaaah,” Posey said. “Her anger issues are kinda scary.” 
 
    “You and her…?” I asked. Eliana had reamed out Posey for keeping my secret about the Executioner too. 
 
    “We’re all right. When I told her you left us Dear John letters at the office, she came over and I about peed myself thinking she was going to hurt us,” Posey said. “But she was just…” 
 
    “Heartbroken,” Dwayne said softly, squeezing Posey tighter. 
 
    “Even when you were in the hospital and they were operating on you after the wraiths nearly killed you, I never saw her cry,” Posey said. “But she broke down that day. That maybe scared me more than her temper.” 
 
    “She cried?” I asked, my voice uneven. 
 
    “Yeah. Like… rivers.” 
 
    I finished me beer, shook my head, and stood up. “I… need to go to bed before I do something stupid.” 
 
    “Like going and apologizing to her?” Dwayne asked. 
 
    I wanted to lose my temper with him but I deserved the dunking. “Something like that.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Expecting to sleep hard, instead, I laid awake in the darkness of the house, first listening to Dwayne and Posey playing a video game together in the living room, then eventually switching over to a reality TV show. At one point, when I got up to piss, Dwayne asked if they were being too loud and I waved them off. 
 
    A couple hours later, they retreated to their bedroom. Their low murmurs were indistinguishable, and fell off quickly. Still, I stared up at the ceiling, thinking I should get out of there and go get that hotel room and leave them to whatever the world had in store for them. 
 
    Something prickled at me and I came awake out of an uneasy doze. Every warning rune etched into my spine grumbled at me that something very powerful was very close, but I didn’t need them. Her eyes, brown with swirls of black from when she drank my blood to stay alive, lit up in the dark of the room. The smell of her, the fine oils, the flowery hints, the stronger almond, stirred me, but I did not move to her. 
 
    We stayed silent, the two of us, the monster and the monster killer. My hand twitched, wanting to go to her face, her body, her sex. It wanted to take what was mine again. Instead, I closed my eyes, wishing she would climb into bed with me. 
 
    I don’t know how long she stayed like that, because as bad as my sleep had been in the hours before she came to me, I now slept the deepest sleep of the last three months. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    I woke before dawn to a quiet house, no one up yet but me. Dwayne and Posey weren’t late sleepers but it was still way too early for them to be up.  
 
    A gift of sorts waited for me. Four garment bags hung from the guest bathroom’s shower rod. Each contained a suit. Packages of unopened underwear and socks sat next to the sink, along with a folded note. 
 
      
 
    You have not been taking care of yourself. The suits will not fit right. See a tailor. 
 
      
 
    I did my morning business but forewent a shower, not wanting to wake Dwayne or Posey. When I slid on my slacks, I discovered very quickly Eliana left me another present – about a dozen pins jabbed my ass through the fabric. I swore under my breath, took them off again, and yanked out the pins. 
 
    She was right, though. The suits hung loose on me in an alarming way. Had I really lost that much weight? I looked in the mirror, then looked again, and realized that yes, yes I had. It was more than that. I was a shadow, a man hiding under a prickly, untamed beard and hair down past his ears. I’d been cutting it away from my eyes but that was it. 
 
    I stripped off the jacket and button-down and laid them out carefully over the closed toilet lid before digging around in the cupboards for a razor and shaving cream. I came up with neither, but I did find a dusty beard trimmer. It left me with an abhorrent five o’clock shadow that made me somehow look even more ghoulish, but it would have to do for now.  
 
    After I cleaned up my mess, I hit the pavement. It was too early to visit the strip clubs in Faetown, but I made that borough my first destination. I wanted to visit the apartment building where T.J. killed that family of Baaks as well as Ted. There was nothing I could get from there the PSI wouldn’t have already found, but I still wanted to see it whether I was spinning my wheels or not. 
 
    When I call it Faetown, I don’t mean that the place was flooded with the supernatural, like Brickford, the small Colorado town where Eliana and I fled to when we were on the run from the PSI and where I met Dwayne and Posey. There, the supernatural were so common that their friends and neighbors commonly knew about them. They were pretty much anywhere you looked, everything and anything under the sun from shifters to vampires to psychics. 
 
    Faetown was not that. There was an abnormal amount of the supernatural who lived in that area, yes. But there were far, far more regular old vanilla humans. You might cruise ten blocks and not see a single person with a supernatural aura. This was complicated by the ready availability of fetishes and charms that could create an illusion of humanity, which many of its residents took advantage of because of the strong PSI presence in Vineport. 
 
    When I was part of the PSI, we had orders to always go to Faetown in pairs. We usually ignored that, being a bunch of dumbass trigger-happy killers and reprobates with federal IDs, but the mandate was there for a reason. Much like Brickford or anywhere with a supernatural population, the PSI was the enemy. Full stop. That was going to apply to me too even if I wasn’t technically an agent, so I had to step carefully with this case. 
 
    That said? So did T.J. He couldn’t go out often, only when it was necessary. He could cover up most his tattoos with long-sleeve shirts or jackets, but he had a memorable face and certainly the PSI would be sitting on top of any illusionists in the area in case he tried to pick up charms to change his appearance. He’d need a place to stay, somewhere off the PSI’s map. No hotels. Maybe shelters, but I had a gut feeling T.J. was somewhere he could have a cold beer and watch a football game when he wasn’t going full psychopath. That left me with no ideas and already I was irritated.  
 
     Faetown took up about a third of Sister Philly, the official name for the borough. It was brownstone territory, the buildings squat and packed in tight. The residential streets were lined in young elms, barely taller than me. Their older predecessors were killed off by a rampant bug infestation before I came to the city, but I kinda dug the vibe. Old streets, new life. 
 
    This too was the realm of the bodega and such narrow restaurants you couldn’t fit more than a few tables inside. I stopped at a coffee place, got an egg wrap and a tall cup of something beautiful, and had to nearly push my way back out past the impatient line of customers.  
 
    As I ate in my Kona, I looked up the Baak family’s address in the case files Dwayne emailed to me the night before. When I looked up, a water elemental was just making his way out of the coffee shop. We locked eyes and he said, “The fuck you staring at?”  
 
    I shook my head and reversed out of there. It was so good to be home. 
 
    The Kolstads had a pretty dull file. Eric, the father, was registered with the PSI along with his missing killer wife, Tahaya. Apart from notes on immigration papers on Tahaya, there was little else of note. The kids should have been registered, but weren’t. That wasn’t exactly a huge deal to the PSI, so long as they weren’t an active threat like, say, a vampire or a werewolf. The family was, up to Tahaya murdering Artemisia Florence, upstanding. 
 
    To my complete lack of surprise, their apartment was in a brownstone, a nondescript three-story affair with a front-facing wall as dull as a chalkboard. The entryway to the building was locked and there were an awful lot of people around for me to be breaking in with magic. Instead, I hammered on the door and waited about twenty seconds. I hammered again, and a stoop kid in basketball shorts and a tee shirt a size too small called out, “They at work.” 
 
    “You live here?” I called back. 
 
    “Nah. But she do.” 
 
    He pointed to a frizzy-haired girl on a kick scooter coming down the street. She was maybe twelve or thirteen, not quite a teen but not quite a kid either. She saw him point and scowled in his direction, looking back over her shoulder at the nonexistent traffic before riding across the street and jumping up onto the curb deftly. When she stopped and hopped off, she epitomized kid cool by still gripping the handlebars of the scooter and lifting it, the base whipping around in a 360 before she snapped the pieces together to form one long metal bar. 
 
    “What are you pointing at me for?” she asked crossly. 
 
    “That guy wants to talk to you.” 
 
    I gave her a wave. “I’m a federal agent,” I said. “If your mom or dad are around, or even better, the super or the landlord, I just need to get in to see the Kolstad apartment.” 
 
    She walked towards me, but her eyes weren’t exactly trusting. I dug out my ID as she came to a stop a safe distance away. When I held it up, she dug out her phone and took a picture of me. Her fingers jabbed at her phone like she was mad at it, and a moment later, she held it up to her ear. 
 
    “Hey Momma. I just sent you a picture. That guy wants in the building to see Mr. and Mrs. Kolstad’s.” Her mother’s side of the conversation was brief, and the girl finally said, “Yeah, I’m going, I’m going.” She hung up with a huff that probably would have done her grandmother proud, then said, “You’re all right. I can let you in.” 
 
    “Is the landlord going to mind?” 
 
    “My mom is the super. Shit, you cops not talk to each other or something?” 
 
    I didn’t have an answer to that and she didn’t wait for one. She let me into the building, then went inside her apartment, locking the door behind her, and a minute later, came back out with a set of keys in hand. We walked up to the third floor. 
 
    “What’s your name, kid?” 
 
    “Tirah. With an I and an H.” 
 
    I thought about that, confused. “How do you spell Tyra with an I and and H?” 
 
    “What’s your name, old man?” 
 
    I cleared my throat. “Ionas.” 
 
    “You think that’s any better?” she screeched. 
 
    “Good point. Did you know the Kolstads?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Tirah said, her bravado mellowing. “Archie, he was really funny.” 
 
    “That was the younger son, right?” 
 
    “Yeah. He was like… super hyper. But he taught me some really cool stuff too. Like how to stream games.”” 
 
    “What was his brother like?” 
 
    “Quiet, I guess. And Mark was kinda mean.” She frowned. “Noooo, not really. He was like, um, quiet most the time, but sometimes he’d get really angry at Archie or his parents.” 
 
    “So a typical teenager then?” 
 
    She giggled, the first sign of real weakness I got from her. “Yeah, I guess. Grumpy. That’s what he was.” 
 
    “Sounds like me at that age,” I said. That wasn’t exactly true. Mark was sixteen when he died. At that age, I was in therapy, talking about my parents’ deaths. But it wasn’t much of a white lie, considering that really did sound like me before they died. 
 
    “You gonna find the guy who killed them? 
 
    “I’m going to try my hardest,” I said, “and that’s no bullshit. Uh. Bullcrap.” 
 
    “Motherfucka, you can swear around me.” 
 
    I laughed, and then we were there. Tirah unlocked one of two doors and hesitated. I said, “We can leave the door open so you can see that I’m not messing with anything. Or you can wait on the stairs or outside if you want.” 
 
    “Maybe I’ll wait.” 
 
    I nodded. She went to the top of the stairs and sat down, watching me over her shoulder as I gloved up.  
 
    The furniture was gone, but there were still pictures on the walls. I went to one, a photo of the teenaged boys. The younger one had a smirk to him, as though he knew something the more tight-lipped older brother didn’t. They were in tank tops and board shorts, and across one of the flowers in the picture was an errant droplet of blood the crime scene cleaners missed. Another frame held a picture of a man with bright red cheeks, a bulbous nose, thick eyebrows, and a smile that looked both silly and mischievous. He had his arm around a beautiful Middle Eastern woman in a pink tank top and an open blouse. Her smile seemed more careworn, as it did in several others. 
 
    I dug out my phone and brought up the crime scene photos. The murders all took place in the living room. I held up the phone at every angle the photographer took the pictures from, reenacting the scene as best as I could manage. Cracks in the drywall beside the door were believed to be from T.J. throwing the husband around. Judging from the angle, the blood on the picture frame was probably Ted’s. 
 
    I gritted my teeth thinking about that, and about the murders that followed. He did them quick. Ted or the father first, then the kids. This wasn’t reasoned. It was reactionary. Killing Ted flipped whatever switch inside him stopped him from going full berserk before this.  
 
    When I came out of the apartment five minutes later, my young friend was no longer waiting on the stairs, but she hadn’t gone far. She waited outside by my Kona, talking to the boy from earlier. Down the street, a woman in a tan overcoat slid into a midrange BMW, pretty enough to distract me. I thought – or maybe wanted to imagine – her eyes held mine for a moment. I needed to get laid. 
 
    “I’m all done,” I said to Tirah. “Thanks. Hey, what do you know about Tahaya. Kolstad?” 
 
    “She was mean,” my young friend said. At the same time, the boy got a goofy grin and said, “Super nice. 
 
    Tirah scowled at him. “You liked her because she had big old…” She pointed at her chest and he shrugged. To me, she said, “There was this woman, this real pretty woman, she was like in college or something. She lived a couple doors down. And there was this guy she was dating-” 
 
    “Aw, that’s just a rumor,” the boy said. 
 
    “No, it’s not, Dezzie, don’t be stupid, my momma had to talk to the cops and I heard them.” 
 
    “What happened?” I asked. 
 
    “This woman, her name was like… Macy or Mary or something. Anyway, Macy, her boyfriend like… hit her or something, and Mrs. Kolstad heard about it. She got so mad she grabbed one of them shower, uh, shower things. You know like the curtains hang on?” 
 
    “A shower rod. Sure.” 
 
    “That’s it. She pulled him out of Macy’s apartment and she bent him over the trunk of his car and whipped his ass with the shower rod so hard it broke.” 
 
    “Jesus,” I said, impressed. “Good for her.” 
 
    But in the back of my mind, I was thinking about the photos of Tahaya. She looked maybe a hundred thirty, a hundred forty pounds at the outside. Dragging any man out of a building and beating him like that took a lot of strength. Interesting. I had to spend some time researching Baaks. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Last I knew, T.J.’s ex Estelle worked in a strip club in Faetown, but that wasn’t a scene I was familiar with. Before I met Eliana, I usually relied on a high-end escort service for my physical needs, but I’d never been much for grungy, dark bars, overpriced drinks, come-stained floors, and pasty-covered tits.  
 
    That said, I wasn’t exactly upset at the idea of trying to find Estelle at work. She was a hell of a gorgeous woman when I knew her, a sultry Black woman with legs for miles and a perfect heart-shaped ass to greet you at the end of the journey. She had a delicate, beautiful face with huge eyes that always looked a little bit like she’d been a naughty girl and was hoping for your forgiveness – or a spanking. 
 
    Yeah, I had to imagine she was pretty fucking good at her job and I was hoping to find out. 
 
    First, though, I stopped for a haircut at a salon in a strip mall. A woman with pink sweatpants and blonde hair in a bun gave me a hatchet job that left me wincing at myself in the mirror. “Well, if ya wanted to look like fuckin’ Jason Momoa, ya shouldn’t go to a place that charges ya only twenty bucks,” she snapped at me. Fair point. Plus there was enough hair left that a real stylist could hopefully do something with it. Or Eliana, if she didn’t slit my throat with the scissors. 
 
    If I remembered right, Estelle worked at a place called the Consumate. It was a classier name than the place deserved, as I found out. The building looked like a Texas fort, only painted black and windowless. A fat bouncer perched on a bar chair outside the door, eating a huge burrito wrapped in foil. “We ain’t open yet,” he mumbled at me. “Come back in half an hour. Lunch special’s steak and eggs.” 
 
    “Who the hell comes to a strip club for lunch?” I asked, genuinely surprised. 
 
    He swallowed and said ponderously, “Hey, it’s pretty good steak.” 
 
    “Yeah? How are the eggs?” 
 
    “Eh. They’re eggs. Come back later.” 
 
    “Estelle Hill working today?” His eyes narrowed and I held up a hand. “Hey. Relax. I’m not a customer. I’m a private investigator with Wise Fool looking to ask her a few questions about an ex-boyfriend of hers.” I pulled out my business card holder and passed one over. “I take it she does still work here? Call her and vet me.” 
 
    The big man thought about that and finally caved. “I don’t got her number but she’ll be on around at seven tonight.” He squinted at me in a poor facsimile of looking tough. “I’m gonna let the night crew know about you. You think about getting in her space, Todd’ll bend you in half, jam your head up your ass, and make a hula hoop out of you.” 
 
    “Todd as big and mean as you?” 
 
    He sucked his teeth. “Sheeyut, I’m a great big teddy bear. Get your ass on out of here. My shit’s getting cold.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    I met up with my crew a couple hours later at a specialty pizza place deep in the heart of Faetown. They were seated outside around the remains of a honey sriracha chicken pizza, which sounded bizarre to me until I grabbed a slice and discovered it was pretty damn magical. Not literally. I mean, it was delicious. You get the point. Anyways, I filled them in as I ate, though I hadn’t discovered much. Their own luck wasn’t in either. 
 
    “About half the damn places are saying no to the posters,” Dwayne said. “And the ones that aren’t… I don’t know, I’d be surprised if a tenth of them are still up tomorrow.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Posey said glumly. “They’re all suspicious. Like we’re cops, not private investigators. I almost want to go to the strip club tonight just so we can see some kind of action.” 
 
    “Well…” Dwayne mused. She stuck out her tongue and he grinned. 
 
    To J.G., I said, “We’ll hit it half an hour early, see if we can’t spy Estelle before she goes on. And bring your appetite. The bouncer told me the steak’s killer.” 
 
    “Food? At a strip club?” Posey asked, making a face. 
 
    “That’s what I said.” 
 
    “You know,” J.G. said, “the best chicken fried I ever had was at a club in Dallas. You remember that band I told you I worked for as a roadie? One night, we finished a show, nothing really special but a pretty good crowd, and we were hungry. Nothing else was open. Not a damn thing, except this strip club out in the middle of nowhere. We go in, order, and the lead singer got to bullshitting with the owner. There wasn’t that much going on that night, so the owner says, hey, jump up there and play a few songs. I don’t remember much else because I was pretty drunk, but I do remember they made more for a couple sets of cover songs than they did the bigger show they just played.” She squinted. “Come to think of it, we ended up sleeping in the club, too. Yeah. The singer and the drummer crashed in a couple of the booths and I think I slept on the bar.” 
 
    “You have the best stories,” Posey said. 
 
    “You three fought a demon. I think that wins,” J.G. said. She finished her own slice and took a long drink of Dr. Pepper before breaking our comfortable silence. “Why Faetown?” 
 
    “Lee told me he’s been seen around here,” I said, not comprehending the question. 
 
    “Yeah, I know. But why is he here? Why hasn’t he skipped town?” 
 
    I leaned back and laced my hands behind my head. “Don’t know. Someone here might be harboring him. That’s why we’re talking to Estelle, to see if she knows anyone who might still keep in touch with him. And there’s nowhere he could really run, unless he went completely off the grid. That’s harder than it seems in this day and age, unless you can get to maybe the Canadian wilderness or Russia or Mexico City or Rio.” 
 
    “Yeah, sorry. Dumb question,” J.G. said. 
 
    “No, it’s not. We just don’t have much to work with here. If we catch him, it’s going to be pure dumb luck, or he’s going to fuck up somehow.” 
 
    “We need Monette,” Posey said morosely. 
 
    I grunted my agreement. We split up not too long afterward to drop off more signs with T.J.’s face on them. Dwayne rode with me for a change. I didn’t know where we stood until that afternoon, but if he was still pissed, he didn’t let it show. That’s not to say we had a good time – we were laughed at for being rent-a-cops, had our signs torn up in front of us twice, and one guy spat on me. But as far as reunion tours went, it definitely could have been worse. 
 
    The four of us met back up again at six, and J.G. and Dwayne swapped spots in the Kona. She looked down at her blouse and slacks and smirked. “I feel overdressed.” 
 
    “We’ll be the classiest people there by a mile,” I agreed. 
 
    The club’s parking lot was half-full by that hour and more people were pulling in as we did. We waited for three guys who looked like they were ready to come right there in the parking lot, then showed our IDs to the fresh face at the door. He was smaller than the bouncer I talked to earlier, grizzled with gray in his short-cropped beard and thinning hair. But I wasn’t fooled by the size difference. The way this guy held himself, he knew how to fight. And then there was the magic aura he was giving off. This guy was something, but I wasn’t sure what. 
 
    “You Todd?” I asked. 
 
    “Who’s asking?” he asked, not quite meeting my eyes as he looked at our IDs. 
 
    “The bouncer on around noon told me he was a kitty-kat compared to you.” 
 
    That got a grin out of him. “Ah, you’re the asshole who was asking about E. Twenty bucks cover charge.” 
 
    I dug out my wallet. “The lunch steak really as good as he said?” 
 
    “Fuck no. Get the chicken and waffles.” 
 
    We paid and went in. Blue lights swirled and cut through the general red aesthetic, focusing around dancers working a pair of poles on the main stage. That faced a fancier bar than I was expecting. The whole thing looked like interconnected crystal-clear ice cubes, where men sat and drank and a pair of bunny-eared women served up cocktails. I don’t mean women wearing fake bunny ears, either. Under their glamour of humanity, they both had real fucking bunny ears. The drinkers wouldn’t have seen that but I did. 
 
    In fact, every person working the tables, dancing to the aughts hip-hop beat, or serving drinks was supernatural under their glamours. An elf wrapped her long legs around a pole, her golden wig kissing the floor before she straightened and twirled to thrust her ass in the direction of a pair of wildly excited men. At a private table, a water nymph appeared to be an attractive brunette with a wide smile, but underneath was pure liquid, nearly as crystalline as the bar. The only straight-up humans were the clients. 
 
    The undulating dancers were all in various states of undress, but none were more naked than a G-string. The ones hustling drinks, either at the bar or to the tables, were dressed more conservatively in bikinis, lingerie, and bodysuits that left little to the imagination. It wasn’t quite the come-stained dump I was expecting, but the whole place did reek like sweat, sex, and something that I could only call man musk. 
 
    I nodded towards the bar and we headed in that direction. A woman in a bodysuit carrying a platter of food wove around us, giving us a plastic smile. J.G. and I both checked out the food. Sure enough, the thick T-bones didn’t look half bad, but neither of us were hungry. 
 
    We waited for an opening at the bar, and I pushed in when a couple guys tottered off to a table. It took a few minutes for a bartender to get to me, and by that point I had my business card out and wrapped in a ten. “I’m looking for Estelle!” I shouted over the noise. 
 
    “We don’t have anybody working here named that,” the bartender said, more than a little wary. 
 
    “Take that card to her. She’ll know what it’s about.” The bartender still hesitated, so I dug out another ten. Finally, she whistled twice, and one of the waitresses rushed back to the bar. The two spoke and the waitress hurried away, one of the tens disappearing into a money pouch on a belt around her slim hips. 
 
    J.G. ordered a rum and Coke and I had a vodka neat. By the time our drinks were thumped down in front of us, the waitress came back. I didn’t notice her at first until she tapped my arm. We turned and she pointed towards the back of the club. There at a table alone by herself was Estelle. 
 
    She was still a tremendously beautiful woman, though she had a tit job since last I saw her at a PSI agent’s barbeque. Not that she really needed it, but it was admittedly hard not to stare at the crop top barely concealing her now considerable breasts. Her big eyes were dark and already pained, and her lips pressed tight. She rose, and as I met her, she turned her head. I chuckled and kissed her cheek. 
 
    “Ionas Levi,” she said. Shouted, really, because of the music and the hooting from nearby tables. “I knew someone would be around but I didn’t think it would be you. I heard you were out.” 
 
    “Yeah, they got us working this one independently,” I said, and introduced J.G. We sat around the booth, and I jumped right into it. “When do you go on?” 
 
    “There’s a new girl on in a few, then me but I need to get ready. I’ve got maybe ten minutes.” 
 
    I nodded. “Good. What do you know? Have you seen T.J.?” 
 
    “I heard he went off the deep end,” she said. “God, poor Ted. That’s crazy.” She shook her head. “I haven’t seen him but he broke into my place last night. He knew where I kept some cash and it’s gone. Same with some of my jewelry.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you call the PSI?” J.G. asked. 
 
    “What good would it do?” she asked. “He was there, he left. It’s not like he left a note saying have more cash ready, I’ll be back in a week. Besides, it’s T.J. I don’t… I’m not gonna stick my neck out.” She giggled, then clapped a hand to her mouth. “Sorry. I’m sorry. I get the giggles when I’m scared.” 
 
    “When you were together, did he get violent with you?” J.G. asked. 
 
    Estelle didn’t meet her eyes directly. “Nuh uh. Not like that.” 
 
    “Verbally?” 
 
    Now J.G. got Estelle’s attention. “Yeah. It could get… scary.” 
 
    “The agency can protect you,” I said. 
 
    “The agency would stick me on a hook and dangle me out over the fucking shark tank,” Estelle said, her voice flat and a flash of anger in her eyes. “Once upon a time you would have been holding the fishing rod, Ionas.” 
 
    “All right,” I said, trying to sound agreeable but I was more than a little rattled by her words, mostly because they were true. When she told me T.J. came through her apartment, I was already starting to try to drum up an idea of how to put Estelle in an environment we could control and draw T.J. out. The worst part was, it was pure reflex. “He’s been seen here in Faetown. Recently. Any idea where he might be staying or what he’s doing here?” 
 
    “I haven’t heard anything,” she said, her eyes cold now. Damn it, she was shutting down on me.  
 
    “Any friends he might have in the area?” 
 
    “Not that I know of. I should go get ready.” 
 
    “Give me one thing,” I said. “Come on. I can tell you know something, Estelle. And I can help. You don’t have to be afraid of him.” 
 
    “Afraid of him? I’m terrified of him. He hates the…” Her eyes flicked all around and she stifled a giggle before she leaned closer. “…the community. He wants to see all of us dead. He always has. He thinks we’re monsters and freaks.” 
 
    “But he dated you,” J.G. said. 
 
    “Exactly,” Estelle said. “He pretended what we had was something real to hook me. And then the mask came off and he…” Her voice faltered. “He used me. In every way he could. He wanted to dominate me. To break me. And he did it with so many other women, too. All of them magic or psychic.” 
 
    “Jesus,” J.G. said. 
 
    Estelle nodded and sniffed. “If he’s here, it can’t mean anything good for Faetown.” To me again, “Stick around. I’ll try to get you some names when I can break away after my set.” 
 
    I reached out and squeezed her shoulder. “Thanks.” 
 
    She nodded again, and slid out of the booth. To a waitress in a black bra and panties, she pointed at our drinks, then at herself. Drinks on her. 
 
    The song currently playing ended, and the DJ came over the speakers. “Do we have a treat for you tonight, a special, one-of-a-kind piece of tail. She’s here for one night only, so get those bills ready because you’re going to want to be front and center for her attention. It’s the one, the only… Wisp.” 
 
    Beside me, J.G. grinned like she just won a million bucks as the music started again, a hot primal slow beat coming on. “I thought I’d have to come up with some excuse to get you to stay,” she said. 
 
    “What are youuuuu…” My words faded. Down the main stage came a honey blonde in a newsie cap, a black tummy baring long-sleeved top, a pleated skirt, and stylish heeled boots. The other women on stage moved and shuffled to the music. But the new arrival took the sexy, slow beat and channeled it, her body sliding in minute ways that entranced every man and woman watching her. Conversations fell off. Even the waitresses stopped to stare. 
 
    At Eliana. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    My world became her. I only barely aware of J.G. telling me she was going to the bar. There was movement too, a face in the crowd I thought was familiar, but I couldn’t tear my eyes off my lover as she dropped her cap to a man in the audience. 
 
    She was good. Her attention went to every man in the room except me before she moved – and I mean, really moved. That sultry walk down the stage was sexy, but this was surreal. I’d seen Eliana dance before, but never like this.  
 
    Her fingers flicked against the stripper pole front and center of the crowd and she tossed back her blonde hair. Her makeup drew the gaze to her brown eyes and long lashes, but she’d also done up her lips plumper than normal, making me flash back to the last time she had them wrapped around me. Her smirk was everything, knowing she had every man in the room eating her up. 
 
    Her fingers quit the tease and she gripped the pole. In a flash, she twirled around it, knee bent, breasts thrust out, head falling back as she twirled lower and lower. It took me a moment to register that her other foot never touched the ground once it left, that leg stuck out behind her. When her bent knee touched the stage she bounced right back u as she twisted, bent over and thrusting her ass out, the skirt riding high above her cheeks. Her audience cheered its approval and she undulated, a full-bodied thing that started with her head and ended with her on her tiptoes. This she repeated three times, losing her smirk as her eyes went dark and sultry, her ass thrusting back like she was being fucked from behind. 
 
    Christ, I was already so hard I hurt. 
 
    Eliana kicked a leg around the pole and bent it before twirling up the pole, one arm doing all the work as she twirled up and up. Her legs kicked wide in a vee to the beat, and the crowd whistled as she flashed them her G-string in a slow spiral down to the floor again. 
 
    I moved forward, blood thundering in my ears as Eliana flicked at a button on her top, her tits threatening to burst out. She was finally looking straight at me as I approached. Then she was up and undulating again with her ass against the pole, grinding on it as she brought a finger to her lips and sucked. The guys whooped and cheered again, and she twirled around the pole, the top falling further open with another flick of her fingers. Tension in the air built like a pressure cooker, guys leaning forward, the ones closest to Eliana holding up ones, fives, tens.  
 
    She bent in front of one man, ass to him in the skirt, and worked a hand up one of her long, shapely calves and across her thigh as he stuffed her G-string full of cash. The skirt dropped to the floor and she kicked it into his face. He clutched the fabric to his nose and mouth, eyes rolling up. 
 
    Eliana went to the pole again, holding it with both hands and facing it as she undulated, her hips bucking against the metal, her hair falling just so across her eyes. She kicked high, and that G-string, thin as was, did nothing to hide her pussy lips. And though I doubted anyone else could see, I could. Those lips were wet. 
 
     Her ankle touched the metal, her audience roaring its approval as she did a near vertical split. Her leg wrapped around the pole – and she let go. Using only that one leg, she twirled around and around the pole, a hand out towards the audience, the other flicking the last button on her top open, the material falling away from her lacy bra. Around and around she went, defying gravity to the roar of the audience. This wasn’t just erotic. It was the best damn show any of them would see, the sort of thing they would dream about the rest of their lives. 
 
    And she was mine. 
 
    Some guy complained as I pushed my way up to the stage, but I barely noticed. Eliana twirled down to the ground, and came back up to stare at me over her shoulder as she thrust at the pule again, eyes half-lidded, her ass calling me to join her up there and fuck her on the stage. 
 
    The blonde at my periphery caught my attention. She was seated against the far wall, across from where I’d been sitting with Estelle. Where did I know her?  
 
    Eliana sensed my distraction and twisted towards me. No. Not me. The men standing beside me. She leaned down, her nipples peeking out from the top of her bra, and they held up fistfuls of cash. She dropped down to the stage, resting on her hands and the balls of her feet, thrusting her pussy at them as they stuffed her G-string. One guy got a brush of her cunt and I wanted to break every bone in his hands, one by one. Eliana saw my anger and smirked, moving to the next man, this time on her hands and knees and gripping him by his jersey. She pulled his face towards hers, as though she was going to kiss him, then shook her head at the last moment and turned to the side. He reached out with a trembling hand and a ten-dollar bill, stuffing it in her G-string and turning to the guy next to him with a grin like he won a million bucks. 
 
    Then she was moving again, ignoring the pole now as she explored her own body. Her hands went first to her face, her lips parted, eyes closed as she rocked her head back, chest thrust out. She cupped her tits and ripped at the fabric of her bra, drawing another roar from the audience. The material wound up in one hand, whirling around and around until she dropped it on the face of an adoring patron. He reached out and jammed a fistful of bills into her boot. 
 
    The song flowed into another, a more guttural feel to its hard guitar licks. Still with her hands covering her tits, Eliana rubbed her G-string clad ass back against the pole again, bucking up and down, up and down. Then she came off the pole and strutted around it, fingers tapping her breasts to the drums. She bent over in a slow circle, fingers sliding down, down, and when she whipped her head back up, she bared her tits for every person in that room, hands going to her ass, writhing now, her body moving not so much in a dance anymore but like she was having the greatest orgasm of her life. 
 
    I didn’t know if I wanted to climb up there and fuck her in front of all these people or drag her into the back offices and drill her brains out over a desk. My hands balled into fists with my need for her as she dropped to her knees and spread them wide. Her hands went to the back of her head and she looked at me again, lips parted, eyes dazed, and I wondered right then if she really had come. She bounced up and down, making her tits jiggle with the beat. She knew I was furious with the other men’s attention. She knew I was about to bore a hole in the stage with my fucking hard-on. And when I produced my wallet and all the cash and yen I had on me, her dazed look turned to a slow blaze of a grin. Eliana knew beyond a doubt she won that round. 
 
    I threw the money in the air and it rained bills around her. 
 
    Movement. 
 
    The blonde at my periphery across the club looked left, and I finally realized where I’d seen her before – outside the Kolstads, getting into a car down the block. That was too big a coincidence for my brain not to seize on it. I moved for J.G. at the bar, trying to fight my way through the people crowding the stage and my gorgeous – ex? – girlfriend. As strong as I was, they were packed in, and I could barely move. Out of the corner of my eye, like a nightmare, I saw Estelle walking along the edge of the crowd, grinning wide. I looked where she was looking, and there, coming towards her was T.J. in a long pea coat covering a bulge at his side. He grinned too. 
 
    Estelle pointed at J.G. at the bar, her back turned and oblivious to all this. At the same time, the blonde from the Kolstad place stood up and started towards T.J. too. 
 
    Shapeshifter, I thought to myself. It had to be Tahaya Kolstad. Everything moved like fucking molasses. Everything became a nightmare. 
 
    “J.G.!” I shouted. She didn’t hear me, but T.J. and Estelle did. They whirled on me, and his gun came out and up at the same time as mine. I couldn’t get a bead on him through the people but he didn’t care about that. He fired and someone went down, brains and blood spattering the next few people. Screams erupted as J.G. whirled on her chair, too late. Far too late. 
 
    Estelle brought up her hand and made a finger gun. She aimed it at J.G. and laughed. She laughed. 
 
    There was no bang, only an ethereal whipf as something invisible cut through the air. J.G. went down and I fired at the ceiling, two shots. More screams, and customers and dancers ran or dove for cover. T.J. aimed for me and fired indiscriminately into them but then the blonde had a gun in hand too, trained on T.J. 
 
    “You son of a bitch!” she roared, an inhuman, cracked sound. He and Estelle turned, and the Baak fired. Miracle of miracles she didn’t hit any of the stampeding clubgoers, but she did hit T.J., right in the shoulder. Estelle shoved him towards the door as Eliana launched herself off the stage, finally snapping out of her shock. She dropped next to me but like me she was stuck behind a wall of humanity shoving past and trampling each other. 
 
    T.J. was shot but it didn’t stop him from grabbing a tall, skinny man around the throat and shoving his gun against his temple. Estelle and her finger guns blasted people left and right, clearing a path to the front doors. The blonde got off one more shot, a clean one that might have killed the telekinetic stripper but only just grazed her collarbone. A hair to the right and Estelle would have been down. 
 
    We struggled to follow but they had a hostage and J.G. was down. Eliana grabbed my shoulder and shouted, “I’ll take care of her.” I nodded, and tried to shove my way through the crowd one more time. Tahaya was just ahead of me, cursing and shoving people out of the way. Someone grabbed her arm and knocked the gun out of her hand. She headbutted him for the effort and broke his nose. Then she turned on me, her jaw set, and she fled. Not for the front doors, like everyone else, but the one marked “EMPLOYEES ONLY.” 
 
    “Fuck,” I said, realizing she had the right idea, and followed her, kicking a downed chair out of the way and sprinting down a hallway past bathrooms, a changing area, and an office before she burst out onto the street. A group of dancers blocked the way and screamed when they saw us. 
 
    “Move!” the blonde bellowed, and they moved, splitting to either side, creating an aisle. I ran with the Baak around the building, just in time to see Estelle dive into the driver’s seat of a Hyundai Accent. T.J. yanked the door shut on himself and the hostage in the backseat, but not before taking two shots at me. The first bullet grazed me, the second hit my square in the guts, nearly dropping me. He let loose a mad shriek of victory – “Heeee-yah!” as the car jerked out of the parking lot and off a curb into traffic. 
 
    Gone too was the Baak. A man getting into an F150 was yanked unceremoniously from the foot rest. She kicked out the back of his leg and yanked his fallen keys up, casting a terrified glance over her shoulder at me. “Wait. Wait!” I roared, but she was already in and going. I tried to stumble after her but the fire in my guts stopped me and I had to lean against a wall, panting. 
 
    I couldn’t stop her. I couldn’t stop them. It was a floor-to-ceiling fuckup of epic proportions. 
 
    And behind me in that building was one of my friends, maybe dead. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    J.G. was on her side. She was ashen but still breathing. Eliana and two strippers knelt beside her, one of the strippers pressing a washrag to a wound on J.G.’s side only an inch away from where I’d been shot Another stripper came out of the backrooms behind me, clutching a first aid kit and more towels. I’d never seen her as I staggered down the hallway. 
 
    “Oh my God, another one,” she gasped. 
 
    “My love,” Eliana said, her eyes widening. She rushed to me and helped guide me to a sitting position next to J.G.  
 
    “Heya boss,” J.G. grunted. 
 
    “Lying down on the job?” I asked. “Pussy.” 
 
    “Look who’s talking.” She winced. “Is it… lying down on the job or laying.” 
 
    I tried to laugh but it hurt too much. “Hell if I know.” I looked up at Eliana. “Milk. I need milk. Is there some…?” It hurt to talk too, so I thumped the bar with my head. 
 
    Eliana didn’t wait for an answer. She rushed behind there and brought me back two cartons of half-and-half. I guzzled them down, trying to ignore the lances of fire it caused. One of the strippers, a sylph under her mask, stared up at me, fire in her eyes. “You’re an agent.” 
 
    “Formerly. So was the asshole who started shooting.” Shit. That reminded me of something. I pushed myself to my feet. Eliana tried to keep me down but I grabbed her by her still-nude shoulders and whispered in her ear. “You and J.G. need to get out of here. Now. Get to Regis or one of his people. You were never here tonight.” 
 
    “But-” 
 
    “Get a story straight. The Boston agents might not be as friendly to you as Vineport.” Her eyes widened. She understood. It was a fifty-fifty chance in my mind as to whether or not they might drag the pair of them back to Boston if they thought Eliana and J.G. were part of all this. They might anyways but it couldn’t hurt to try to keep them away from the PSI, at least for now.  
 
    Bloodied or not, I shrugged out of my jacket, wincing at the pain it caused. “There are coats in the backroom I could have used, you silly, stupid man,” Eliana said, her voice cracked and breaking.  
 
    “The dumbest,” I said, my voice just as broken. 
 
    She reached out and caressed my face. I brought my lips to hers, but she pressed a finger to mine and shoved my face back none too gently. 
 
    To the strippers, I said, “Want to stick around and talk to the PSI?” All of them said no or shook their heads. I gestured to J.G. “Help her out of here and I never saw you.” 
 
    They did, and just in time too. The sirens were coming, and coming in force. 
 
    * * * 
 
    I rested my face against the cool glass of the bar, eyeing a White Russian I made for myself since it had cream in it but not drinking. The glass bartop felt too good and moving sucked. I was wondering if I did drink the cocktail if it would shoot out of me like one of those statues of cherubs peeing when she came in the door, gun out, smirking, and now I knew my luck was really shot to shit. 
 
    “Agent Levi!” Reese Lambton said cheerfully, and holstered her gun. But the other three agents who sept into the strip club didn’t. They had them all trained on little old me. “Or I guess it’s Mr. Levi now, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Oh fuck,” I said, and chuckled wearily.  
 
    Of all the “almost was” hookups in my life, Reese Lambton was in front of the line in the shoulda-woulda-coulda department. We worked a case together up in Boston. It was really my case, because the bodies first started showing up in Vineport. Something big and nasty was getting its kicks beating to death the homeless and the drifters. There were a few things it could have been, a troll, an ogre, something like that. 
 
    Well, the killer must have loved baked beans because they shifted their killing spree to Boston, so my boss sent me on my way to work the case with their best and brightest. Things were kind of political – the hot topic that year was a burgeoning homeless problem in both cities and the vulnerability of that community – and there was a lot of tension and pressure on us to get it solved fast. 
 
    My partner was a twenty-year veteran redhead named Reese Lambton. She was gorgeous, with long fiery red hair she usually kept braided, full lips and a knockout smile, and just the right amount of curves to try to tug my gaze downward constantly. I was young, but I was a professional, and I kept my lust for her in check. 
 
    The thing was, we didn’t get along. Reese was intense. I worked long hours but she worked insane hours. Twenty-one, twenty-two-hour shifts, and often the only real sleep she’d get in a day would be on a stakeout. She also had real problems with me trying to make nice with the lesser supernatural beings we came across. I was trying to build a network in Boston same as I had in Vineport, which she called a waste of time and mental energy. 
 
    She was, in short, the definition of both “powder keg” and “try hard.” I’m still not sure if she was trying to impress me or her bosses. At first I thought it was her bosses, but when we finally got an actionable tip and put down the cyclops handing out the murders, everything changed. We killed the damn thing under an overpass, called it in, and she was on me, pushing me back against her SUV, the two of us frantic for each other. Given another couple minutes I would have had her laid out on the backseat and been balls deep inside her, but just as I got my fingers in her slick little pussy, the cleanup crew arrived and we had to cut things off. 
 
    By the time we finished our debrief, Reese cooled off and told me it was a heat of the moment thing. She was distant, and I told her I got it. We needed to be professional. That broke through her emotional wall and she looked grateful for a moment before we shook hands and walked away. 
 
    Apart from some interoffice training exercises, that was the last I’d seen of he until that day. 
 
    “Wanna play doctor?” I asked. “My intestines are trying to push out a bullet and I want to hurry it along.” 
 
    “We’ll get you to a hospital but what the hell happened here?” 
 
    “Well,” I said, coming around the bar and nearly stumbling, “the good news is, I found T.J. for you. Bad news is, I didn’t realize he was working with his ex-girlfriend. Estelle Hill. She’s a stripper here.” My wound tore open and I grimaced. “I’m happy to chit-chat but I really do need a hospital.” 
 
    She called for a medic, then gave me a hard-edged smile. “Good to see you haven’t changed.” 
 
    I gave her a thumbs-up, and nearly collapsed from the pain. 
 
    * * * 
 
    A gut shot is a hell of a serious thing, even for an agent, and I was in surgery for a while. When I came to from the wonderful drugs, I found out a chunk of my intestine was now gone, but the magician surgeon who operated on me told me it would regrow over the next day or two. I thanked him and the nurse, and within minutes, a still-amused Reese came in. 
 
    “Wow,” she said cheerfully, digging out her phone and tapping away at it. “You really fucked the pooch and all its friends. Six dead!” 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered.  
 
    “B to the dubs, we’re going to be recording this little conversation.” She set the phone between us and said, “Agent Reese Lambton of the South Boston branch of the PSI, interviewing agent… whoops, Mr. Ionas Levi, currently of Wise Fool Investigations.” She gave a few more details, namely where the recording was being done and the date. “Say hello, Mr. Levi.” 
 
    In my absolute worst Boston accent, I said, “Hello. Wicked awesome of you to come down here. Gonna have us a pissa, ain’t we, Reese?” In my normal voice, I said, “Let it be recorded Agent Lambton is giving me the finger.” 
 
    “And let it be recorded we’ve got dead civilians and he’s making jokes.” 
 
    “None of them were killed by me, if you were wondering.” 
 
    “So what happened?” she asked, grabbing a chair and pulling it to my bedside. “And don’t worry about spilling the beans on your bestie. We know Lee Turley took some personal days off and jetted over to Japan to pick you up out of a gutter. Agent Hachi says hello, by the way.” 
 
    “Don’t pin him with this,” I said, shifting. The pain meds had me coasting but her words made me want to get up and move. Namely to throw her out the damn window. I liked Reese, but only when we were playing on the same team, and she’d made it abundantly clear we weren’t. Actually… yeah, okay, I kinda liked her even when we weren’t playing nice. Fuck, she was good-looking. Those cheekbones. Damn. 
 
    “Not your responsibility now, is it?” Reese asked. “Being a former agent and all. Gosh, we’d hate to see him transferred for obstructing our investigation, but if you don’t talk…” She gave me an apologetic grin and raised her hands to shoulder-height in a, “hey, what are you going to do?” gesture. 
 
    “Go fuck yourself, Reese,” I snapped. “I’m not being blackmailed into shit. I heard about Ted and I came back. He was a good guy. He deserves this being taken care of, either by the PSI or by my team.” 
 
    Her smile held for a long moment. “Tell me about the club. What happened? Why’d he show up there?” 
 
    “Estelle Hill.” 
 
    “Who is she?” 
 
    “You really don’t know?” I asked. She shook her head. Huh. The Vineport gang was really keeping its collective mouth shut. “T.J.’s ex-fiancée from five or six years back. I went to her looking for names and information. I didn’t expect them to be in contact. Had no reason to. It was a longshot, and it… well, it backfired.” 
 
    “I should say so.” 
 
    “You want to lay off the snark?” 
 
    “Not really. It’s fun, especially with you laid up.” 
 
    I sighed. “I talked to Estelle for a few minutes. She hadn’t seen T.J., or that’s what she said. She told me to stick around and she’d try to come up with some contacts for me. So that’s what I did. I watched the place and a blonde I recognized came in and took a seat on the other side of the room.” I was fudging the timeline to spare any details about Eliana. “Earlier in the day I went by the Kolstad apartment just to get a feel for the place. When I came out, she was getting into a BMW a half-block down.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you stop her?” 
 
    “Shit, I barely noticed her, Reese. It was a sexy blonde getting into a car. Why would I suspect anything about her? Anyway, she shows up at the club. I couldn’t place her fast enough, and in comes T.J. Everything went to shit fast after that. Estelle went to him, the Baak drew, he drew, she drew her finger guns, it was chaos.” 
 
    “Tell me the order of the shooting.” 
 
    I gave it a moment’s thought. As good as my memory was, I sometimes had a hard time putting together the details of a fight. That’s not uncommon.  When the adrenaline stops, the brain kind of mashes it all together. “Estelle shot first. She didn’t have a gun, but she’s a telekinetic so you’re going to want to warn your agents to be careful with her. I drew and fired at the ceiling to… I don’t know, get T.J., Estelle, and the Baak’s attention. At the time, it felt like the right move. But I didn’t expect him or Estelle to start blind-firing. I didn’t know he was that far gone.” 
 
    She clicked her tongue and gave me a tone like a mother explaining something cheerfully to a very stupid child. “But he’d already committed four murders, hadn’t he?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell us about Estelle?” 
 
    “Because I thought you knew. They dated for a year, were engaged for another. I thought this would have been in his file.” 
 
    “Mm. Funny that it wasn’t.” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    “No, I suppose not.” 
 
    “T.J. took a hostage. Did they-?” 
 
    “Dead. The car was dumped and they found him in the back.” 
 
    I dropped my head back against the pillow. “Fuck.” 
 
    “So is there anything else you’re not telling us, Mr. Levi?” 
 
    “No. I don’t think a description on Tahaya Kolstad or her car will matter much.” 
 
    “Give me one anyways.” 
 
    I did. We went through the scene at the club for another hour or so, Reese making me run it backwards and forwards, not just to jog my memory but test me for any lies. Finally she seemed satisfied, picked up her phone, and shut the recording down. Standing over my bed, she surprised me by leaning down and kissing me, long and hard. Her hand snaked under my hospital gown and gave my cock a squeeze that left me hardening in her hand. 
 
    “It’s good to see you again,” she whispered in my ear, making the hairs on my neck and arms stand up again. 
 
    “I’m with someone now, Reese.” 
 
    “Oops,” But she didn’t move her hand away, not until I was fully hard. She stroked me once, but I put my hand on hers and pulled it away. “Tell me, was she the main stage stripper you seemed so googly-eyed over?” I started, and she grinned. “Security cameras. Did you really think your bullshit was going to work on me? Honestly?” 
 
    “No. I guess not.” 
 
    She gave my cock one last pat, then stepped away. “Here’s what’s going to happen. Your crew is finished with this investigation. Done. Non-negotiable. Stay out of our way, and I don’t press for you to face a couple weeks in a containment cell for obstruction.” She gave me a long, lingering look. “It is so good to see you again.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, both pissed and wildly turned on. “You too.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Posey and Dwayne waited for the PSI to finish up with me, then charged the room. Before they could speak, I said, “How’s J.G.?” 
 
    “Stable, but she’s hurt pretty bad,” Dwayne said. 
 
    I started to swing my legs off the bed. Posey said, “She’ll be okay, she’ll be okay, stop.” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Ellie’s with her,” Posey said. “So is Dr. Evelyn and Kittridge will be coming by in the morning.” 
 
    “Call them,” Dwayne said. “Eliana is just as sick about you as you are about J.G.” 
 
    This was not a time to argue or play the lovesick teenager stuck in a will-they won’t-they play. But did I really want to do this on the phone? No. I didn’t.  
 
    To Dwayne, I said, “Poke around down the hallway. See if you can find me a wheelchair.” 
 
    “Is that a good idea?” he asked. 
 
    “Let’s find out,” I said. 
 
    He left, and came back a few minutes later pushing a wheelchair. I tossed aside the thin blanket covering me and started pulling at wires and needles. I left the bandages across my stomach, but when I sat upright, I realized my clothes were ruined and I probably couldn’t dress myself anyways. 
 
    “Try to ignore how sexy my bare ass is,” I said to Dwayne. 
 
    “I will do my best.” 
 
    They got me into the wheelchair, my dignity mostly intact “Eliana’s going to be pissed about the suit,” Posey said as she collected my things out of a cabinet, and I chuckled weakly 
 
    Just outside the room, a nurse hustled towards us. “He can’t be taken out of here. Not in his condition.” 
 
    The guy was supernatural, a very minor psychic healer I knew from previous jaunts into the hospital and the wing where agents and the supernatural alike were treated.  
 
    “Jim,” I started to say. 
 
    “Grant,” he corrected me. Okay, I knew him, but I was not great with names. 
 
    “Right. Grant. Listen, they say laughter heals all wounds.” 
 
    “Time. Time heals all wounds,” he said, his voice going high and irritated. “Laughter is the best medicine.” 
 
    “Is that really the saying? Wow. You’re a smart guy, Grant. I respect that.” Behind me, Dwayne fought back a chuckle. “Smart enough that I have to ask you, do I really need to be here?” 
 
    “Yes! You were shot in the gut, you madman!” 
 
    “Do I really, really need to be here though?” I asked, going for my sweetest voice and fluttering my eyelashes at him. Hey, it was worth a shot. Eliana said it was my best feature. 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” he muttered. 
 
    “Gotta go, my friend. The winds of the future are blowing at our sails. Toodle-oo.” 
 
    Now Dwayne wasn’t bothering to hide his snickering. “We’ll take care of him,” Posey said, and hurried me towards the elevator banks. 
 
    * * * 
 
    I lost all my good humor when we arrived at a house deep in suburbia. Ivan, one of the many vampires who came across to America with Eliana, opened the door for us. He was a bear of a man, with a shaved head and a face like a cheese grater got in a fight with a walrus, all upper lip, no nose or neck to speak of, and a few scars. Like Eliana, he took the cure, so while he still had his fangs and some superhuman strength, he was more or less human.  
 
    His hand rested on the butt of a pistol, but he relaxed when he saw it was us. “Come in. They are in the back,” he said in his thick eastern European accent. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. “I owe you. Again.” 
 
    “It is nothing compared to what Eliana has done for us,” he said, and squeezed my shoulder as I passed. “But, ah, if you two are to fight, please, do it away from here. I have very irritable neighbors, and my furniture, it is not warded.” 
 
    I shuffled towards the backrooms just as Dr. Evelyn Duncan came out. You know in the movies how when the criminals need a doctor and they can’t go to a hospital, they always seem to have the number for some booze-soaked heel who can patch them up? Well, Dr. Evelyn was that but for us supernatural types not associated with the PSI. And she wasn’t much of a drinker, for that matter, though she did have fantastic taste in martinis. She was our fixer on call, and though we paid a lot for her services, it was worth it. 
 
    She was a middle-aged woman, with blonde hair so light it was almost white. Her eyes could either seem like still pools if she was not in a mood to mess around or sparkle with good humor if she was. 
 
    I got a brief rundown on how J.G. was. Dr. Evelyn, echoed a great deal of what Posey and Dwayne had already told me, but filled in some of the details. Like me, all the damage was to the intestines, but while J.G. still healed incredibly fast compared to a human, this was a terrible wound and she was in far worse shape than me. 
 
    “She got very lucky but she should get checked out at a hospital whenever you’ve pulled yourselves out of whatever trouble you’re in.” Her gaze flicked down to my gown. “How are your own wounds?” 
 
    “I’m good. Barely a scratch.” 
 
    She frowned. “Let me see.” 
 
    “All due respect, my concern right now is for my friend.” 
 
    She sighed, and stepped out of my way. Past a bedroom made into an office was another, larger guest bedroom, a tableside lamp casting a dim golden glow on Eliana and J.G. The bed had been moved from the wall to a more central spot, and an oxygen machine and IV drip stands were positioned behind the head. 
 
    Eliana held J.G.’s hand, and looked up at me. I didn’t like seeing J.G. in that bed. Not one bit. No offense to Ted, but for the first time that case, I was well and truly angry. 
 
    J.G. cracked an eye open as I came towards the bed, followed by Dwayne and Posey. She tried to say something, rolled her eye upward, then lifted her oxygen mask. “Shit. Caught me laying down on the job twice in a day.” 
 
    For once, I had no stupid jokes, nothing pithy to say. My mouth moved like I was trying to get something out, but all I could do was take the hand Eliana offered me and squeeze it. 
 
    “She should have that mask back on,” Evelyn said. 
 
    Ignoring her, J.G. said weakly to me, “I’m not fridged, you asshole. Stop staring like I am.” 
 
    I nodded. “Good. That’s what I want to hear.” 
 
    “And find those fuckers.” 
 
    “I’ll break their goddamn necks.” 
 
    “Not good enough,” she said, her voice getting softer and rougher. “Shoot ‘em in the fucking taint for me.” 
 
    I laughed. It felt profane in that quiet room, but it made her smile too. I squeezed her hand, let go, and moved her oxygen mask into place. J.G. had so often saved my life that seeing her weak like that, it felt wildly unnatural. She lived through the sunlight for me when she was a vampire. She fought off not one, but two wraiths. The woman was an unstoppable tank… 
 
    …that had been stopped dead in its tracks. I didn’t like that. 
 
    She fell asleep again. Evelyn gripped my shoulder and pointed out to the hallway. I fought down my temper, but I went. Eliana followed, now in a pair of long shorts and a sleeveless top that Posey must have brought for her. She forgot shoes, though, and the fuck-me pumps were still by the front door. Her makeup was mostly gone, but she’d missed a few spots, particularly around her nose and the far sides of her cheeks. 
 
    I said to her softly, “Get a washcloth. Soap and water too.” 
 
    She looked at me wearily, but didn’t argue. Whatever weight was still between us, that night was not for arguing. She came back a minute later and we both sat on the couch, I took my shirt off and Evelyn peeled away the dressing. Eliana took a pained breath when she saw the new scar on my stomach. Even Evelyn frowned. 
 
    “Was your surgeon drunk? This is terrible stitchwork.” 
 
    “It’s healing,” I said. 
 
    “I guess.” 
 
    As she changed the dressing, I turned my attention to Eliana and very carefully helped her with her makeup. Her eyes held mine, the strange browns, blacks, and dim gold as entrancing as they’d ever been. When I finished, I leaned in and kissed her, a gentle press of my lips to hers. She stroked my face, tears slipping down her cheeks. I kissed those too  
 
    Finally, I pulled back and sighed. “We need to talk, but not tonight.” 
 
    “Not tonight,” she agreed. “I should not have distracted the two of you.” 
 
    “No. Stop that. You know as well as I do we can’t play the game of what-ifs. Not without going crazy.” 
 
    “Crazier,” she said, dabbing at her eyes with the washcloth. 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. “I’m going to stay with J.G. tonight.” 
 
    “I’ll stay too.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, and took her hand to kiss it. 
 
    * * * 
 
    We both dozed a little bit sometime in the early hours, Eliana in the chair next to J.G., me seated on a cushion from the couch, leaning back against the wall. In the morning, Ivan played the enthusiastic host, cooking platters of food and helping Eliana and I change the sheets under J.G. as well as her IV and catheter.  
 
    Evelyn came by when she learned J.G. was awake and said she was on the mend, but would need a lot of rest. Ivan said simply, “I will watch her.” He grinned at Eliana, and it transformed his Neanderthalish face into something boyish. “I have played the nurse many times before, As Eliana knows.” 
 
    “That you have,” she said, and came to him to kiss him on the cheek. 
 
    “Thank you,” I told him. “We will pay you for this.” 
 
    “I told you last night. There is no payment necessary. Any time you two need help, I do it for free. It is a, mm, mark of pride for me. Is that the expression?” 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    Dwayne and Posey called and came by, loaded for bear with books, J.G.’s work laptop, and a reading lamp with a long, curved neck J.G. could adjust. J.G. by that point was sitting up. Evelyn said she could take off the oxygen mask for brief conversations, glaring at me when she said “brief” like I was the group’s biggest gossip. 
 
    I meant to let J.G. rest as I finally filled in Posey, Dwayne, and Eliana on the talk I had with Reese, but she glared at me too. “I may not be on my feet,” she said, “but I want to be kept in the loop.” 
 
    “All right,” I said. “The loop is that there’s going to be no loop. I’ve been told by my betters that my people are not to investigate T.J. anymore.” All three of my coworkers started to protest, while Eliana watched me with uncharacteristic bags under her eyes. She looked about how I felt, grainy and in need of about a day’s worth of sleep. “I know. I know. It sucks. But listen to me. Hear me out on this.” 
 
    I told them what Reese said, as well as a little bit of our history. Although I didn’t mention having nearly hooked up with her or Reese’s extra little squeeze goodbye to me, Eliana’s look changed to something approaching a simmer. Something I’d said, or my tone maybe, put her on point, and it nearly made me smile. 
 
    As I wrapped up, I said, “I’m playing with fire here, but she said for my crew to back off. Not me.” J.G. had fallen back asleep by that point, but Posey and Dwayne took up her share of indignancy. I listened to their protests for a while before I had enough. “Look, are there other cases open right now? Other clients you can help?” 
 
    They looked at each other. “We got that call about the green magician and alchemy break-ins this week,” Dwayne said. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    Posey flapped a hand. “It’s boring stuff. Someone’s been breaking into some shops and stealing some plants. Hemlock and wolfsbane and nightshade, that sort of thing. Someone’s playing at being an alchemist.” 
 
    “See? Perfect,” I said. “It has Agatha Christie all over it.” 
 
    “I don’t like being sidelined,” Posey said. 
 
    “I don’t either,” Dwayne said. “And I really don’t like you out there without backup.” 
 
    “He’ll have backup,” Eliana said, the first thing she spoke in a long while. We all looked at her. “Me.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    We stood next to her Aston Martin so we didn’t wake J.G. with our conversation. Posey and Dwayne ringed us, and Ivan watched us from behind his screen door. 
 
    “He has already killed a lot of people and at least half of them were because I was an idiot,” I said. 
 
    “I’m glad you admit that,” Eliana said. 
 
    “Goddamn it, baby…” 
 
    “Don’t you baby me. Not now. The way you looked when you said her name. Reese. Like you can’t wait to get back to her.” 
 
    “Reese?” I said. “You’re really jealous of Reese?” 
 
    “Tell me you aren’t thinking about fooling around with her.” Her eyes glowed. “Tell me you haven’t already.” 
 
    Facial tics I didn’t know I had went off all at once, and I said, “She and I…  we had a tiny moment-” Eliana snorted and spun away. “-before you and I met! And then in the hospital, yeah, okay, she fondled me, but I was in a freaking hospital bed. I couldn’t stop her.” 
 
    “Bullshit!” she said, turning back to me. “How many women have you slept with since you tricked me and broke my heart? How many?” 
 
    It was exactly zero, but I shouted, “A dozen. Two dozen! Why? How many dicks have you had inside you?” 
 
    “Fifty. A hundred!” she shouted right back. 
 
    “Neither one of you has slept with anyone else and you know it,” Dwayne said mildly, enjoying this. Posey took his arm and leaned her head on his shoulder, beaming like she was a proud mother. 
 
    “They’re so cute, even when they’re fighting. But we should go before they start to make out.” 
 
    “We are not getting back together,” Eliana said. “He used my love for him.” 
 
    “To try and spare you from stepping into a fight neither of us could win!” I roared. “I hurt you to save you, and if you had the same opportunity, you would have done the same thing! Tell me I’m wrong!” 
 
    “We agreed we fight together,” she said. “But oh no. Mr. Cowboy always has to run off and play the hero because you’ve got some… some martyr complex.” 
 
    “I do what I do because I protect people who I think need protecting,” I said, my voice marginally lower, though now we were attracting neighbors looking out their doors and windows too. “That’s why you picked me when we first met. The Executioner was a death sentence. I didn’t want you stepping in. Or seeing me die.” 
 
    “So Posey was a reasonable substitute?” 
 
    “He didn’t know I was there, Ellie, you know that,” Posey said quietly. “Don’t try and hurt him with me.” 
 
    We both stopped arguing long enough to stare at her. She was trying to look sad and sweet, but the corners of her lips twitching upward spoiled the effect. 
 
    But shit, she was right. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Posey,” Eliana said. To me, she added, “This is not over.” 
 
    “Looking forward to working with you, darling.” 
 
    Her eye twitched and she muttered, “Should have shoved that diamond ring up-” 
 
    “Let’s get to the office, huh?” Dwayne asked. 
 
    We did, traveling as a pack. Eliana roared ahead in her Aston Martin, Dwayne and Posey following along behind, me taking the rear. Heheh. Taking the rear. Oh, shut up, the first half of this story was so mopey I’m allowed a dumb joke. 
 
    Eliana talking about the ring made me itchy. I did want to marry her, that was the thing. I didn’t think I was the marrying type until she and I took a trip to England. There was this moment, right after we made love one night when she fell asleep right on top of me. Literally. On top of me. It sounds like the start of another joke, but with my arms around her in those long moments, it was like a door was thrown open and I knew this was the woman I wanted to spend the rest of my life with. 
 
    Only here’s the thing. My life would probably be much, much shorter than hers. Assuming something big and nasty didn’t eat me for lunch someday, I would live at most probably another hundred and fifty years, and more likely a hundred. We had no idea how long Eliana, J.G., or the rest of the ex-vampires would live after taking the cure. Kittridge Thomas, the genius blood mage and doctor who came up with and administered it, estimated now their lifespan would be proportional to the years they spent as a vampire, much like how some of their strength remained to them after the cure. J.G. would probably live another sixty to seventy years, he estimated, and she was already well over seventy or eighty. Eliana was north of a thousand years old, and Kittridge had no honest idea what that might mean for her lifespan. Five hundred years? Another thousand?  
 
    But a hundred years together… that was worth it. That is, if she’d marry me. And judging from the way she stormed ahead of us at the office and glared at me with her arms crossed under her breasts at the elevator banks, I wasn’t so sure the asking was going to be as easy as it might have been a few months before. 
 
    Before we caught up to her, she was already in the elevator and heading upstairs. Instead of waiting for it to come back down, I took the stairs, jumping up each landing and making it just a few seconds after Eliana emerged from the elevator. A savage grin flashed across my face at the momentary rise of her eyebrows in surprise, but then she hmphed. 
 
    “Let me get the door for you, partner,” I said. 
 
    “I could always just rip it off the hinges,” she said sweetly. “But I suppose I’ll spare you the expense.” 
 
    “Unlike my Audi,” I said, digging out my keys. 
 
    “Smashing that cost less than therapy.” 
 
    I unlocked the door and we headed inside. One of the reasons Eliana and I picked that office when she bought it was because there were two bathrooms, one of which had a shower. Given the things we dealt with, it was a necessity for all the times we came back covered in gore. It was also useful for our frequent nooners. Eliana walked straight for my office and I followed, watching as she dug out a change of clothing she kept in the closet and the designer overnight bag in which she kept her personal items. She glared at me as she walked back by. 
 
    “Want company?” I growled. 
 
    “Maybe if you hadn’t been an asshole.” 
 
    “Which time?” 
 
    “Take your pick.” Something in her eyes changed. “Oh. I forgot. I found something out about your Baak.” 
 
    “The hospital thing?” 
 
    “Yes. I sent you some files yesterday. Did you get them?” 
 
    “No. I mean, I probably did, but I didn’t check. Take your shower, and I’ll get caught up.” 
 
    “It’s… interesting. You’ll understand why she went a little crazy.” Then she sniffed and said, “Jerk.” 
 
    I couldn’t help a grin and she kinda sorta smiled too. It was enough. 
 
    * * * 
 
    With  the shower running and Dwayne and Posey starting the grind of their own case, I looked through the files Eliana sent me. Along with some notes, there were two videos titled by date and time. 
 
    The first one was a few weeks old. Tahaya Kolstad pushed a woman in a wheelchair down a hospital hallway. The woman in the wheelchair wore a scarf on her head, and looked pale and sickly, though she kept up a smile as the pair talked silently. The pictures I’d seen of Artemisia Florence in her files had her as a chubby, bright-eyed woman in her forties at the time of her death. This woman was a shell of her, skin dropping, not quite skinny but certainly down at least forty or so pounds from the picture I’d seen. 
 
    They weren’t just taking a walk, though. They turned into one of the rooms. Eliana edited a second video from a different angle onto the end. The pair of them were visiting the children’s ward. 
 
    “They knew each other,” I said to myself. 
 
    I played the second video, and leaned back, rubbing my jaw. There, on the screen, was Ted walking down the hospital hallway, but this was a different wing, more businesslike, and I realized that’s exactly where it was, the administration building of the hospital. This was a quick shot, followed by a lengthy video of Ted walking down another hallway, back in the hospital proper. He was talking to a nurse. She looked harried, and he seemed as placidly oblivious as ever. 
 
    This confirmed it. His missing time was spent at the hospital. This was how he found Tahaya. 
 
    I still had questions. If Ted knew where to find Tahaya Kolstad and her family, why hadn’t he told the rest of the PSI? He might have clued T.J. in the morning of, but almost certainly not any time before that, or else T.J. would have wanted to hit them hard and loud, like he always wanted to do. No. Ted wanted to talk to the Kolstads. End this peacefully. He must have learned something that made him think this would be a mundane arrest and not the massacre it ended up being. So what had he learned at the hospital about Artemisia Florence and Tahaya Kolstad? I wished I could talk to the hospital administrators or that nurse, but the PSI would already be pursuing records there. Besides, I doubted they would talk to a PI if they weren’t talking to the PSI without a court order – or probably more likely a Counselor influencing their minds to give up what information they had. 
 
    Eliana came into the office, now wearing a black bodysuit and leather pants. She had retouched her makeup, and I realized I’d spent thirty minutes watching and rewatching the videos. I wanted to go to her, take her in my arms, and slide those pants down over her spectacularly curvy ass and take her bent over my desk. 
 
    Instead, I grabbed my keys. 
 
    “Let’s go find out more about Baaks. I want to know what I’m dealing with when it comes to Tahaya Kolstad.” 
 
    She thought about that. “If we can’t go to the PSI…” 
 
    “I’ve been back a whole two days and haven’t said hi to my friends at the Acropolitana. If anyone’s going to know, it would be them.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    In case you missed out on my last thrilling tale of chills and hitherto-unachieved levels of manly sexiness by yours truly, the Acropolitana was a home for the supernatural with mental issues. I tracked down – and subsequently made friends out of – three of their residents who escaped from the facility through no real fault of their own. All three turned out to be pretty good guys in their own ways, and I was looking forward to seeing them again. 
 
    We called ahead to see if I could bring my friends some of their favorite snacks, and I was pleased to find out one of them, Wes, had been released into the care of his parents. That was something he’d been working towards when I left, and I was happy to hear he kept it up. That left Reid and Theo, roommates and best friends. Theo picked up when I was put through to his room. 
 
    “It’s good to hear from you,” he said. “Eliana told us the last time she came out that you were traveling the world.” 
 
    “El…” I started to say, and glanced at her, surprised. She liked the three guys fine, but I hadn’t expected her to continue my visits after I left. “Yeah, that’s right. Wyoming for a while, then Quebec, and lately Kyoto.” 
 
    “I went to Kyoto once for a conference,” he said. “Oh, it was beautiful.” 
 
    “It really is. I’ll tell you about it when we get there. What can we bring you guys?” 
 
    “Pepperidge Farm cookies!” he said immediately, then added as an afterthought, “I, I, I should have said please. And I can pay you.” 
 
    “Hey, Theo, it’s my treat, my friend. And I’m happy to do it.” 
 
    “Okay,” he said, still bashful. Theo was immensely kind but timid.  “And Reid says Sun Chips. He’s, um, doped up right now.” Quieter, he added, “He’s been having a lot of nightmares lately about home.” 
 
    Reid had a nervous breakdown over the loss of his parents in his thirties or forties, who he adored. It led to an awakening of his psychic mind control, but eventually also landed him in the Acropolitana, which, by his own admission, was a good thing. “I’m sorry to hear that.” 
 
    “It comes and goes for him. He’ll be okay soon.” 
 
    “I hope so. Okay. See you both soon.” 
 
    I hung up and looked over at Eliana. She pointedly did not look back. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. 
 
    “They deserved you, not me. They like me but they are your biggest fans.” Her eyes settled on me, blazing. “It was not just me you left, Ionas.” 
 
    “When I came home, you were the one who was gone,” I said. 
 
    “I left to spend a night or two at a hotel and be pampered while you wallowed in your misery. You left for three months. Three. Months!” she shouted. “You gave up so easily on us, and I hate you for it. Three… three months. I… I hate you, I hate you, I hate…” 
 
    A turnoff was coming up quick. I slammed on the Aston Martin’s brakes and we veered off the Interstate, nearly cutting into the field beyond. Eliana watched me with wide, feral eyes as I took a right without stopping, shooting onto an old side road and finding another turnoff where I again nearly sent us into a field braking as hard as I did. Then I was across the center console, and so was she, her lips mashing to mine, her fangs popping without her meaning to, and she bit me in her haste, drawing blood. She pulled back to gasp an apology but I wasn’t letting her go, not then, never again. 
 
    I jerked down my pants and she was there, climbing over the console and settling on my lap while I pushed the seat back as far as it could go. I was not hard but the grind of her hips got me there fast, and soon I was working at the knots keeping her leather pants up and they were sliding down her thighs, far enough for me to yank aside the bottoms of her bodysuit and bare her pussy to me for the first time in so goddamn long. 
 
    “I hate you for leaving me,” she whispered as she sank down onto me. 
 
    “Never again,” I promised her. 
 
    A car honked at us as she rocked on my cock, her pussy taking so much of me. She gripped my shoulder and we moved together, the space tight until she reached behind her and opened the door. Neither of us cared about being seen or the consequences. There was only each other, and the need of two people fighting with eternity. 
 
    “I missed you,” I whispered against her lips as she kissed me again and again. 
 
    “You left, you left, you left,” she said, emphasizing it each time by dropping down onto my cock. 
 
    “I’ll spend the rest of my life apologizing to you.” 
 
    She dropped her mouth to my neck as she began to buck uncontrollably. Her hand found mine on her ass and gripped it so tight I would realize later she fractured it. I never told her that, because I know she never meant to. 
 
    “Ion…” 
 
    “Let me feel it again, fuck I love you, I love you so much…” 
 
    She cried out and her teeth sank into my skin like she was drinking from me again. Her hips ground on me, twitching. Just as fast as she came, her head twisted sideways and her gasps of pleasure turned into a real cry, her tears falling fast and hard. She did not cry often but when she did, it usually came on with all the force of her, unchained. I held her like that, stopping my thrusts up into her. She melted into me, her body still quivering as she came down, or maybe that too was a sign of her emotion. I didn’t know. I didn’t care. In all the time away from her, I never thought our reunion would hurt like this. That it would hurt, yes, but it felt like her tears were pulling apart my soul and carrying the pieces with them down the waterfall. 
 
    Finally, with the traffic of the Interstate whirring by, she said tonelessly, “I hurt you.” She pulled back and wiped at her lips, grimacing. “I’ve bit you, and I punched you in that alley, and I… I…” She traced my blood with her fingertips. “Of all the ways you could have done it, you picked… you picked the one that hurt me the most. A ring…” 
 
    “Anything less and it wouldn’t have been enough.” 
 
    “Never again,” Eliana said. “Please.” 
 
    It was the please that hurt the most. “I can’t promise you that. If I thought I needed to keep you safe, Eliana, I would.” 
 
    “That’s the most chauvinistic-” 
 
    “I know. I know it is. But it’s who I am. I’d do the same for Dwayne. And Posey. And J.G. And your people. And the people at the Acropolitana.” 
 
    She sighed. “I know you would.” 
 
    “I was cruel,” I said as she finally slid off me and flopped back onto her seat. “Can I come home tonight? Are we… okay enough for that?” 
 
    She looked away from me, but her hand went to my slick cock and stroked me lovingly. “I do not sleep well without you beside me. I suppose you may.” 
 
    “You suppose, huh?” Her grip tightened and I grunted. 
 
    “Oh, I am still furious with you.” She finally turned and looked at my cock. “But I need this more than I can explain.” 
 
    Without another word, she twisted and leaned over the console to suck me into her mouth. I brushed aside her hair, grunting my pleasure as she bobbed up and down on me, humming deep in her throat, self-satisfied. I chuckled, held that hand against the back of her head, and pulled back out onto the road. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Theo was big on hugging, and I chuckled when he gave me one of his best. He moved on to Eliana as I clapped Reid on the shoulder. His eyes were glassy and his lips slightly open. “Sorry, Ionas,” he said, his voice drifting but his gaze staying on me. “I’ve been having some trouble lately.” 
 
    “Hey. It’s all right. I understand.” 
 
    “No, you don’t,” he said, and sighed. “I’m not angry at you. I just can’t sleep without the bad dreams.” 
 
    Eliana came to him and gave him a hug and a kiss on the cheek. It was lunchtime there, and we sat with them to eat egg salad sandwiches. Theo ate enthusiastically, though with little bird bites. Reid ate more mechanically, finishing half his sandwich and side salad before getting up and muttering that he was returning to their room. Before he went, though, he turned and said, “Chess sometime?” 
 
    “You got it,” I said. 
 
    “And this time it won’t be three months,” Eliana said. “Not if I have to drag him out here.” 
 
    He nodded solemnly and walked away, head bent. Theo watched him, and around a bite of sandwich, said, “I wish I could take that away from him. The psychics, they help, but you can’t heal everything.” He smiled at me. “I guess you know that, huh?” 
 
    “I do. Hey, did you know you saved me, in a really weird way?” 
 
    “I did what?” he asked, his smile widening. Usually he looked about like a bumbling older professor, a little frazzled and a little wild, but when he smiled, you could really see the man he’d been when he was younger. It was a smile that melted thirty years off him. 
 
    I told him about how a book of bad dad jokes he gave me saved my life in Posey’s hands, and he laughed so hard it left him winded. A nurse came to check on him, frowning at us, and Eliana offered him back a dazzling smile. 
 
    When the nurse was gone and Theo recovered, we talked a little bit more about the day-to-day of the Acropolitana. I gave him a sanitized version of my adventures in Colorado, Quebec, and Kyoto, leaving out the scariest and most upsetting parts. I didn’t like treating Theo with kid gloves but when he got stressed or overly stimulated, things could get ugly. 
 
    He – or rather, the strange fae creatures living in his head – wanted to take a walk, so we did a wide circle around the building’s grounds. I’d never seen more than the front from the outside, and it was nice. There were tennis and basketball courts, as well as a bandshell. Flower gardens and a vegetable patch were all taken care of by the residents. 
 
    “I wish I’d known earlier how much I love to garden,” he said. “It’s very soothing to my friends.” He cocked his head, listening to voices we couldn’t hear but which were very real. “All right, yes, it soothes me too.” 
 
    About then, Toby, the chief operations officer and the man who hired us to track down Theo, Reid, and Wes came around the corner.  He was a half-ogre under his human visage, a brutish man whose personality was anything but, being one of the rare administrators who actually cared about his charges. 
 
    He greeted us, then took a moment to talk to Theo about how the garden was doing. I respected that his questions seemed genuinely interested and that he talked to Toby like a friend, not someone he looked down on. After a few minutes, the administrator sobered and brought the attention to us. 
 
    “So, you’re looking into Baaks,” he said. There was something grave to his tone that I didn’t understand. “They are some interesting ones.” 
 
    “What do you know about them?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, quite a bit. We have one in residence.” 
 
    “Not related to a local family named the Kolstads, is he?” 
 
    “I can look into that but I don’t believe so. He was originally from the Great Lakes region, and was transferred here for his health.” 
 
    “For his health?” Eliana asked. 
 
    Toby clicked his tongue. “Theo, I’m going to steal our guests away for a while.” 
 
    “We’ll come see you before we go,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, that’s okay,” Theo said cheerfully. “I want a nap anyways. Thank you for the cookies and the visit.” He peered at me. “If you, ah, if you really don’t want to come back for another three months, it’s okay. Reid and I understand. You don’t have to come back at all. Just maybe call once in a while and say hi, okay? Or if you don’t, that’s okay too.” 
 
    “Oh, shit,” I said, and reached out to squeeze his shoulder. “Theo, I didn’t mean… I…” I looked at Eliana. “It won’t be another three months. Not if I can ever help it.” 
 
    “Okay,” he said. 
 
    We saw him inside, and Toby led us to an unoccupied conference room, but didn’t sit down. Neither did we. I filled him in on why we were investigating Baaks, specifically Tahaya Kolstad, and he nodded, frowning. 
 
    “Yes, I heard about those murders. I didn’t realize they were Baaks. Nasty, nasty stuff. We should start with the basics. You’re aware they’re shapeshifters?” 
 
    “And that they live by the water,” I said. 
 
    “Yes. Their diet is almost entirely raw fish, the fresher the kill, the better. So if you’re searching for one, a good sign is a fridge stocked with fish.” 
 
    “Good. That’s exactly the sort of thing I need to know,” I said. “This investigation is completely off the PSI’s radar, so I can’t go to them for the research.” 
 
    “Okay. Well, Baaks shapeshift in a pretty unique manner. They have to kill the individual they wish to look like. At that point, they, mm, absorb the host’s appearance, though not their memories or their personality. How many people has this Tahaya killed? Do you know?” 
 
    “Artemisia Florence, at least, and whoever she took her new body from. I’m guessing there will be a third. She’ll need a fresh face in the city, if she’s still looking to hunt down T.J.” 
 
    “And before that?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. Her file’s clean enough, but there might have been bodies before the Tahaya one.” 
 
    “That is troubling.” 
 
    “Why?” Eliana asked. 
 
    “Baaks are, at birth, a fairly normal humanoid. They look like you and me, talk like you and me, and can live whole lives without ever changing bodies once,” Toby said. “But after anywhere between five and seven transformations, usually no more than that, they become irredeemably malevolent and homicidal. They may not be as inherently strong or dangerous as a vampire or a werewolf, among others, but make no mistake, they are very dangerous creatures at that point.” 
 
    My mind went to Tahaya in that club opening fire on T.J. and Estelle. Had she already passed the tipping point? If she hadn’t, it would be a close thing. Then again, seeing her family murdered certainly could have set her off too. She seemed like she wasn’t blind-firing at the club, but with that many people around, it still wasn’t the best decision. 
 
    That led me to another thought – how had she known where T.J. was going to be? The answer, after a few seconds of deliberation, was obvious. She hadn’t. But she had seen me investigating her apartment earlier that day and I hadn’t been looking for a tail. Coming into the club after me instead of ambushing him in the parking lot was a mistake, but there were a dozen reasons I could come up with off the top of my head why she would. Curiosity, most likely, or boredom, or she couldn’t sit out in the lot and look inconspicuous. Any one of those was a reasonable assumption. 
 
    “There is no cure?” Eliana asked. 
 
    “No. Many have tried, and I suppose given enough time, someone like your Kittridge Thomas might develop a solution, but no. Is it true he’s working now on a cure for lycanthropy?” 
 
    Eliana nodded. “He would say no, but he is advising a group of like-minded scientists and magicians. It is not his area of expertise and his focus is still on vampirism, but it is a spark of hope to have his brilliant mind checking their work. And that hope is all that my people once had. I am confident in them.” 
 
    “Then here’s to hope,” Toby said. “But in the short term, I would be very cautious if you should happen to meet this Tahaya again.” 
 
    I said, “You mentioned you had one in residence? I’m going to guess…?” 
 
    “You’d be correct,” he said. “Without heavy medication and restraint, they would tear themselves to pieces, just for something to hurt and kill.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    We said goodbye to Theo and promised to come again soon, then drove back to Vineport. I explained my hypothesis about how Tahaya found us. 
 
    “I need to check your car and mine for trackers,” I said. “And it needs to be somewhere private where she’s not going to see us if she’s following us in person.” 
 
    “Do you think she is?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet but better to be safe. I was thinking your office’s parking lot. If you put the cars in the corner of the lot, she’d have to walk right up to the gate to see us.” 
 
    “Or at home,” she said, her voice firm but her eyes not meeting mine. “You have the jacks in the garage and flashlights and whatever else you would need.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “You have to be the one to decide. But if you ever use my love as a weapon again, Ionas, it will break me. Maybe just a little, maybe a lot, but you are the brightest part of a very long life and you hold my heart like no other ever has. Do not be cruel to me again.” 
 
    That’s what we did, stopping first to pick up the Kona and then driving home. It left me tense, coming back there, but the tension soon eased at the familiar smells of us. Eliana’s lavender laundry soaps, ones she mixed herself, same as her personal soaps and perfumes. The faint smell of pot roast and vegetables. The gentle chemical cleaners, the faint potpourri in the bathroom. All of it invaded my senses. 
 
    And Eliana, standing in the living room, watching me take it all in, her expression as pensive as my mood. 
 
    I was home, but not all was well yet. 
 
    * * * 
 
     Less than a minute of searching and I found a GPS tracker taped up in the Kona’s wheel well. The Aston Martin seemed to be clean, but I put it up on jacks anyways and gave it a more thorough check. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    I thought about turning off the Kona’s tracker or smashing the damn thing, but I had no leads on Tahaya or any means of finding her. The smart play was to let her find me again, I tossed it in the trunk, Eliana watching, an eyebrow raised. 
 
    “Honey and flies and all that.” 
 
    “Are there any other leads we can follow up on this afternoon?” 
 
    I thought about that and shook my head. “Nothing I can think of. I don’t know who Estelle’s inner circle might be. I’d say you could hack her social media page and we could research that, but it’s something the PSI will already be doing and it’s probably pointless anyways. I guess we keep peppering Faetown with posters. Beyond that… I don’t know. This one might be up to the pros.”  
 
    She came to me, shy, almost awkward in the way her hands reached out, hesitated, trembled, and moved up and down my body without actually touching me. I cupped her face and we kissed, a hesitant thing still full of doubts neither of us would be able to quell for a while.  
 
    “Your hands are dirty,” she said, and I kissed her again, pulling back the offending digits. She took them and moved them right back to her face before walking backwards to the rear of the Kona, pulling me with her. Her butt came to rest against the SUV. I really was leaving little smudges on her cheeks, I noticed with a faint smile, and kept them there anyways, tracing her cheeks and ears, kissing her again and again. 
 
    “No more running,” she said breathily. “If we fight, we fight, but we’re not doing it apart from each other.” 
 
    “Agreed,” I said, and her tongue slipped against my mouth and in, teasing mine. I kissed her back with fervor, one hand going to her neck, my cock grinding against her hip through my slacks and her leather pants. 
 
    I guided her up, her legs roping around my hips as our lips remembered everything they loved about each other. Her eyelids came down, her breathing intensifying, her heart pounding so hard I could hear it. My hand went to that breast, and I kissed her again, unable to put into words my jumbled thoughts, except to show her how I loved her, human or vampire or something in between. 
 
    She rocked against me, her forehead dipping, eyes closing. We ground against each other, swaying upright, her pleasure coming on fast. I loved to watch her come, the way her breathing intensified, her eyes nearly closing, her hips sometimes popping as her back arched, and the showstopper… my name escaping her lips. 
 
    “Ion… as…” 
 
    Eliana came, and all we’d done was kiss and grind against each other. I smiled and kissed her again and again, bringing the hand from her breast up to her face again, caressing her, waiting for her eyes to open. 
 
    They did, and as they always had, they owned me. 
 
    Eliana took me through the house and upstairs. She had rearranged some of the furniture, and some of the framed photographs and art were in different configurations, but most everything was just as it had been as I left it. At the sight of our bed, I felt a vicious stab of pain in my guts. I was where I belonged again, with who I wanted to spend the rest of my life with. 
 
    I turned to her, wanting to tell her the words again, to marry me, but not here, not where I broke her heart three months ago. No. I would ask where she deserved it, somewhere beautiful, with some effort put into the proposal.  
 
    She pushed me none too gently into the bathroom so I could wash up after digging around in the guts of our vehicles, but she was nearly as impatient as I was and as soon as I was cleaned up and not a second later, she was pushing me right back in the other direction until we were rolling on the bed together, my hands squeezing her ass, hers roaming mine. It all sort of made me feel like a goofy teenager again, us laughing quietly as we fought for control, Eliana knowing she could take it at any time but playing the game.  
 
    I don’t want to give you the impression we were somehow magically healed up and ready to jump right back to where we were three months ago. That divide was still there, and it would take time to bridge it. But it was all I could have hoped for as we played for hours, petting, teasing, wanting, and in the end, taking. 
 
    I don’t know when we finally started making love. Time didn’t matter much. T.J. didn’t matter much. Tahaya didn’t matter much. All there was to me in the world in that moment was the woman beneath me, my hands gripping her ankles and lifting them high as she stared up at me with the apprehension of a virgin. 
 
    Our sex had always had a certain rhythm to it. From the start, we weren’t shy about taking what we wanted or giving it to the other, and now years in, we knew each other so well. That time, though, it was not a rhythm. It was a tango. Though I might have been on top, Eliana led, and I chased. I gave, and she took, challenging me with her eyes to keep chasing the intricacies of our bodies’ steps. 
 
    Slowly, ever so slowly, we began to move together as one again. When she flipped over onto her hands and knees and I took her that way, we thrust together, me forward, her backwards, and oh, if you saw the way her lips drew back in the first smile I pulled from her in an hour, you’d have forever been lost too. 
 
    By the time we spilled onto the floor on a mass of blankets and sheets, Eliana in my arms and winding up beneath me, it was well past dark. I fucked her right there, only now moving with any sort of urgency, my body taken to its absolute limits of what I could give to her. She squeezed me tight, coiling around me, arms, legs wrapping me up and keeping me there. 
 
    Her head tucked against my shoulder as I moved faster and faster inside her. She had to hurt by that point, and I sure as hell did, but the finish was on us. I was delirious with her, finally reunited, and I whispered in her ear, “The next time I ask, it’ll be for real.” 
 
    “It had better be,” she murmured back, and nipped my ear. “Or they’ll never find the body.” 
 
    I laughed, and twisted her head to me so I could kiss her one last time before I came. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Tingling. 
 
    The sensation woke me up like a gunshot. Runes in my lower back were telling me someone stepped into range of the wards on the outside of the house, and given the ferocity of the sensation, it was someone – or more likely, multiple someones – with bad intentions. 
 
    “Get up,” I said into the darkness. 
 
    Eliana had her arm over me, not so much holding me as pinning me in place. She snapped awake, eyes glowing. “What is it?” she asked, her voice muddied but her focus intense and immediate. 
 
    “Someone’s here. More than a few. And it’s nothing good.” 
 
    As if to agree, the corresponding rune I etched into a decorative glass bowl on her dressing table started to rattle. Since Eliana was once a vampire, runes tattooed or etched into her body would have no effect, so this was her personal warning to be ready for a fight or to run. 
 
    We rushed to dress, me in my slacks and an undershirt, Eliana to the closet for the closest thing to something practical she owned – leggings and an asymmetrical top loose enough she could flow in it. Despite the night’s drizzle we had the window open, and hyper-focused, I heard the soft steps of someone below on the sidewalk. Someone was sneaking around to the back of the house. I pointed a finger down to the sidewalk below and Eliana nodded.  
 
    I kept a number of guns throughout the house and none so many as in the bedroom. While Eliana finished dressing I dropped the cases for a lightweight Benelli shotgun and an M4 onto the bed. The shotgun was loaded with a mixture of monster-killing rounds, some with wooden flechettes, others kissed with silver. Put one of each into anything supernatural and it was going to be hurting, if not singing for its supper in the next life. The M4’s rounds were normal, but runes etched into the grip and the stock would make sure whatever I wanted dead would stay that way. Eliana slid on her shoulder holster and checked the slim 9mm she liked. I grabbed my gun and obsidian knife belt and hurried it on, then snatched up the M4 and checked it. I didn’t know what we were in for, but if it needed more bullets than what I had in my pistol and the M4, we were probably done for. 
 
    Into Eliana’s ear, I murmured, “I’m going to drop into the backyard. If anyone comes in through the front, kill them. When you hear me open up, give them hell.” 
 
    She nodded and kissed me. Without another word, we moved. I crept out onto the bedroom balcony and jumped up to the rooftop. Against the soft glow of the pool’s lights I could make out three figures in black in the backyard. They gave off whiffs of the supernatural, though they seemed to be human, and each of them carried a pistol or a shotgun. Two held back, while one went for the patio doors, pistol raised. I waited until he was under the awning, then leaped for the cover of one of the fruit trees along the back fences. I landed softly, but the other guy with the shotgun turned. 
 
    “You hear that?” 
 
    Well…I guess I fucked up the silent approach. I wanted one of these assholes alive, and since he was closest, I decided he was going to be the lucky one. Each of them wore tactical vests and helmets that would have maybe stopped a bullet from a normal pistol, but a single shot from the M4 punched a hole right through his skull, armor or not. He dropped, and the shouting and shooting began. 
 
    Before the living shotgun guy – let’s refer to him as that, Shotgun Guy – could bring his gun to bear on me, I shot him in the leg. He screamed and went down, rolling on the ground. The man at the rear door fired at me as I dove for cover behind the pool house. His bullets only hit wood and a defenseless grapefruit tree. Eliana was going to be pissed. Our green magician spent the better part of a year tending to those and seeing to it they could grow in Vineport. 
 
    I raised the rifle and twisted around the corner, firing at the guy’s last known position, but he wasn’t there, moving faster than any human could and scrambling for the side of the house. That was interesting. From the front, I heard more gunfire and a man’s mad laughter. That was cut off fast by the boom of Eliana’s shotgun. 
 
    I nearly went after the guy who dove around the corner, but I heard the crunch of gravel from the house next door. They were trying to flank me and damn near succeeded. I turned just as a beefy man jumped the fence with nearly as much as ease as me, a pistol in hand. He saw me too late, his eyes widening at the last as I cut him down, three rounds from a burst blowing his guts out. His screams were cut off when I made the cratis into a wickedly big sword and hacked at his throat. 
 
    His buddy fired at me again, emptying his clip into the side of the pool house. I’d find splinters of wood in my scalp afterward, but none of the bullets hit me. I moved my fingers in a basic configuration, a spell that created a simple sphere of light. I hadn’t used since training, and surprised myself by getting the spell right on the first try. I hurled it in his direction with a grunt of a word in a dead language. He screeched. I don’t really know why. Maybe he thought it was a fireball or something dangerous, but the point is, he panicked and ran in the wrong direction. I heard another boom and moved, chasing after him as the globe of light glided over my house and began to fade somewhere above the street. 
 
    The guy I’d been firing at was face-down on the sidewalk, or would have been, if there was much of a face left. “It’s me,” I shouted. 
 
    “Go go go,” Eliana shouted back. More gunfire erupted out front. Someone had an automatic toy, peppering the house with hard-hitting bullets. Eliana swore inside, a sharp hiss. She’d been hit, I knew it, but I couldn’t go to her, not until this was finished.  
 
    I stayed close to the house and jumped the gate. Someone on the street moved laterally, a submachine gun in hand. Before they started shooting again, I clipped them in the side with a single shot that didn’t down them. He opened up again but not fast enough. My second bullet hit him two inches above the belt line, center mass, tearing through his vest. He screamed and dropped, rolling on the ground. 
 
    A car door slammed and I was sprinting. A Jeep started to tear ass down the street but I fired four shots into it and the driver veered sharply right, hitting a mailbox and crashing into someone’s fence. The engine still revved as I ran up on it. The figure in front was slumped but still breathing. Not for long. I made the cratis into a knife and slit his throat. 
 
    Just two cars away was a red Volkswagen Golf. A woman stepped out of it, wide-eyed and beautiful as sin. She had deep brown hair and eyes to match, and in a white dress nearly as classy as something Eliana might own, she stood out. She held my eyes and I held hers. 
 
    “Are you who I think you are?” I asked. 
 
    “Are you… are you going to shoot me too?” 
 
    “You send them?” 
 
    “No! No. No, I swear, this wasn’t me, oh my God…” 
 
    “I have to go and you do too. Find me after a day or two. We need to talk.” 
 
    When I ran back to the house, Eliana was standing outside, shotgun in hand and turning in a slow circle, eyeing everything all at once. There was blood on her hip, but it didn’t look serious. “I think it’s done,” I said. “You okay?” 
 
    “Barely grazed me. I’ve had worse accidents in the kitchen.” I gave her a quick once-over anyways. She wasn’t lying, and she was already healing. 
 
    The whole firefight start to finish lasted maybe a minute, but sirens would be coming fast. “I’ve got two alive. We’re going to have a talk with them before the police and the PSI show up.” 
 
    “Who were you talking to down the street?” 
 
    “Tahaya.”  
 
    Right about then, my phone rang. I hadn’t remembered dropping it into my pocket but I guess I had. I snatched it out. Posey’s name was on the caller ID. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” I muttered. 
 
    “What is it?” Eliana asked. 
 
    “Posey. Call Ivan. Make sure they’re okay.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “You think…?” But she didn’t wait for a response and ran for the house to get her own phone. 
 
    I stabbed the answer button. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “We’re okay, we’re okay,” Posey said breathlessly. “Did they hit you guys too?” 
 
    “Yeah. Where are you? Are you safe?” 
 
    “Yes. The wards went off and we… we… we were watching a movie and…” She took a deep steadying breath. “Dwayne looked outside and there they were, he, uh, he did his… angel light.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and gritted my teeth. Dwayne’s angel light was about as dangerous a weapon as existed in the world. The son of a human and an angel, he was Nephilim, not wanted by heaven or hell until the last of humanity came to an end. Sometimes it was easy to forget he was probably one of the most powerful creatures in the city because he was… well, Dwayne. Twice in his lifetime now he had to kill someone, and I hated that with all my heart.  
 
    “Your neighbors?” I asked. 
 
    “He kept it controlled. There’s… there’s nothing left of the people who came for us, but Ionas, they had guns and… and there’s a huge crater in the front of the house and…” She took another breath. “We’re just kind of driving around now. I don’t know what else to do.” 
 
    “Go to the PSI. Whatever they ask you, answer honestly. Repeat it back to me.” 
 
    “Okay. Go to the PSI. Tell them everything. Yeah. We can do that. Are you guys okay?” 
 
    “We had our own visitors but we’re okay. “ 
 
    “Oh God, J.G., Ivan…” 
 
    “Eliana’s calling them now.” 
 
    “Let me know.” 
 
    I said a quick goodbye and stuffed the phone in my pocket. The gut-shot guy was rolling around on the lawn. His hand went to his pistol but I kicked it away and hoisted him up, ignoring his short scream of pain. I carted him into the backyard and dumped him next to the kneecapped Shotgun Guy.  
 
    On a hunch, I cut free Shotgun Guy’s body armor and his shirt, and I had to laugh. There, on his chest, were a number of tattoos. They weren’t your average ink, but cheap imitations of the powerful runes agents were blessed with when they were accepted into the agency. Only without the runes and wards also etched into agents’ skeletons and whatever top-secret mojo the highest-ups did to us on the operating table at the time of our transformations, tattooed men like these were left flawed knockoffs, guys who couldn’t cut the PSI psych or physical evaluations or who wanted to ride the supernatural train without being bit by something. You usually saw them working mercenary jobs, like that night. 
 
    “Okay, dipshits, who do you work for?” I asked. 
 
    Eliana came out the back door, phone in hand. “They’re okay, they’re okay,” she said. “No one came for them. Ivan’s getting her out anyways.” 
 
    “Good,” I said. “Call Posey. Let her know. Then be ready to move.” While she did that, I knelt, drew my obsidian knife and made the cratis into a wickedly long dagger with lots of jagged edges. “Cops are going to come fast, and one of you will be alive to talk to them.” A lie. Neither of them would be alive in less than a minute or two. No one came for me or mine like this. “So tell me who you work for.” 
 
    “We’re dead, we’re dead anyways,” Shotgun Guy moaned. 
 
    But Gut-Shot didn’t seem to agree, or care. He held his stomach and gasped, “Mifsud Security. Omar. Omar Mifsud. He gives the orders.” 
 
    “Shut-” Kneecap started to say, and then he said nothing else except a few gurgles. I slit his throat neat. Sirens were coming. Had to make this fast. 
 
    “Is he a tattooed man too?” I asked Gut-Shot. 
 
    “N-no. Minotaur.” 
 
    “A guy named T.J., was he the one who ordered the hit?” 
 
    “I don’t know. But I saw the client. I was there. He came in, had a b-buzzcut, A t-tattoo on his wrist, a dragon with a ring in its mouth.” 
 
    That was T.J. 
 
    “Your boss, if he was going to hole up somewhere, where would he go?” 
 
    “He wouldn’t. Won’t. He doesn’t run.” 
 
    “Ah. Good. He’s stupid, then.” 
 
    I brought the obsidian knife to his neck, and ended it. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Eliana maintained a number of safehouses back when I first met her and she was on the run from her psycho ex-lover. Most of those now housed former or current vampire friends of hers, her closest circle and those who needed places to stay as they transitioned into new lives, but she still kept a couple properties across the city as bugout places where we could clean up and run, if the need ever arose again. 
 
    After we ditched our phones back home, we drove to one of those safehouses as fast as I could get away with, the Aston Martin chewing up the corners like it was track day, demanding I put the pedal down even harder. I obliged. We were running on a limited window to find Omar Mifsud before he either ran or the PSI found him first. I didn’t believe his thug’s assertion that Mifsud wouldn’t run, but it wouldn’t matter much if he did. If we could break into his office, there might be a paper or a digital trail we could follow.  
 
    In the trunk was the M4 and the shotgun. At the safehouse, while I grabbed a thirty second shower and cleaned off the blood on my hands and arms, Eliana looked up Mifsud as fast as she could. While she showered and changed, I reloaded the guns. We each had our specialty. 
 
    The house had a few goodies, namely bulletproof vests, burner phones, the clean laptop Eliana worked on, and most importantly to us at that moment, a car registered under one of Eliana’s many fake names. We grabbed the vests and tossed them into the back of a black Impreza. Before we moved apart, Eliana grabbed me by the collar and pulled me down to kiss her. I groped her ass and she moaned against my lips. 
 
    We broke apart, and we raced for Faetown and Mifsud Security. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “I think this place used to be a dojo,” I said, frowning at the darkened front of the building as we cruised by it. “Yeah. We dragged a couple orcs out of an apartment building a few blocks up and T.J. couldn’t find parking, so we had to walk them half the damn borough.” 
 
    “That can’t be a coincidence,” Eliana said. 
 
    “No. It can’t. Why is he going so hard after me? What the hell did I do to him?” 
 
    “After you found him at the club, maybe he sees you as the biggest threat to him?” 
 
    “Maybe. He was always a competitive asshole.” I rubbed my grainy eyes. The firefight, brief as it was, drained me, but we had to act fast. You’re probably thinking to yourself the smart play would be to clue the PSI in on all this and let them handle it, but the truth was, I wanted this. T.J. came after me and mine, and I was going to be the one to take his head for it. There was no intelligent reason for not calling them, no great plan. I was pissed, and I was going to do something about it. Plain as that. 
 
    There were two entrances to Mifsud Security. The front doors and windows were protected by a security gate. The back door was a big ugly metal thing with a security camera glaring at anyone who dared to come that way. Both entrances were protected by showy wards designed into the Mifsud Security signs. The rest of the building was a pretty nondescript single floor affair, divided from the stubby office building next door by a disgustingly spotless alley. You want to identify a supervillain’s lair? It’s by the cleanliness. 
 
    “Both doors are too warded for us,” I said. 
 
    “So how do we get in? Or do we make him come out to us?” 
 
    “Nope. We are going in. Because I’ll bet you lunch tomorrow they didn’t ward one place.” 
 
    “Lunch? Make it more interesting than that. Anal, at least.” 
 
    “Hm. What if I lose?” 
 
    “You still get anal. But you’re also repainting solo when the house is fixed up.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Deal.” 
 
    “So where do we go in? Through the side of the building?” 
 
    “Nope, The roof.” 
 
    For my plan to work, we needed markers or paint. A couple blocks away was an all-night corner store. Feeling the minutes ticking down in my skull, I bought a package of markers and a half-gallon of milk, and chugged half the milk right there in the parking lot. We drove back and parked at the office building in a spot that said NO PARKING. I doubted anyone was going to be too concerned, not at that hour. Besides, any cops in the area were about to have their hands full. The one problem with the plan was the M4 and the shotgun, but we made makeshift slings with strips we tore from Eliana’s jacket. 
 
    “Real Italian leather,” she sighed. “The tailor has a waiting list for years.” 
 
    The office building had great big stone window ledges that made it easy to scale. Before we jumped over to Mifsud Security’s headquarters, I took a look down at the rooftop. The lighting was bad, but streetlights gave me enough ambience to be pretty sure I was right. There were no wards on the roof. 
 
    There’s a trick to jumping and landing softly. It’s a lot like when baseball coaches teach you to catch raw eggs, how you’re more or less cupping the eggs rather than snatching them out of the air. In the case of jumping across buildings, it’s all about not tensing up. You want your whole body to take the impact, not just your legs or feet. Eliana was amazing at it, nimbler than anyone I’d ever met. She sailed between the buildings like an elemental, landing and rolling so quietly I could barely hear her, even with the shotgun across her back. 
 
    I was a bull moose flopping around in comparison, putting too much into the jump and stiffening up when I hit the roof and rolled. I heard someone in the building say something sharply and moved, keeping light on my toes this time as whoever it was opened up with a pistol. Chunks of the roof where I just landed blew out, and both Eliana and I circled wide, me digging out the markers and dropping to begin drawing a rune onto the roof. More gunshots erupted and one nearly clipped Eliana’s ass. I grabbed the rest of the markers out of the pack and tossed them ten feet away. The gunfire followed the sound of them, and I hastened to finish the rune before Omar Mifsud smartened up. 
 
    “You motherfuckers,” he bellowed below. “You cockroaches. I should have never taken that contract!” 
 
    The rune was finished, but marker wasn’t as strong for binding magic as paint or charcoal, let alone ash and blood. I dug out my obsidian knife and sliced open my thumb, grimacing at the sharp pain but ignoring it. Before I healed up, I slathered the rune with my blood, trying to make it even. Then I stood and unslung the rifle, tossing aside the leather strip. To Eliana, I counted down on my fingers. Three. Two. One. 
 
    I brought my foot up, and kicked the ceiling as hard as I could. 
 
    Okay, maybe I underestimated how strong the rune was, or maybe Mifsud Security bought a really shitty building. I’m not sure which, but whatever the case, the weakening rune did its job and then some. The roof collapsed in an eight-foot wide hole. I was right in the middle of it, cheap shitty insulation filling my lungs and a snapped joist jamming against my ass. A minotaur, free of his visage of humanity, blinked at me, a cannon in his hand that had to be custom. He laughed and aimed the pistol at my head. 
 
    Eliana fired, and he jumped back, the gun wavering. He wasn’t hit but he roared. Minotaurs are tough sons of bitches, built and bred to be warriors by madmen and gods in ancient Crete. You probably know the basics – head of a bull, body of a man – but what you might not know is just how goddamn huge they are. The smallest one I’ve ever seen undisguised by magic was seven feet, and that was a fourteen-year-old bully I tried to talk some fear into when he sent a kid to the hospital. 
 
    Mifsud was much bigger. He had to be eight and a half feet tall. Minotaur legs can either be more human than bull or more bull than human, and his were definitely more bull, thin and set at an odd angle. His hair was a deep gray, and one of his eyes was glass, the color not quite matching his real one.  
 
    I jerked at the rifle but I was going to be too late for his next shot. Instinctively, I thought shield at the cratis on my arm and the metal rushed to my hand, flattening and widening in a big kite shield. Bullets banged off it and I got the gun up, but it felt wrong, the weight off in a way I didn’t register until it was too late. I fired at the minotaur and the tip of the barrel exploded, something jammed up in it or maybe it had been mangled in the fall, I didn’t know. 
 
    Mifsud fired again, winging my shoulder and driving me back down behind the shield. He charged me. Eliana fired again and again, hitting him high in the side but not doing much to slow him down. Something banged from the rooftop and she cried out before she fell into the hole I just created, landing on the pile of debris, just feet away from Mifsud. 
 
    The minotaur grabbed her up and I shouted, “No!” but he had her in his grip, laughing and driving her down onto a sharp piece of snapped joist. She screamed as the wood jutted up through her gut, and I went nuclear. I drew my pistol, aimed, and fired twice. Hip shots, both of them, and Mifsud bellowed as he dropped to his knees. Then I was on him, beating him in the face with hard, uncontrolled rights. Bones didn’t so much break as shatter as I pulped the side of his skull. He fell and I drove my foot down on his lifeless bull’s face until there was nothing left but spatter. 
 
    Behind me, Eliana gasped, “No… needed him… needed him alive.” 
 
    I went to her. She was standing but there was a splintered piece of wood still embedded inside her. It wasn’t much bigger than a dowel but she was bleeding bad. 
 
    Something moved up above and I shoved past her, gun in my hand again, firing up at a grinning T.J. 
 
    “Ionas!” he cried out. “You’re alive! Good for you, buddy!” 
 
    I roared and fought the urge to jump up after him. Instead, I fired at his feet as I grabbed Eliana and pushed her towards the back offices. I didn’t let the hole out of my sight, and reloaded while he wasn’t firing. 
 
    “Why’d you snap?” I shouted. 
 
    He sucked his teeth somewhere above me. “We weren’t getting answers about where Tahaya was so I kicked the shit out of good ol’ dad. One of those teenagers got mouthy. Said he was going to kill me and take my body. Me! A sweetheart!” 
 
    He fired down at us, a few feet shy of where we were. I fired right back, but must have missed. 
 
    “So I put the mouthy little shit on his ass. His brother and his dad charged me and I did what I had to do. Ted suuuuure didn’t fucking like that.” 
 
    I fired again at the sound of his voice. Beside me, Eliana clutched at a wall, gritting her teeth. I put myself between her and T.J.’s blind-firing. 
 
    “I’m tired of them, Io,” T.J. shouted. “All the fucking fangs and claws and nightmares walking around pretending to be human. My time’s up, but I’m going to take as many of these motherfuckers as I can before I go. And you’re going to love what I have lined up. You and that bloodsucking whore.” 
 
    I didn’t take the bait but kept the gun trained on where his voice came from. Sirens in the distance wailed. I waited for T.J. to say something else, but he didn’t. As slowly and silently as I could, I guided Eliana to a chair. She clung to me and breathed into my ear, “You have to search his office before they get here.” 
 
    I wanted to argue. My chest rose and fell with pure fury. She held the back of my head and crushed her bloodied lips to mine. 
 
    “My dowry,” she said, “is his goddamn head. So go, agent, and find something you can work with. I will live through this.” 
 
    I nodded tersely, unable to form coherent words, and kissed her again before I pressed the pistol into her hands. I pointed up at the hole and she aimed the gun up there, wincing but her hands steady. 
 
    I rushed to the office as quietly as I could, worried that T.J. was playing possum up there. Inside was a laptop, the screen lit up, unprotected by a password. Omar must have been working up to the point when we hit his office. I sat in his chair and brought up his most recent files. Nothing there I could use. The sirens were getting closer and closer. I brought up Mifsud’s browser. The top five searches were mostly business related, but the fifth, dated that afternoon, was for something called Nebel’s Tears. 
 
    Nebel. I knew that name. The Nibelungs were old German supernatural, a country of them, giants and dwarves if I remembered right. One of the agency analysts used to keep a Nibelung blacksmithing hammer on a mount on his desk. Cool old thing, and heavy as hell. Maybe it was a passing interest of Omar Mifsud’s. I searched for the Nebel and Nibelung but got nothing other than that search and a couple variations on the spelling. Related to the case? Maybe. Maybe not. But it was something, and I needed something. 
 
    I hurried back out to Eliana. She still leaned against the wall. Her lips were gummy and clammy, and I didn’t like her color, but she was still upright of her own accord, and the bleeding had mostly stopped. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have left you,” I said, and got an arm under her shoulder to help prop her up. 
 
    “It’s okay,” she mumbled as the cops came to a stop in front of the security firm. “You kind of have a history of it.” 
 
    I chuckled and kissed the side of her head. “I’m going to pay for that for months, aren’t I?” 
 
    “Years.” 
 
    I studied her eyes. “I can’t move you. We have to take a chance on the PSI.” 
 
    She didn’t argue. Didn’t do anything, except lean her head against my shoulder. “Two days back and we’re already having so much fun.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    I made a new friend in holding when a tough in jeans and about a dozen white nationalist tattoos tried to terrorize a bookish man who looked ready to piss himself. 
 
    “That’s my seat, little bitch,” the douchebag said. 
 
    The bespectacled smaller man trembled and stood up, but I said mildly, “He was sitting there first.” 
 
    Both of them looked at me. I was seated on the edge of another bench built into the wall, hands between my knees. Regular, non-PSI-associated cops picked us up, so now I waited for my people and tried to fight a mild headache from the putrid stink of the jail. 
 
    The wannabe tough guy asked me, “What’d you say?” 
 
    “You’re stupid and you don’t listen. That’s a bad combination.” 
 
    He swung at me. In about fifteen seconds, I had him on the ground on all fours, my feet resting on top of him like an ottoman. He sniveled some about his broken fingers but I didn’t pay him any mind. 
 
    “What’d you do?” I asked the bookish man, who jumped and eyed me with nearly as much fear as he had the other guy. 
 
    “I… I… my friend, Dana, she… her boyfriend beat her up some and I… I found out about it. I went to his house with a baseball bat and… um… kinda trashed his car.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked, “My girlfriend just pulled that on me. Smashed up my Audi.” 
 
    “No joke?” 
 
    “No joke.” 
 
    “What’d you do to her? Cheat? 
 
    “Nah. Call it… a lack of communication on my part.” 
 
    “What are you in for?” 
 
    “Uh, I just killed…” I did a quick tally on my fingers. “Like… seven guys? Something like that.” He laughed nervously and I shrugged. “They were shitheads.” 
 
    “Wait, are you serious?” 
 
    “Yup. Long night.” 
 
    He and everyone else in the cell didn’t say another word to me the whole time. Well, okay, Snuffles the Racist Dickhead did, begging me to let him get off his hands because they hurt so much, but one good kick to his back with my heel shut him up again. 
 
    Reese and Lee came for me about an hour later. By then, the racist had passed out and I was doing crunches on the bench I now had all to myself. They were with a uniformed officer who pointed at me, made a come-on gesture, then called down the hallway to open up. I stood and joined them, but before the uni closed up again, I pointed at the nerdy guy. 
 
    “He walks too.” 
 
    “Ionas,” Lee said, exasperated. 
 
    “Come on, they’re going to eat him alive in here. And all he did was went and tooled up a wife beater’s car.” 
 
    “Girlfriend,” the guy said miserably. 
 
    Reese sighed, but nodded at the uni. The officer shrugged, and gestured for my new friend to come on out too. 
 
    “Thanks,” he mumbled to me. 
 
    “Need a ride?” I asked, and now Reese was glaring straight up ice at me. 
 
    “No, no, I, um, ah… no.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ, is he passed out?” the cop asked, and stepped into the cell. 
 
    I jerked my head down the hallway, and we hurried in that direction before the cop gave me shit. 
 
    When I got back my things, we stepped outside, I lit up a cigarette and breathed deep the sweet smell of cancer. 
 
    “Ionas,” Reese snapped. “I mean… fucking fuck, you psychopath.” 
 
    Serenely, I said, “Before we get the party started, I’m not talking unless I’m sitting next to Eliana in the hospital and I know Posey and Dwayne are in a safehouse.” 
 
    “Thought you’d say that,” Lee said. “Eliana is going to be all right. They got her in and she came through surgery okay. Your blood doctor is there with her.” 
 
    “Kittridge?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Good. Posey? Dwayne?” 
 
    “We’ve got them at the office, and we can arrange for a safehouse when you start talking.” Reese glared at me. “What happened?” 
 
    “Not good enough. I’m not talking until I know Eliana isn’t going to be hauled off and executed, and that my friends are safe.” 
 
    “You don’t make demands!” she shouted. 
 
    I pointed at my closed lips and made a big clownish frowny face. She had one hell of a right, I’ll give her that, because next thing I knew I was bent over, clutching my gut, gasping and watching the wasted cigarette roll into a puddle. 
 
    Man, I liked her. 
 
    “Whoa whoa whoa,” Lee said, getting in between us. “Let’s…” She doubled him over too, her fists blindingly fast. He staggered and clutched at my shoulder, gasping, “Jeeeezus!” 
 
    I stood upright and patted his back. He gave me a weak thumbs-up but stayed bent over, wincing. Again, I pointed at my lips and shook my head. 
 
    “You are the agency’s biggest pain in the ass and it’s not even close,” Reese said. “Fine. Yes. Fine. We will go to the hospital. You can see she’s safe, and I’ll have something written up that says she won’t be screwed with. We wouldn’t anyways. Half our goddamn vampires have come to your city for the cure. But you tell me everything, Ionas, or I’ll drop your team into the supernatural wing of SBCC and forget they exist for a good six months. And just fucking try me if you think I’m joking.” 
 
    Getting socked in the stomach a second time was definitely worth it when I booped her nose. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Eliana was asleep but she looked much better off than when I saw her last. So far that case, J.G. and I had both been shot in the stomach and Eliana had been impaled in damn near the same spot as me. That wasn’t even counting the guy I shot in the gut the night before. Stomach wounds seemed to the fashionable thing at the moment. 
 
    Kittridge Thomas was sitting with her, his fingers intertwined with hers. Though he was about a hundred years old, or thereabouts, the magic flowing through his veins and his natural boyish face left him looking no older than twenty-five. The blood mage and hematologist was a good friend to me and like a brother to Eliana. 
 
    “Been a minute or two, Ionas,” he said with a smile. 
 
    “Heya, Kit. How are you doing?” 
 
    “Stretched thin, but I like a challenge. Question is, how are you? I heard you were shot too.” 
 
    “I’m all healed up.” I looked at Eliana. “Not a great week to be close to me, though.” 
 
     “If your people got punch cards for stomach wounds, you’d get a free surgery with the next one.” 
 
    That made me feel marginally better. Kittridge was brilliant, and that brilliance sometimes affected his social mannerisms, but even he wouldn’t crack a joke like that if Eliana wasn’t going to be okay. 
 
    “How’s she doing? She going to be all right?” I asked, moving beside her and kissing her cheek as softly as I could, not wanting to wake her. Reese and Lee entered the room behind me, though I barely noticed. 
 
    “Yes. There’s some liver damage I was worried about because of how the cure for her vampirism affected her organs, but her healing is going remarkably well. They want to monitor her for splinters, which is the real worry, and I agree.” 
 
    “How long?” I asked. 
 
    “A couple days. How is your own stomach doing?” 
 
    “Evelyn says they butchered the stitch job but I feel fine.” 
 
    “Let me see.” When I lifted my shirt, he winced. “Oof. Yes. That is… not great work. Call the clinic sometime and schedule a visit. I can probably do something to help alleviate the scarring.” 
 
    “Thanks, Kit. I’ll do that.” 
 
    “And J.G.? Continuing to improve?” 
 
    I glanced pointedly at Reese. “No idea what you’re talking about. She’s working a case in Florida.” 
 
    “Oh cut the shit, Levi,” Reese said. “We know she was in the club and got shot.” 
 
    “She’s doing fine,” I said to Kittridge. 
 
    “Good. Ah. Well, I’ll leave you all to it. Agents. Ionas.” 
 
    When he was gone, Reese shut the door after him. I sat in the chair he’d been occupying and took my lover’s hand. Her eyelids fluttered and she turned her head to look at me. 
 
    “Hey, baby,” I said. 
 
    “My corazon,” she whispered, and giggled softly. “They have me on some really, really good drugs. Apparently I tried to bite one of the doctors.” She bit the air as if demonstrating how she did it, and I chuckled and kissed her hand. 
 
    “Go back to sleep.” 
 
    “Be here when I wake up again, or I will bite you too.” But she didn’t go back to sleep, not right away. Her gaze fell on Reese and she lit up. “Oooh. You must be Reese.” 
 
    “And you must be Eliana,” Reese said. “Gosh, you are as scrumptious as he is.” 
 
    “Mmm,” Eliana purred. “When I’ve showered and changed out of these ridiculous hospital clothes, why don’t you find out how tasty I really am?” 
 
    Lee rubbed the bridge of his nose. “I swear to God, he’s the luckiest man in the world.” 
 
    Eliana faded after that, mumbling some nonsense to me about spackling the walls, and fell asleep. I brought the blanket up higher on her and sat back. 
 
    Apart from not giving away where I stashed J.G. and my ten second conversation with Tahaya the night before, I told them everything, start to finish. There wasn’t much they didn’t know already, and I saw no point in hiding away any of it. The analysts would have found the search for Nebel’s Tears in a heartbeat, which was now about the only lead I had to go on, and that was as thin as a water nymph’s skin. 
 
    When I finished, Reese said in a “mommy’s talking to her idiot son” sing-song voice, “Gosh, Ionas, I just don’t think that’s the whole story, now is it?” 
 
    “I’m not giving up J.G. for questioning on this and having her wind up an accidental staking on the side of the road somewhere.” 
 
    “I’m hurt,” she said, far more flatly. “You got your paperwork. Your bloodsucker friends are safe.” Her eyes flicked towards Eliana. “Whoops. Ex-monsters.” 
 
    I didn’t rise to her dig. “I swear to you, anything relevant to catching T.J., I’ve told you. My best and only leads are Estelle and this Nebel’s Tears. And that might not even have been related to this case, but it seems like it lines up with the timeline Mifsud’s guy told me about. Either one of you two ever hear of that?” 
 
    They looked at each other and Lee shook his head. “I haven’t.” 
 
    “Hush, Agent Turley,” Reese said. But after a moment she sighed. “No. We haven’t. Analysts are working on it but nothing is jumping out immediately from the records.” 
 
    “Then while they’re figuring that out, we try to lure T.J. out,” I said. 
 
    “There is no ‘we,’ Ionas,” she said. 
 
    “I’m the one he came after last night. Twice. T.J.’s a bastard but say this for him, he never liked leaving a job unfinished. We dangle my ass out there and spread the word.” 
 
    “How? To who?” Lee asked. “We don’t know anyone who’s in contact with him.” 
 
    “Not him,” Reese said, catching on. “Estelle.” 
 
    “Yup,” I said. “You get all the strippers in that club in one place. Say, lockup. You drag me through there, really put me through the wringer, and I…” I frowned. “Shit. How would we let slip a place I’d wait that would feel organic?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t,” Reese said, her brow furrowed. “When we pull them in, we tell them we’re interested in your connection with them, that we’re looking for you too. We say… we say you’ve lost your shit because someone close to you got badly hurt and you’ve been roughing people up looking for T.J. We put a plant in among the girls. Someone good-looking, someone like them. Lots of makeup, maybe a little rough around the edges, dressed a little slutty. We have all the dancers wait. Really wait.” 
 
    Thinking of the guy I just helped out of holding, I added, “You have the plant buddy up to them.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Reese said. “And oh, hey, what a coincidence, she’s dealt with a Levi guy too, a real asshole. He’s been sniffing around… we’ll have to figure out a place, somewhere away from people. You’re asking around about someone and we have the analysts create a fake person living or working there.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked. 
 
    “We need the tiniest hint of a trail for him to follow. Nothing obvious, nothing supernatural, but something like… like the guy has been running a business out of that area for the last forty years. Not long enough it would look wildly out of place, but long enough the guy might be a magician or something. So T.J. creates his own idea about why you might be looking for dirt on him. We have teams close by, and when he comes around sniffing for you, we give you a call to conveniently show up about then. You and another PSI agent wait inside wherever we want this to happen, and if he comes after you…” 
 
     “Snap the trap shut,” I said. 
 
    “This is insane,” Lee said. “For starters, he’ll never believe it.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter if he does or doesn’t,” I said. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because he’s going to take the shot. He knows it’s a trap and he’s going to want to spring it as long as he sees me there. You’ve worked with him a while. Tell me I’m wrong.” 
 
    He couldn’t, but he stepped towards me. “We don’t know what kind of resources he has.” 
 
    “Hiring Mifsud had to have drained his cash on hand, or a lot of it anyways,” I said. “And I’m going to assume you’ve all done your jobs and his accounts are frozen.” 
 
    “Yeah, of course. But we don’t know who he might bring to this little party.” 
 
    “Do you have a better plan?” I asked. “Because believe me, I’m all ears. I don’t want to be the PSI’s bait, but he’s not going to run and I have a feeling if we don’t stop him as soon as possible, he’s going to do something insane. Again.” 
 
    Lee looked at Reese. “Talk some sense into him. Or even better, we tell the strippers Ionas is there, and someone stands in for him.” 
 
    She thought for a long time, not saying anything. Quietly, from her bed, Eliana said, “There is no better agent in this city.” All of us looked at her. She was pale, and her words were still dreamy, but her eyes were intense. “I spent months tailing all the ones that matter. Your Mitch, your T.J., your Kari. A half-dozen others, and more analysts. T.J. might be your best killer, but he was nowhere near as smart as my Ionas. He loves to play the fool but if he says this is the plan, then I suggest you listen to him.” 
 
    “I’m not doubting Ionas’s capabilities,” Lee said gently, and came to stand beside her on the other side of the bed. “T.J.’s not a demon or an ancient vampire nut, but I don’t think there’s a member of the Vineport branch that’ll tell you he’s any less dangerous. I’m just saying, let’s think this out.” 
 
    Eliana gave him a tired smile. “You might best him yet for talent and brains. This is always wise. But T.J. seems…” She thought, frowning. “…desperate. If he had taken his time, if he had arranged for Mifsud Security to ambush us somewhere inescapable, we would have had no chance. The same is true of the club. He is hasty. And hasty is sloppy.” 
 
    I helped her put her oxygen mask in place. She breathed deep and settled back in, exhausted and satisfied. Lee took her hand on that side, careful not to displace any of the needles or oxygen monitors, and squeezed it gently. 
 
    “This is the plan, then,” Reese said. “We’re going to get the analysts going on addresses for the dancers. While we’re doing that, Lee, you, me Ionas, and a few others, we’re going to cruise through Faetown and find the right place for this.” 
 
    “I want Lee here with her along with another couple agents from Vineport,” I said. “I’m not leaving her without protection and that’s not negotiable.” 
 
    Reese gave me a tight, ugly smile. “Fine. Lee, you’re babysitting the bloodsucker. Ionas, say your goodbye to her. I want to get this going now.” 
 
    She left, and I went to Eliana to lean down and kiss her forehead. Her hand found my face and she murmured through the mask, “Remember my dowry.” 
 
    “I’ll bring it back to you in a gift-wrapped box.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Even if it was my damn idea, I didn’t feel good about any of this. T.J. was in my head. Eliana and J.G. were badly hurt. Posey and Dwayne were off the board. Hell, I’d been gut shot. The bastard was good, and if this kept going the way it started, I was going to be standing over someone I cared for as they were lowered into the ground. 
 
    That unsettled me, and I needed to calm down and focus if this was going to work. We found the right place by nightfall. PSI agents swarmed Faetown in personal and unmarked cars, looking for some place both believably appropriate for our invented wizard Wren McRobert and isolated enough that if T.J. took this to the street collateral damage would be mitigated. 
 
    Mitigated collateral damage. Fuck, I sounded like one of the suits in charge of the agency. But that was the horrible place we were at, myself included. It was no longer a question of if more civilians would be hurt, but how many, and if we could keep those numbers to a minimum. 
 
    The place we settled on was an old movie theater, closed for a few months for renovations that were still ongoing, but being done at a snail’s pace thanks to structural problem after problem. I don’t know what the PSI bribed the owner with to let us wreck the shit out of the place, but I have to imagine the negotiations didn’t actually include those words.  
 
    The brilliance of the theater for our purposes was that it was small, isolated on its block with no adjoining buildings close by, and had a minimal amount of windows. Located near a vacant lot surrounded in chain link fence with a sign that said it was the future home of a free clinic, there were only three screens to the theater. The ticket station at the front of the building was more like a small booth, and a snack station was not much larger.  
 
    But it was the screens that sold me on the place. To come into the rooms, T.J. was either going to need to pull a move like I had at Mifsud Security and crash through one of the walls, or he was going to have to come in through a narrow hallway with no cover for several feet. 
 
    “That’s where we take him,” I told the Boston PSI agent who found the place. His name was Casey and he nodded. 
 
    “That’s about what I thought too.” 
 
    I thumbed my radio’s call button and spoke. “Okay, I like Casey’s place. We need rattlecans and some wizard shit. Low rent stuff. Mortar and pestle, tea leaves, probably an electric kettle, anything you can think of. Nothing brand new.” 
 
    Several agents chimed in on that and took the conversation to another channel. I stepped outside with Casey and we took a stroll around the building. “He’s going to look for snipers on the rooftops,” I said. “No one on a roof. If anyone has a shot on him, they take it from one of the offices.” 
 
    “No good view of the side door,” Casey said. 
 
    I caught sight of a familiar car in the parking lot of the Wich Barn across the street. Tahaya. Shit. I forgot about the tracker in the Kona. “No. There isn’t. But our Wren McRobert would know that, so it makes sense to have it warded out the ass.” I nodded at the Wich Barn. “Look, I gotta get something to eat. I’m running on empty. Do me a favor. I’ll buy lunch, but you, take a walk around the block. See things I’m not seeing.” 
 
    He nodded thoughtfully. “I can do that. Philly cheesesteak and curly fries?” 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
    I headed across the street, running through the plan in my head. A female PSI agent would be setting up shop in the theater’s main office and staying there pretty much 24/7. Meanwhile, teams of other agents would be positioned close by, monitoring every road that led to the theater. If they noticed anyone eyeing the place or acting suspiciously, I was going to be called in, like I had business at the theater with our fake magician. Hopefully T.J. would spring the trap, but even if he only cruised the place, the PSI had access to the city police’s license plate tracking system. Hopefully through the use of intersection cameras they could follow T.J. back to wherever he was staying. 
 
    It was a shitty plan. T.J. could send another squad of thugs or he might not hear about the shop through Estelle’s stripper ex-coworkers. Maybe she didn’t keep in contact with them. Her phone had been ditched at the club so we weren’t sure they could even get in touch with her. 
 
    Yeah. Shaky didn’t begin to define it. But it was something to do, and that was what I needed in that moment. I wanted to talk to Dwayne and Posey and make sure they were all right with having killed those mercenaries. I wanted to hear J.G.’s grumbling about being constrained to bed. I wanted to be by Eliana’s side, and I would be, until I got the call that T.J. was on the hook. I wanted to be home after having been away for so long. 
 
    I didn’t walk right by Tahaya’s Golf, but I made sure she could see me when I flicked my eyes three times towards the Wich Barn. She got out and I walked on nonchalantly, even holding the door open for her like she was just another stranger. 
 
    Inside, I murmured to her, “Get in line. I’m going to be right behind you. Don’t look at me, don’t acknowledge I’m speaking to you. My name is Ionas Levi. I’m former PSI and I’m working with them on a trap for the man who killed your family. They are all over the place so you and I cannot be seen together. Understood?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    The line was long, thank God, and we stood at the very back. I started immediately. “When we’re done here, you need to get in your car and go. We’re setting a trap, and if you’re around and you alert him again, this time I’m hauling your ass to a containment cell and you’re not getting out until this is through.” 
 
    “He’s coming here?” 
 
    “Maybe. Probably not. There are going to be a dozen agents working this, at least, with another dozen in the wings. We have this, Tahaya. Don’t fuck this up for us.” 
 
    “I’ll go,” she said.  
 
    “Thank you. But right now, I need answers from you too. Start with Artemisia Florence.” 
 
    “She was a friend, especially to my oldest son. Our kind, Baaks… we’re susceptible to cancer at a young age, especially if we don’t try to shift bodies. He never did. Neither did my… my husband or my youngest son.” She sniffed. “Artemisia was in the cancer ward at the same time as him. His best come-down after a treatment was a nice wheelchair ride around the building. They got to talking and she was… she was our family’s savior.” 
 
    We moved forward. I had figured all this out for myself, but hearing Tahaya confirm it made up my mind about her. I wasn’t going to bring her in for anything she’d done. Not yet, probably not ever. 
 
    “She paid our rent and our bills and took care of us. They both beat cancer, and that, we thought, was that. But when she got cancer again, she knew it was a losing fight and she asked me for a favor. Kill her, take her form, and do some good with her money before pulling a vanishing act. That sounds like a lie, but it’s true, Mr. Levi.” 
 
    “And afterwards, what would you have done? You’d have been stuck in her body, right?” 
 
    “No, Tahaya is my real name and body, and I could have changed back into it. But it all went bad. I thought I took Artemisia far enough out to sea. I didn’t think she’d ever be found.” 
 
    “Well, she was, and now a lot of people are dead.” 
 
    She flinched at that. “Among them, my family.” 
 
    “Yeah. I get being angry. I do. But Tahaya, I promise you, I am very good at my job. I’m going to get him.” 
 
    Her silence stretched on. She was now next in line, and finally glanced to one side, like she was checking out the drinks. To me, “I’ll stay away from here. But if you don’t kill him, I’ll find a way to. I don’t care what the PSI does to me afterwards. I’ll kill him.” 
 
    “You have to be close to the last change your body can make. Come in to see them. Talk to them about all this. The Counselors can feel out your story and I think all you’d do time for is the club shootout.” 
 
    But Tahaya never responded to that. She stepped up to the counter, and with a voice on the verge of tears, ordered a fish sandwich and onion rings. I sighed, and a minute later, put in my own order. When I paid and looked around, she was seated at a table by herself, staring out the window towards the old theater, lost in her pain. I went to the drinks and condiment station and grabbed a napkin. On the side of it, I wrote down the address of the safehouse and a clean email address where she could contact me. 
 
    When I dropped it on her table as I passed by, she didn’t look up. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The game was now up to the PSI and T.J., so I went back to the hospital. Eliana was awake and doing better, though she was still sore and would need to stick around for another day. We talked about the plan some, and watched game shows on TV. She was serene, I was a ball of impatient fury, but as she always did, she calmed me, and eventually, when she fell asleep, I did too. 
 
    In the morning, I got a call from Reese, but it was expected. “We’ve set the lovely doves free,” she said. “Now let’s see if they get the message where it needs to go.” 
 
    She explained one of the female Boston agents slutted it up a bit and was waiting in holding when the first of the strippers was brought in. She played up being a pissed-off chatterbox, and when one of the strippers mentioned they were being dragged through the shit for potential connections to me, a guy only a couple of them even met, the plant cussed me out from here to eternity. 
 
    “Then, when we got the women in the interrogation room, we pressed them about you and dropped in a few lines about places you’d been seen and people you were talking to. We asked if they’d ever heard of Wren McRobert and showed them pictures of the theater. We might as well be shooting a signal flare into the sky that says we’re waiting for him. You really think he’s going to take the bait?” 
 
    “I do,” I said. 
 
    “Okay then. I’m replacing the agent in the box.” 
 
    I leaned forward. “What? You’re in charge. That makes no sense.” 
 
    “It makes perfect sense if I’m being demoted. Colin Trimboli is driving down to take over. I’m your new babysitter.” 
 
    “Ah fuck me,” I groaned. Trimboli was in charge of our last operation together in Boston, an unimaginative career-oriented guy more interested in his next promotion than doing the actual dirty work. He was the Boston equivalent of my old boss Wendell, but even Wendell was smart enough to get out of the way of his agents. Trimboli was too inflexible for the job and expected his people to fall in line. 
 
    “I love you too, sweetheart, but really, what would Eliana say if I did?” 
 
    “He’s too rigid for this,” I said. 
 
    “Phrasing.” 
 
    I chuckled wearily. “You know what I mean. This needs people who can adapt. He’s going to approach it like he’s still in the Army. Shove a cannon in his direction and damn the damage.” 
 
    “Well, agreed on that front.” 
 
     “Be careful. I don’t like the idea of anyone sitting there without eyes out on the world.” 
 
    “I’ll have you here soon enough to save the damsel in distress.” 
 
    “You and I both know it’s probably more likely to be the other way around.” I sighed. “All right. See ya if he springs this.” 
 
    “He will. It’s a good plan.” 
 
    “It’s a shit plan and we both know it.” 
 
    “Well, it’s one of yours, so of course it’s shit. Smooches, horse dick. See you soon.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Nothing else happened the rest of the day. Eliana and I researched Nebel’s Tears, but couldn’t find much. I did brush up on my Nibelung lore. Nibelheim was one of the last openly supernatural communities of that era, the Crusades and violent power grabs by some of the world’s most powerful beings like Christopher Frederic whittling down many of the others. As I thought, they were primarily made up of giants and dwarves, best known for their crafting and blacksmithing skills. Fantasy writers used a lot of their lore for their books, and what I could find online of the Nibelung often confused the fictional with the actual history. Frustrating. 
 
    But some of the lore might line up with what T.J. was searching for. The Nibelung were apparently enslaved, at least in some of the stories, by a ring wielded by King Alberich of Nibelheim. He forced them to make gold for him, along with weapons and armor unheard of for the era. 
 
    So if they were so powerful, what the hell happened to the dwarves and giants? What happened to the kingdom? 
 
    It was a question Eliana and I tossed back and forth. “I met them,” she said. “The dwarves were collared, though by flowery gold. The giants rowed their boats and served as bodyguards. I forget the emissary’s title but I think he was at a level of a baron or a count. Something to that effect. I wish I could remember more. A few decades later, we journeyed through those lands and I remember rot. A lot of rot. And a quiet that felt unnatural. I believe it even affected Christopher. He looked ill at ease until we were beyond their borders.” 
 
    “Do you remember talking about what might have happened there?” 
 
    “If we did, I do not remember the conversation. But disease was so rampant in those times, I would guess that. I am sorry, my love.” 
 
    “No, don’t be. How was it, traveling the world back then?” 
 
    “Mm. Not as romantic as the tales would have you seem, and not just because of the company.” She gave a faint smile at that, but I wasn’t fooled. There was iron and pain in that smile. “But aside from him… the carts could be made somewhat comfortable with enough cushioning, and we traveled in such luxury that the world could afford in those days, with bedding and tents, but in the end, there are reasons I dislike camping. It is the earth and mud and bugs. It is hoping that the rats do not get into the finery.” She added primly, “And anyone who believes traveling back to a time when showers and room service were not an option is clearly delusional.” 
 
    I laughed at that, and meant to let it go, but Eliana continued thoughtfully. 
 
    “There were moments, just moments, though, that made it all bearable. Even pleasant. Fields of flowers that do not exist today. Butterflies by the thousands. Birdsong, like beauty spilling from their beaks just for us women. The cities could be a mixed blessing, but oh, Ionas, to hear Shakespeare’s actors upon a stage, to see the wealthy and the common alike entranced… the artists lost forever now, the ones whose names and art are no longer even a whisper…” She looked at me, tears glistening in her eyes. “It is a crime that a thing like me, an instrument of so much pain and horror for so many, will live another thousand years while so much beauty has vanished, like it was never there.” 
 
    I nodded, not knowing what to tell her, to do. She cried some, and I wrapped an arm around her. She nestled into me, and whispered, “Now would be a good time to propose.” 
 
    “Another thousand years or not, you deserve another beautiful moment. So no. Not here.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    “We’ve got action,” Reese said. 
 
    It was the next day, well past noon. Eliana was almost out of the hospital, but still waiting on the doctor to officially release her. Supernatural legends we might be, but we still had to wait for the grinding gears of hospital administration to work. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. I was taking a walk around Eliana’s ward, stiff and sore from two nights of sleeping on the bench in her room. Eliana was still in her room, trying not to snap at the nurses who passed by to hurry up. 
 
    “A white Celica cruised the theater twice. Our people didn’t think much of it since they slowed for a few properties, like they were looking for an address or something. But they parked in the car park on Bream Street and they haven’t come out. This was twenty minutes ago. We put a team in the offices across the street. We’re ninety percent on it being them, and if we can get a shot, we’re going to take it.” 
 
    “Fuck. No, stick to the plan.” 
 
    “It’s not my call any more. Get here. Fast. Or Trimboli’s going to run the play he always does, straight up the gut.” 
 
    I was already running, stopping only to stick my head in to tell Eliana I was going. Lee was asleep in an armchair and woke up, startled. “Watch her,” I said to him. “Get her to the safehouse.” 
 
    He nodded. “Go.” 
 
    It took me fifteen minutes to get to the movie theater. I had practiced this route twice, cutting through side streets and avoiding the main thoroughfares. It helped. Otherwise, I would have hit a snaggle downtown that would have added another fifteen minutes. 
 
    As it was, I ignored the phone calls that came in from Colin Trimboli, the new agent in charge, and slowed only when I hit Bream Street. “Take a good look at my ass,” I muttered to myself as I passed by the car park. “Come say hi. Catch a movie.” 
 
    This was the dangerous part. I was reasonably certain we had the theater pretty well covered and there was no way T.J. was going to get the drop on us inside the actual building that I could figure out. But right at that moment, if T.J. set up with a rifle, he could ambush me as I walked from my car to the theater. I couldn’t run, I couldn’t play it any way but irritated. Saying my asshole was puckered was not a big enough statement.  
 
    Nothing happened. Like we played it, the door to the theater was locked and I banged on it. A minute later, Reese, wearing the glamour of a dour older woman with long fine gray hair and a huge chin opened up. 
 
    “Ma’am, I understand you’re having plumbing problems,” I said. 
 
    “Mm, did you bring your big tool?” she asked, and took a step back to let me in. 
 
    The interior was exactly the same in the foyer, save for one very important difference. Someone had been casting a lot of spells in there. The whole place felt heavy with magic, which I hadn’t thought about, but of course if this was a magician’s lair, it would need to be. 
 
    “Smart touch with the magic energy in the air,” I said. 
 
    Reese grinned. “Thanks. I’ve been lighting my finger on fire for the last few hours.” We moved deeper into the theater, where she had two shotguns laid out on the snack bar’s counter. I hefted one, checked the shells, and nodded. She took the other, and thumbed her radio. “We’re all set up here.” 
 
    “One hour, Agent Lambton,” a cold voice I recognized said.  
 
    “Hi to you too, Colin,” I muttered, and Reese snickered. 
 
    “Still got a stick up his ass the length of the Missouri,” she said. 
 
    “Christ, Reese, transfer to Vineport. You’re wasted in Boston.” 
 
    She smirked at me. “I’d be wasted anywhere I landed. Buuuut you’re not wrong. And I like this city. It’s just the right kind of batshit crazy.” 
 
    We took up spots in the middle of the theater. The emergency door outside was warded to all hell. T.J. would have to put a crater in the wall to get into the place that way. 
 
    “How’s Blondie?” Reese asked. 
 
    “Almost all better. Still a little stiff but she’s healed up. Just about ready to go home.” 
 
    “Where’s home for you two with your place all shot up?” 
 
    “Ah, a friend’s house. Where do they have you-?” 
 
    I was cut off by radio chatter, a sniper moving position to alleviate the angle of the sun. There were more check-ins and finally silence again. But just as I was about to finish my thought, someone on the radio said, “She’s moving. The Celica is moving.” 
 
    “Her?” Reese asked. 
 
    “It’s just her,” someone said, as if they could hear her. “Confirmation. Estelle Hill, coming down the ramp, fast.” 
 
    Another voice. “Where is he? Does anyone have eyes on him?” 
 
    I stood up. “He moved when the sniper moved. Fuck. He’s been watching us.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Watchers, maybe drones. It doesn’t matter. But he knows where our eyes are.” 
 
    Reese stood too. “What’s he doing, what’s he doing, what’s he doing?” She thumbed her radio. “Get the drones in there. Shove them up his ass.” 
 
    “This is not your show, Agent Lambton,” Colin said. Then, like the goddamn bureaucrat he was, he gave the same order, making Reese ball up her fist. 
 
    “Vineport looking better and better?” I asked and she snorted. 
 
    Someone on the radio, “I see smoke. Shit. It’s everywhere.” 
 
    “Decorum,” Colin said, then barked, “Heat sensors?” 
 
    “I’ve got him,” someone said. “Second floor, against the wall, east side.” 
 
    “I’ve got a shot on the Celica,” someone said. 
 
    “Take it,” Colin said. 
 
    And then our world blew up. Fucking literally. 
 
    “Oh my God, he’s got a fucking rocket launcher,” someone shouted. “Take him, take the shot, take him now!” 
 
    “-aiming for the mov-” 
 
    I dropped my shotgun and yanked Reese to the floor, covering her. Guns boomed. Rifles. I didn’t hear the rocket launcher go off, but I sure as hell felt the detonation. It hit the front of the building and glass and cheap wood blew apart. The sound deafened me for a moment, my head ringing with the blast. 
 
    Reese shoved me off her, and we both rose as one as the Celica hit the street. Another explosion, this one close but not hitting the theater. I heard voices shouting on the radio, and distant screams, but of far more importance to me in that moment was the revving engine and the sharp eek-eek-eek of good brakes.  
 
    Reese hefted her shotgun but she seemed dazed, the tip wavering somewhere beside the entrance. I didn’t bother wasting the time grabbing up mine. I drew my pistol just as holes tore through the wall between the theater and the foyer. Whipf. Whipf. Whipf. 
 
    Estelle and her finger guns. 
 
    Smoke from a grenade billowed out from the narrow corridor leading into the foyer and blanketed the first few rows. More psychic gunshots – whipf! – and there was a tink sound I should have recognized faster, but I sure as hell got it when she lobbed a pair of grenades down the aisle. And these ones weren’t smoke. 
 
    Reese didn’t move fast enough so I pulled her down again a split-second before the grenades exploded. The concussion left me with a whine in my ears and Reese wasn’t so fast getting back up. I stood and moved, and this time, when the grenades came, I squatted and scooped them up, tossing them back towards the foyer just in time. 
 
    “Oh f-” Estelle shouted, and the grenades went off, shattering more glass out there. 
 
    Silence, but I couldn’t trust it. Then giggling. Wet, soft giggling. 
 
    I giggle when I’m nervous. Estelle’s words at the strip club. 
 
    I moved to the corner of the corridor, gun up. Behind me, Reese staggered after me, shotgun up. We waited until the smoke dissipated, then moved around the corner. 
 
    Whipf. Whipf. Whipf! 
 
    One of them tugged at the collar of my jacket, but didn’t graze me. I fired twice in the direction the shots came from. Estelle was breathing hard, making sort of a harsh wet sucking sound with each breath. The grenades, I thought. I did hit her. 
 
    “Give it up, Estelle,” I shouted. “You can come in. We can get you to a hospital.” 
 
    “Never gonna let me live, fucker,” she said, and tried to giggle again. It devolved into an ugly cough. “And I’d eat my own… bullet before I gave him… up.” 
 
    “What’s Nebel’s Tears?” I asked. 
 
    “How did…? That fucking Mifsud,” she said, and coughed again. “You’re going to love it, Ionas.” Her voice was fading. A trick? I didn’t know and I wasn’t about to risk my ass finding out. “You’re going to be his… his legacy. A great big surprise, just for you and that fucking… fucking freak you’re l-living with.” Her voice was now barely above a whisper, and if it was an act, it was a good one. “Everything you’ve done the l-last few years… gone with a bang.” A long pause, then she added hoarsely, “I hope he kills you all.” 
 
    Whipf. 
 
    I shrugged off my jacket and held it out around the corner. Nothing. No psychic gunfire, no more grenades. I took a quick peek out and moved just as fast right back. There was a body in the wreckage, but I wasn’t entirely convinced she was dead. 
 
    Reese and I glanced at each other. I leaned out, gun up, and she moved around me, raising the shotgun and aiming it at the fallen Estelle. Her beautiful face wasn’t so beautiful anymore. Not after what she did to herself. The grenades I lobbed back mangled the hell out of her other arm and the front of her tactical gear. She wouldn’t have lasted another minute if she hadn’t offed herself. 
 
    I got on my radio. “Tell me you got him.” 
 
    Silence, then a voice, “There was so much smoke. Not just here but on the streets. It’s chaos out here. Everyone in the command post… he got them all with that second rocket. Jesus Christ. It’s… it’s chaos out here,” he repeated. 
 
    “Did you get him?” I shouted. 
 
    “No,” the voice said. “He’s gone.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    In retrospect, I couldn’t tell you why I drove Reese to the bugout house, except she was as lost as I was. Six hours after Estelle killed herself and T.J. killed Colin Trimboli and three other Boston PSI agents at the clusterfuck of a trap, we were finally let loose by the new agent in charge, my old coworker Kari. Mitch and Lee were there too. Everyone was. For once, there was no bad blood between any of them and me. Mitch even gave me a grip of the shoulder when we were cut loose and told me, “Help us find this motherfucker, Ionas. We know if it’s going to be anybody, it’s going to be you.” It was as much as he’d said to me in a couple years. 
 
    This was not the kind of screwup that was going to be solved with a single big meeting the next day. This was going to be investigated, analyzed, and torn apart. Everyone involved was going to get the blame, especially with Colin Trimboli dead. I heard someone say the explosion that got him left nothing much more than his legs and his ass. I didn’t mention that to Reese. 
 
    So I got her out of there. She rode in silence, looking out the window, her eyes not so much haunted as furious. Several times, she muttered to herself, “We had him. We had him.” 
 
    The drive did more to drain me than the last six hours, and by the time we reached the safehouse, I was cracking yawns. I think Reese might have dozed off too. Agents weren’t immune to the extreme dips after shit goes down, and we were both living proof of that. All I wanted was a shower, a drink, and about twelve solid hours of sleep. 
 
    Eliana greeted us at the door in tight white shorts and a crisscrossing strappy top that showed off her breasts almost to the nipples. She wrapped her arms around me, and I held her for a long moment before speaking. “Reese needs people tonight. We’re it. Sorry for bringing her here without telling you first, but-” 
 
    She cut me off with a kiss, my favorite way of being interrupted. Without a word, she looked at Reese, and went to her too. Reese made the first move, and it was a strange one, cupping Eliana’s jaw with one slim fingered hand and stroking it before leaning in to kiss her.  
 
    The redheaded agent had her hands full of Eliana’s tits before we even cleared the door, Eliana guiding her backwards, me following. I kicked the door shut and went for Reese’s gun belt. That was the only moment she broke her attention away from Eliana for a long time, her attention snapping towards me, still hanging onto some of the day’s tension and almost going for the gun. Like me and just about every agent, her fight or flight reflex tended more towards fight, but now she realized what I wanted and returned to Eliana’s eager lips and her fuckdoll body.  
 
    As Reese kicked off her shoes, I moved to the kitchen table and dropped her belt and mine there before returning to the pair as they inched their way backwards through the living room and towards the bedrooms. Eliana’s top was now up and over one of her breasts and Reese thumbed the nipple. Eliana moaned little “yes’s,” and she tugged Reese’s top out of her pants. From behind, I worked at those pants, undoing the button and yanking them down over her spectacular toned ass. 
 
    “Fuck,” I grunted, and I gripped the hem of her shirt. Eliana and I tugged it up and over Reese’s head as one, and I tossed it behind me somewhere. If Eliana was a sexpot, Reese was the tomboy down the street you knew was hiding some serious curves. And holy shit, did she deliver.  
 
    We got her into the master bedroom, which was quite a bit smaller than our one back home but the bed was big enough to do the three of us just fine. Since this was Eliana’s safehouse, it was decked out in pinks and blues, and Reese smirked when she looked around. 
 
    “It looks like a princess’s playground,” she said. 
 
    “And what do you think I am but a princess?” Eliana asked, cocking her head and thrusting her chest out the tiniest bit. “Now, attend to me while my prince gets you out of the last of those clothes.” 
 
    Reese did as she was told, pulling Eliana’s top the rest of the way off and sliding down those skimpy shorts. I took Reese’s athletic underwear and tugged them off her legs. When I stood, I ground my clothed cock against her ass, my hand coming around for a quick squeeze of one of her tits. Reese looked down at Eliana’s pussy, defiant. “I’ve never licked a vampire’s pussy before. Oops. Ex-vampire.” 
 
    “A mistake I’ll make you pay for with the palm of my hand, dear redheaded slut.”  
 
    Reese grabbed her by the back of the head, and the two kissed hard again. Her hands went to Reese’s waist and she lifted the other woman bodily up and into the bathroom.  I moved ahead, starting the shower and getting out of the way as Eliana carried Reese to the edge of the tile and set her down. I undressed while they waited for the water to warm up. 
 
    There was no door to the shower, just a glass partition etched with strengthening runes so that I could fuck Eliana up against it without worrying about the two of us breaking through the glass. Now Eliana got new use out of it, pulling Reese in after her and pushing the redhead down to her knees while she rested back against the glass, her ass flattening against it oh so fucking deliciously.  
 
     Eliana tossed me a look as hot as lava. “This one plays defiant, but I think she’s made to serve us.” 
 
    “Then show her who’s in charge,” I said. “Get her mouth on your pussy.” 
 
    I expected Reese to argue, but Eliana understood something fundamental about her I hadn’t realized up to that point. Maybe this was just Reese that night after all the shit that had gone down that day, maybe not, but Eliana always had a good feel for when to play the dominant or the subservient type. Tonight, we were in charge of the redheaded agent. 
 
    It felt good to have a third who could take whatever we gave her. Eliana and I had a number of lovers throughout the years, but apart from some of her vampire friends, few of them could keep up with our hardest sessions of fucking. Reese could, and Eliana knew it. She was not shy about grabbing a handful of Reese’s long red hair and pulling her beautiful face to her cunt. 
 
    “Fuck,” Reese moaned, and drove her tongue deep in Eliana, water gleaming on her ass and back. 
 
    My hair and face were caked in debris so I took a couple minutes to step into the spray of the water. While I cleaned up, Eliana locked Reese into place, showing off her natural strength again while a stream of dark sweetness fell from her lips. 
 
    “Oh, you pretty little whore, you’re ours now. I heard what you did to my man at the hospital, trying to jerk him off. Getting a handful of his big fat cock. Ionas is mine, and if you want to use him, you’ll beg me for it.” 
 
    “Nnngh, bitch, he’ll beg me…” 
 
    Eliana let out a low, throaty chuckle. “It will be so fun to make you realize how wrong you are. You are already on your knees, licking my cunt. How does it taste, slut?” 
 
    I watched, amused, as Reese fought the urge to speak. I leaned down and slapped her ass. She gasped and licked Eliana’s pussy even faster, her head bobbing up and down. 
 
    “She asked you a question, Reese. Answer it.” 
 
    “S-sweet.” 
 
    Reese needed to be cleaned too, so I snatched the shower wand off the wall and a bar of Eliana’s best soaps, something that smelled like lilies and something darker, sultrier. I ran the wand’s water across her back, making her shiver. Her hands went around Eliana, clasping her ass. The wand’s spray covered every inch of her I could reach, and I followed it with the soap, caressing Reese even as Eliana was shoving her against her sex. 
 
    When I massaged the soap across her little bud, Reese gasped, “Oh, oh fuck” in a tone that reminded me of the brief minutes we had together in Boston, my fingers in her pussy.  
 
    “Eliana’s right,” I said. “You do like being used.” 
 
    “We have a new toy,” Eliana purred. “Let’s take her to bed where I can really play with her.” 
 
    I helped Reese to her feet. She twisted her head, mouth open, eyes half-lidded. I kissed her hard, reaching around to cup one of her big tits and squeeze it. Her tongue sought mine out and I gave it to her, the smacking of our lips making Eliana chuckle again. She took over, positioning Reese towards the showerhead so she could finish rinsing off, and the pair stepped out of the shower, leaving me to shut off the water and follow, staring at their spectacular asses. 
 
    If all this seems morbid, I get it. We should have been down over the day’s insanity. Instead, Eliana knew what we really needed, a physical high, something to do that wasn’t just spinning our wheels. This was who we were, each of us, and it’s why Reese fit like such a strange piece to our puzzle, that day or for more to come, I wasn’t sure.  
 
    Eliana picked her up again and dropped her on the bed, making Reese bounce enticingly. She wasted no time straddling Reese and looking over her shoulder at me. “Finger her, eat her, play with her however you like, my love. But she does not get fucked until she is begging for it.” 
 
    “I’ll never beg,” Reese said, but I think had we told her to right then and there, she would have. Her legs spread instinctively, the fine copper-colored down above her sex pointing the way to the pale pink folds. I knelt and drove them even wider apart, taking my time first to kiss that mound, to breathe deep the soaps I had just used on her and her own scent. I liked how taut her thighs and calves were as I ran my hands up and down her legs. I liked that I could have bounced a bowling ball off her tight ass. Fuck, I just liked her. 
 
    “You’ll beg,” I said against her pussy lips, and she shivered with the sensation or the words. Either way, I knew I was right. And with that, I leaned in to taste her. 
 
    Eliana watched all this over her shoulder, rocking on Reese’s waist. When the redhead’s hands went to her breasts, she moved and settled over Reese’s face and bringing her thighs down. 
 
    “Yessss, sweet slut, put that tongue back to use.” 
 
    “Mm,” Reese moaned, her hips bucking instinctually when I licked her clit. This I only teased for a few strokes. Intent on drawing out her pleasure, I drew my tongue down to her pussy again fast, making her squirm with need of me returning to her button, but I played up the tease, taking my time with her.  
 
    It didn’t take long before she was nice and wet for me, and I took advantage by sliding a finger into her pussy and dragging my tongue to her clit again. She jumped when I curled that finger and teased her inner walls. Her spot was big and responsive, and her pussy so fucking tight. 
 
    “Yes, yes, like that,” Reese moaned. I pushed up and pulled that finger free of her pussy. “Wh… what, why’d you stop, why…?” She was cut off by Eliana grinding her pussy tighter against her mouth, although judging from the “mm” emanating from Reese, she didn’t mind one bit. 
 
    I fed my slick finger to my lover, who sucked it as I kissed her neck. When she let the finger go, she looked over her shoulder and winked at me. I grinned back, and dipped down to continue tonguing Reese’s clit and teasing her pussy lips with that finger before I drove it home again.  
 
    “Mrm, fugh!” Reese gasped against Eliana’s pussy. 
 
    “Beg,” I said simply, and drove that finger in and out, curling it every so often and teasing that sweet spot. Meanwhile, I flicked her clit with my tongue, keeping the rhythm fast but slowing every now and again and pulling away, driving her wild. Her thighs kept trying to slap against my face and her feet kicked at the bed. 
 
    “Nngh, oh, like that, like that, don’t tease,” Reese gasped when Eliana twisted around to watch what I was doing and still ride the redhead’s face. 
 
    “Beg me,” I said again. 
 
    “Beg him to fuck that pre… ahhhh… that pretty little cunt,” Eliana said, and Reese stiffened. “He can make y-you come with his fingers and his tongue all night but that’s not what you want, is it, little slut? You want his cock inside you.” 
 
    “Yessss!” Reese gasped. “Oh fuck, fuck, fuck, I’m close…” 
 
    “Come for him,” Eliana said, her hips rocking in smooth undulations, her eyes bright as they feasted on me between Reese’s legs. “Come for your new fucking master.” 
 
    “Oh, oh, f-fuuuuck!” 
 
    Reese fell silent and came, her body tensing up and dropping fast again, her toes curling. I added a second finger and began pumping them in and out, not stopping now, not teasing, just fucking her with my digits. 
 
    “Oh God, oh God, oh God, fuck me, please, get that cock inside me,” Reese said. She was almost there, almost begging for it. Eliana hurried off her and dropped her mouth to Reese’s wet lips, tasting herself on them and kissing the other woman fervently. 
 
    “Tell him, tell him you’re our slut, our whore, that you’ll be on your knees for him when he wants it, that you are ours now, our toy, our little fuck-toy…” 
 
    Reese clutched at Eliana’s head, one last effort to hold back the need for her pleasure as she kissed her with a mad fever, her body rising and falling and rising and falling as I brought her over the edge again. She cried out with a keen and Eliana dropped down to suck one of Reese’s nipples into her mouth, her hand going to my head and stroking my hair, a self-pleased smile on her face as Reese finally caved. 
 
    “Yes! Fuck me! Fuck me, Ionas! I’m yours, I’m both of yours, I’m your toy, use me, please use me, I’m begging you, please!” 
 
    I pulled back and flipped her over onto her hands and knees. She cried out as I buried my cock in her pussy. No need to worry about a condom with her. We agents didn’t get STDs. One of the many amazing benefits of the job, past or present. But I did have to be careful not to come inside her. 
 
    My hand went to her ass and I gave it a good smack. “You’re mine to use, but you belong to Eliana,” I said. Eliana’s lips parted and she twisted around until she was on her back, pulling a pillow under her head and watching me with a finger at her mouth. Reese didn’t need to be told to plant her face right back at Eliana’s cunt, though I was already pounding into her so hard her head was bobbing all over the place. 
 
    “Oh. Fuck. Oh. Oh. Fuck!” she gasped, each word spilling out of her as I drove my dick deep inside her. “That. Like. That. Oh. Oh. Fuck!” 
 
    It felt amazing to let loose with someone completely, like my Eliana could take me. Two women in my bed, who could take everything I could throw at them. As I drilled Reese, I thought about her cocky smirk, her natural smarminess, that good old Boston charm, and I drove even harder into her. I raised a hand and smacked her ass, and not only did she take it, but she cried out, “Harder, spank me harder, use me fuck meeeeee!” 
 
    I peppered her cheeks with hard spanks, my handprint red on her pale cheeks. She came with a stuttered laugh, her body shuddering. 
 
    I pulled out of her and lifted her up to drop her down on top of Eliana so they were face-to-face. Like that, I shoved into Eliana, pumping her hard while the two of them made out with wild abandon, their kisses sloppy and needing. Rarely had Eliana been so wet for me. Her legs spread wide and her knees came up as she gripped both Reese’s head and ass.  
 
    “Oh, we are keeping you,” she gasped as I pumped deep and hard inside her.  
 
    “Yours,” Reese agreed. I think if we told her to sign over her bank accounts and the two story condo she owned in Boston she would have done it in a heartbeat. 
 
    When I accidentally slipped out of Eliana completely, she took advantage and rolled Reese onto her back, fingers at the redhead’s cunt. I slid back into Eliana and fucked her hard as Reese’s legs vined around my blonde lover. The bed was strengthened by runes but as the beat of our fucking revved up, the thumping of the headboard cracked the drywall. We’d be lucky if we didn’t bring down the whole damn wall. 
 
    Reese’s hand slid to Eliana’s ass and her middle finger ran rings around the bud. Eliana moaned at that and rocked faster back against me, her orgasm close. Reese was rocking too, Eliana’s deft fingers working her with a thousand years of experience in debauchery. I had a feeling in this too they were competing, though I wasn’t sure if the race was to see who could make each other come, or who could get off the fastest. In any case, Eliana dipped first, tensing, gasping, and finally crying out, “Mmm, y-yesss!” 
 
    I pulled out of her and plunged back into Reese. Reese gasped, “Come in me, come in me, I can’t have a baby, oh fuck, Ionas, please…” 
 
    Her words turned to gurgled coos, and Eliana was there for her, kissing her, rubbing her mound as I rammed into her again and again. Reese came without a sound, her head thrashing up and down, her fingers clawing at the bedspread and Eliana’s back. I could take it no longer and only lasted another minute, rope after rope after rope of me filling up Reese before I slid my cock in the last moments into Eliana. 
 
    I pulled out, and Eliana twisted around fast to eat out Reese. I don’t think the redhead had come down yet, because she jumped like Eliana zapped her with a stun gun. It didn’t stop Reese from doing the same thing to my blonde lover, the pair of them locked in a sixty-nine and cleaning each other’s pussies with their tongues. Eventually, they fell apart, side by side, and twisted together to kiss for a long minute.  
 
    But the night was far from done. Eliana said, “You will learn to serve, if you want to be with us.” 
 
    Reese grinned. “What did you have in mind?” 
 
    Eliana gave her ass a hard smack. “What did you have in mind, mistress?” 
 
    I expected Reese to balk at that. I guess I shouldn’t have, given how the night was going, but still, I was more used to the hard-edged agent I knew than this gleefully subservient woman.  
 
    “What… what did you have in mind…?” Reese cracked a smile, and Eliana did too. “…mistress?” 
 
    “Fuck,” I murmured. 
 
    Eliana looked at me. “Kneel on the bed. Your cock needs cleaning.” Reese started towards me, but Eliana held her back. “I will do it. That is not what I have in mind for you.” 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    Eliana ignored her for the moment, resting on her stomach and elbows and suckling the tip of my still-hard prick. When she had a taste, she let me go free with a pop and looked over her shoulder. “You will attend my ass and prepare me for him.” 
 
    Reese licked her lips. “Where, ah, where do you keep your lube?” 
 
    “I did not say you would ready me with lube, slut.” 
 
    Reese’s eyes went wide at that. I slid my hand through Eliana’s hair and gripped a fistful of it to bring her back to my cock. She obliged, sucking me happily. To Reese, I said, “Well? She gave you a command. Get to it.” 
 
    “I’ve never… done that.” 
 
    Eliana came back off me and looked over her shoulder. “Darling, there is no shame here. If we command you to do something and you truly do not wish to, we are okay with that. But if you wish to give in, to hand over control to me, then try it.” 
 
    In that moment, I realized something. As attracted as Reese obviously was to me, Eliana owned her and it was never even a contest. Reese licked her lips one more time and sprang for Eliana’s round ass, eyes wild. She spread Eliana’s cheeks and dipped low, hesitating only at the last, but it was clear she was building her courage, not doubting what she wanted. 
 
    Her first lick was tentative, but her second was eager. Eliana’s eyes sparkled as she looked up at me and winked. I winked back, and she resumed sucking my cock. This was surreal. One of the toughest, smartest agents I’d known and Eliana broke her will in an hour. I knew she had practice at this sort of thing but it was another thing to see it happen. Reese was licking her asshole like it was her new favorite treat, and looking up at me not with fury or amusement, but a sort of innocent sweetness, a look I would have never, ever guessed I’d see on her face in a thousand years. 
 
    “Look at you, Reese,” I said, feeling like this was my first threesome even if I’d been in dozens of the damn things. “That’s fucking sexy, you licking her ass.” 
 
    Eliana pulled off me with a slurp and winked up at me again. “She’s our good slut, isn’t she?” 
 
    “Our good slut,” I agreed. 
 
    “Your good slut,” Reese panted, and I noticed her hand between her thighs, fingering herself hard. “Your very good slut.” 
 
    “That will do,” Eliana said primly. “Now you get your reward from me. Rest on your back and I will take care of you while our man takes my ass.” 
 
    “Will he… will he fuck me there too?” 
 
    “You need to earn it, slut. You come when we call, you serve us both like a proper pet, and I will allow him to fuck your ass. Give me one more lick.” 
 
    Reese did, and hurried onto her back. Eliana twisted around, presenting her ass to me. I spat into my own palm several times and lubed up my cock. She hissed out a contented, “Yessss,” as I sank into her. 
 
    I took it slow, but I fucked her deep, the way she liked it. Every time, her head would bob forward, her eyes locked on Reese’s. I don’t think either woman spared me a glance as I fucked Eliana from behind. This night was about them, and I was down for it. 
 
    Reese spread her pussy lips wide with two fingers, and teased her own clit. Her other hand went to her mouth and she sucked her fingers like a cock, watching Eliana. My blonde lover lapped at her pussy, jumping to her clit when I fucked into her. It didn’t take her long to add her fingers to the equation, sliding two, then three, and finally four into Reese’s pussy.  
 
    “I see… why he’s so… crazy about you…” Reese gasped. Her smile was as slow as the rising sun, and about as beautiful. “…mistress.” 
 
    Eliana laughed throatily and kept on lapping at Reese’s pussy. 
 
    While Reese was charged and came often with Eliana tending to her, my blonde lover and I were lazier in our fucking. I stopped at one point and fetched the actual lube from an end table, and they took advantage, Reese moving further up the bed and nestling back against the pillows and Eliana chasing. When we were both lubed up again, I pulled Eliana’s ass up higher, thrusting down into her at an angle while she strummed her clit with her free hand. 
 
    The day was awful, especially for Reese, who knew all the agents who died. Sometimes, in our line of work, you have to put aside the nightmares, at least for a little while, and steal what time you can with the people you love. This was exactly that. It was slow, it was playful, it was good, easily one of the best threesomes I’d ever had with Eliana – or anyone, for that matter. No matter how many orgasms the two women had, no matter how much they took and gave, I think they could have gone all night. But the reality was, we didn’t have all night. There was a shitstorm to face the next day, and T.J. was still out there, somewhere.  
 
    Deep into the night, Reese finally called it quits, laughing and staring up at the ceiling for a good couple minutes, eyes fluttering, her chest rising and falling. Eliana and I went a while longer, another ten minutes, and then I pulled out and jacked myself across her ass.  
 
    We stumbled into the bathroom together. Eliana drew up a bath, her usual self-care after anal, and invited Reese to join her once they finished brushing their teeth. I cleaned off in the shower, and when I emerged, Eliana lazed back against the rear of the tub, Reese in her arms. She tended to the redhead with care, stopping often to move her hair aside and kiss her neck or her shoulders. 
 
    I watched for a while, my cock hardening again, but this show was not for me. It was Eliana showing Reese there were benefits to being a good pet for her. Instead of hanging around, I grabbed a towel and wrapped it around myself before heading to the kitchen. Eliana had either gone home or shopping, because the fridge was stocked. Silently I thanked her. It was a detail I would have forgot. 
 
    I was grilling chicken and vegetables on the stove in a wok when they emerged. Eliana was ginger after the lengthy anal session and had already eaten anyways. She gave both of us a kiss goodnight, and headed into the bedroom to change the bedding and doze on her side. 
 
    Reese and I didn’t talk until I was finished cooking and warmed some tortillas. We ate the stir-fry like burritos, both of us ravenously hungry and finishing everything off in minutes. I dug out some pork rinds, potato chips, and a bottle of Carbonadi. We went out back to sit on the lawn chairs, take in the cool air, and finally bullshit about the day. 
 
    After we each had a couple long drinks of the vodka, I lit up a cigarette and she held out a hand. “Ah ah ah,” I said. “Sluts ask nicely.” 
 
    She laughed softly. “Never going to live that one down, am I?” 
 
    “It’s fun in the bedroom, but out of it, I’d never expect you to be anything but a bear.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she said drily, and I handed over the pack and my lighter. She lit up too and we smoked for a moment. 
 
    “Were you close to any of them?” I asked softly. 
 
    She blew out a long, thin stream, and sighed. “Mario and I had a thing a couple years ago. Just a fucked-up couple nights when we both needed something. He was an asshole, but… he didn’t deserve this.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Me too.” Silence, then, “With Colin gone, I’m going to get the brunt of it.” 
 
    “It was more or less my plan. I can go in, explain things… the Council, they tend to give me a long leash.” 
 
    She thought about that as she took another drag on the cigarette and I took another long drink. “I appreciate it, but no. You need to stay away as much as you can. The bureaucrats will be shouting at us to get something done. That might mean bringing you in if we can’t do anything else. We need you out there searching. Tearing shit up.” 
 
    “Because it’s working so well. How many are dead now because of my half-assed-?” 
 
    “Stop. You couldn’t have known about the club. I’m still pissed you didn’t tell us about Estelle but shit, how would you have known he would show up there? And the trap, you and I were the only people who kept our cool. If we stuck to the original plan and kept everyone out of sight… no. We stopped one of them. Now we just figure out how to stop the other. And then I try to salvage whatever’s left of my career.” 
 
    “Worst comes to worst, you could always come work for Wise Fool.” 
 
    Reese looked at me. “You’re serious.” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    She thought about that for a while, then shook her head. “You and I would eat each other up.” 
 
    “Well, the door’s always open. Maybe some freelance work, if you want it.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    We finished our cigarettes and I leaned back. “Tell me one thing, and be honest with me.” 
 
    “What?” Reese asked. 
 
    “Does the agency know what Nebel’s Tears are?” 
 
    “No.” She reconsidered. “Or maybe the Council does, or people higher up the food chain than us, but they’re not talking. That would be my bet.” 
 
    “Hm.” 
 
    “How do we find it?” 
 
    “I don’t know. But I keep thinking about what Estelle said. That Eliana and I are going to be T.J.’s legacy.” 
 
    “That he was going to set your work back by years,” she said, reliving the memory with eyes a dozen miles away. 
 
    “What does that even mean?” 
 
    “A weapon?” 
 
     “Maybe. I don’t know,” I said. 
 
    “She needs to shut down her office for a while.” 
 
    “Already done. After our house got hit she sent her receptionist on vacation a very long ways away from here.” 
 
    Reese looked at me. “Then you and Eliana need to seriously think about getting out of town too.” At my look, she chuckled. “Yeah, I thought that wouldn’t work.” 
 
    “If there are other people who might be killed, I’m not letting it happen. This has gotten too crazy.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Reese sighed and stood up. “Well, I’m going to bed. Come on. We’re not going to solve this one tonight.” 
 
    She was right, but even so, long after she snuggled in with Eliana and I spooned my blonde lover, I stayed awake, thinking about T.J., about Estelle’s dying words, about screams on a radio. I thought too about Tahaya, and whether I was doing the right thing letting her walk around untethered. 
 
    If I slept at all, I didn’t remember it. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Eliana and I dropped Reese off at the edge of the cordoned-off block surrounding where the ambush took place. She needed to pick up her car and get to the office for what would probably be an all-day debriefing. All three of us eyed the crater in the side of the office building where the command post had been set up. Reese’s voice was firm, but her eyes were distant. 
 
    “Listen. I’m guessing that house wasn’t on the radar.” 
 
    “No,” I said. “We keep it for emergencies like this. No one knows about it.” 
 
    “No one will.” 
 
    “Thanks Reese,” I said. 
 
    “We’ll do this again, when everything’s…” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. 
 
    “We will look forward to it. But take care of yourself first,” Eliana said. 
 
    There were still cops hanging around the area, and as Reese approached the tape, one of them came to her. She held out her ID, and when he was calling her in, she turned and gave us a look that held a little of her flash and sizzle from before the ambush. I smiled back, gave her a three fingered wave, and we got out of there. 
 
    “Where to first?” Elianna asked. 
 
    “First, we find somewhere we can sit and talk.” She glanced at me, curious. “We have someone following us. Tahaya.” 
 
    I found an open restaurant big enough we could have a quiet conversation and pulled in. Tahaya parked next to us and got out when we did. She clutched a big purse I hadn’t noticed the day before, her hands trembling. 
 
    “Did you get him?” she asked. “I saw the news, that… that… that building, and those explosions…” 
 
    “No. We didn’t.” 
 
    “You told me you’d kill him!”  she nearly shouted. 
 
    I looked around, then quickly went to her and gripped her arm. “Inside. Now. And we don’t raise our voices, or I’m turning you in to the PSI.” 
 
    “Let go of me,” she said. 
 
    “You going to behave?” 
 
    “He killed my family,” she said, her words clipped and harsh, too harsh for a human throat. It was like she was coughing and gurgling the words all at once. 
 
    “I know,” I said, softening my tone. “We’re working on it. But I need to ask you a few things, and the clock is ticking. Let’s talk, okay?” 
 
    She glared at me, then finally looked at Eliana. “Are you an agent too?” Tahaya asked uncertainly. It was a bit of a dumb question, considering Eliana was in a sleeveless leather dress. Eliana popped her fangs, making Tahaya take a step backward. “You’re a… but it’s daytime.” 
 
    “There is now a cure for vampirism. Come inside, talk to Ionas, and someday, I will tell you all about it.” 
 
    I think Tahaya’s shock more than anything else allowed me to guide her into the restaurant without further argument. We sat in a corner booth, each of us ordering a coffee. The waitress, a weary college-aged girl, asked with a disapproving tone, “Is that all?” I ordered a cinnamon roll to appease her, and she brought it out from a glass case. It looked like it had been mummified in its icing, and was about as dry as something dug out of a tomb. I split it into thirds, and when I offered a piece to Eliana, she gave me such a look of abject disgust I nearly laughed. 
 
    Tahaya, when offered, shook her head. “I only really eat fish.” 
 
    I pulled the plate back to myself. “Okay. First things first,” I said. “Where’d you get these last two bodies?” 
 
    She held my gaze with a defiant glare. “Look up Sondra Pratchitt and Nicole Howey.” 
 
    I did, when she told me how to spell them. Both women were prominent on Bottlegenie, the annoying social media platform of the day. Their pictures had them on yachts, at fancy clubs, wineries, and boarding private jets, and that was in just seconds of browsing. 
 
    “Socialites,” Eliana said. 
 
    “Influencers, but yes, I suppose that’s right too. They were acquaintances with Artemisia. Bad people. Very bad people. Sondra Pratchitt’s fiance got a housekeeper pregnant. Instead of NDAs and payoffs, Pratchitt had the housekeeper killed and made it look like an accident. The housekeeper worked for Artemisia and she had it looked into. A gardener for the Pratchitt estate was now suddenly living in a nice new apartment several a thousand or two bucks above his salary. The PI Artemisia hired took him out to a bar, and after a few drinks, the gardener confessed and went to the police. Before trial, they found him in his cell, his wrists slashed.” She lifted her mug to her lips and drank, her eyes never leaving mine. It took me a moment to realize why they unsettled me. Tahaya didn’t blink. Not once.  
 
    When she set her mug down, she continued. “Howey was a similar story. She attended a pretty nasty white power party. It was more than just blackface and slurs, but I don’t really know for certain. What I do know is someone got her picture, a paparazzi-type who tried to blackmail her. She met up with him, and killed him. There was an investigation and they arrested her, but they never convicted her.” 
 
    “Why would Artemisia tell you all this?” Eliana asked. 
 
    Tahaya finally looked away from me and at Eliana while I tried to make the cinnamon roll more passable by dunking it into my coffee. Now instead of just tasting stale, it tasted like wet staleness. 
 
    “She knew this might not go the way we planned it. She was very sick, and I’m not a killer.” She sighed and corrected herself. “I wasn’t a killer. These two… they were backup plans.” Back to me, “When this is done, and I am back in my own body, I will show you where the bodies are and you may arrest me then. Or kill me. I don’t care.” 
 
    “We’ll talk then,” I said, and sat back. “Have you ever heard the words Nebel’s Tears?” 
 
    She hadn’t, but when I told her why I was asking, she frowned and said, “Can I borrow your phone?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I have a friend, she’s an English professor at Vineport University. She’s very smart and a magician. And she’s big on mythology. Let me give her a call.” 
 
    It was a better idea than anything I had, so I unlocked my phone and handed it over. It took Tahaya a minute to find the number, and then she was dialing. There was silence, then she said, “Hello, is Gail available? I’m a friend of hers, Tahaya. It’s very important that I speak to her.” More silence, then, “Hey Gail. I… thank you. It’s been… it’s been horrible. I… listen, please listen, I have a friend here, Ionas Levi, he’s with the PSI. He’s looking for the…” She balled up her free hand and a shudder ran through her I didn’t like. “…the man who did this. Can I have you talk to him?” 
 
    Tahya listened, and handed the phone off to me. “Hi, Gail?” I asked. 
 
    “Hello, Agent Levi. I’m just sick about this but I’m not sure why I’m getting this call. How can I help you?” Her voice was cool and carried a faint trace of a Georgian accent. 
 
    “Tahaya tells me you’re an expert in mythology.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I’d call myself an expert-” 
 
    “Doctor, now is really not the time for self-deprecation. If you don’t know, maybe you can point me in the right direction.” 
 
    “All right,” Gail said, and now she sounded interested. “What do you need to know?” 
 
    “I’m looking for information on Nibelheim, the German land of the dwarves and giants.” 
 
    “Certainly,” she said. “Alberich and the dwarven treasure.” 
 
    “That’s it,” I said. “What I’m looking for in particular is information on Nebel’s Tears. Does that ring any sort of bells to you?” 
 
    “Nebel’s Tears, Nebel’s Tears… why have I heard that before?” 
 
    Fuck. “It may be related to a weapon of some kind, or… or something someone could use as a weapon.” I filled her in why I was asking and she listened without comment until I was finished. 
 
    “Nebel’s Tears. Allow me a moment to spitball. The lore, assuming it actually happened-” 
 
    “It did. My girlfriend visited there.” Tahaya’s eyebrows shot sky-high and she looked at Eliana, who smiled blandly and stayed silent. 
 
    “Okay. Okay. So the kingdom was best known for its remarkable craftsmanship and its mining capabilities, but the story is quite a bit darker than at first blush. Alberich essentially enslaved the dwarves and the giants. He was a powerful ruler, cunning and greedy, and he twisted them to his liking, forcing the dwarves to mass produce gold, which he hoarded and used to… let’s call it control the markets, though that is an obvious anachronism.” 
 
    “I get the idea,” I said. “He could essentially control the prices of whatever he liked.” 
 
    “Exactly. But he was merciless, and his people… well, the humans, anyways, loved him dearly. The dwarves, who were really the brains of his whole kingdom, weren’t so keen on him, as you can imagine. They engineered the collapse of his society by a dark means. Almost overnight, the kingdom fell.” 
 
    “Why? What happened?” I asked, feeling the tingling of something in the back of my mind. 
 
    “There are a lot of theories. Mass murder. War. Some say the dwarves simply opened the gates to the kingdom up to Alberich’s enemies. But the most likely answer is probably the simplest and darkest. They figured out a very early weapon of mass destruction. Only humans and what few dwarves who weren’t supernatural survived and fled.” 
 
    I went cold. “How is that possible? I mean, we’d know about something like a medieval atom bomb, wouldn’t we?” 
 
    “I didn’t say a bomb. It could have easily been an engineered disease.” 
 
    “Could they do that then too?” I asked, confused. 
 
    Gail chuckled like you might do to a kid asking if yellow snow was lemonade. “If you mean did they have bioengineering labs like today where they whipped up vials of super-viruses, no, of course not. But I have to imagine with the knowledge the dwarves had, they would be able to concoct something incredibly deadly if they had the right alchemical ingredients and a delivery system. If I recall correctly, Nibelheim was famed for its tunnel systems, which might have included rudimentary plumbing. A disease like that could have spread from town to town in a matter of days.” 
 
    And then it hit me. What Posey and Dwayne said to me when they didn’t want to be sidelined, the case I sent them chasing after and which they only investigated for a few hours before Mifsud Security came after all of us – alchemist shop and green magician break-ins. 
 
    Another memory too, a big brick of a clue I’d completely ignored and frankly forgotten about. When T.J. was first seen by a C.I. in Faetown, he was coming out of a coffee and tea shop. I assumed that meant a place that brewed coffee and tea and maybe I was right. But what if that wasn’t all it was? 
 
    “Thank you, Gail,” I said faintly. 
 
    “Of course. I hoped that helped.” 
 
    “You just cracked my case and you might have saved dozens of lives.” 
 
    “Wait, rea-?” 
 
    I hung up on her and shot up. “We need to go.” I dug out my wallet and dropped the first bill in there on the table. I didn’t know if it was a ten, a twenty, or a hundred, and I didn’t care. We were moving, running for the door, Tahaya following us.  
 
    “What is it?” she asked me twice, but I was already on the phone again, calling Kittridge Thomas. I got his voicemail, and told Eliana, “Call Kittridge’s clinic. You need to tell them to evacuate everybody.” 
 
    “Oh my God,” Eliana said. “You think…?” 
 
    “Yeah. I do. Estelle said he’s going to destroy years of what we did. That’s our greatest accomplishment. That’s our legacy. He’s going to do it with an alchemical bomb.” In the sunshine, while Eliana spoke frantically on the phone to Kittridge, I turned to Tahaya. “You remember where you started following us this morning? That house in the suburbs?” 
 
    “Yes. Why?” 
 
    “Go there. It’s safe from the PSI. There’s a key in the backyard, taped under a rock by a cactus just as you come through the gate. We’ll talk later.” I clasped her shoulder. “We have this. Okay? No more bodies on your part or my goodwill towards you is done.” 
 
    “I understand,” she said in her not-quite-human gurgle, and again, she shuddered so completely that I blinked, not sure what I was seeing. She got in her Golf, and pulled out of there. The shuddering deeply bothered me, but I had no time to think about it. I had to trust that if she was going to snap, it wouldn’t be that day. 
 
    Eliana finished up on the phone. “He’s doing it. Some of the vampires are at a critical stage. They’ll need to be covered and moved in ambulances or buses and that’ll take ten or fifteen minutes, but he’s getting who he can out of there now.” 
 
    “Good.” I tossed the keys to her. “You drive. I need to call the PSI.” 
 
    We got in, and Eliana roared out of the parking lot, making me bite my tongue when she missed the ramp and drove off the curb instead. I didn’t care. My phone was already in my hand and dialing again. 
 
    I got a dispatcher on the line and shouted my old code at him. “It’s Ionas. I need on the phone with Monette or whoever the lead analyst is right now. And I need Wendell, Kari, and Reese tuned in.” 
 
    “They’re in a meeting,” he said, but his tone was the sort of thing you hope for when shit like this goes down, the kind of guy who knows the agent on the line is more important than the bureaucratic bullshit. 
 
    “Get them out of there and I swear to God I’ll buy you the biggest fucking steak of your life.” 
 
    He didn’t answer, but didn’t disconnect either. In ten seconds, I had Monette on the line. “What do you have?” she asked, no bullshitting, no hellos. She knew when I was tearing into something and I could have kissed her. Would kiss her, the next time I saw her. 
 
    “The tea and coffee shop where T.J. was first seen, was the owner an herbalist too?” 
 
    “Yes and we haven’t been able to get in touch with him. Why?” 
 
    “There’ve been a string of break-ins. Alchemists, green magicians, that sort of thing. I need to know right now what’s been stolen, if you have it in the reports. And before you ask, it’s T.J. I’m ninety-five percent on this. I think he’s making an alchemical bomb. I think that’s what Nebel’s Tears is.” 
 
     “Ionas?” Kari asked, coming on the line. “What is it? I’ve got Wendell, Reese, and two agents from Boston, Trent and Annette.” 
 
    While Monette ran the information, I filled them in on what I knew. There was some speculation, some debate. Boston had an idea that T.J. was going to hit the PSI there at the office, and Kari added that there was also a convention of the supernatural in town, not all that dissimilar to my necromancer case from a year or so ago. But I could tell from the tone in her voice she was playing a requisite role of devil’s advocate, trying to cover the bases that we weren’t looking at. I got it, but it annoyed the shit out of me. 
 
    “Oh my God,” Monette said dully as she came back on the line. “I have the list of stolen items. The alchemical ingredients, they’re a cocktail of things that would be wildly dangerous to the supernatural on their own, and other things that would act like a catalyst, making it even worse. Vampires, werewolves, shifters, I think this could even kill agents but I have to speak to someone who knows all this better than I do to confirm that. And there’s more. It’s not just poisons. There’s stuff missing that could form a delivery system, what one of the owners called a pappus spreader. Like a dandelion gone to seed, it carries whatever the alchemist coats it with on the wind or in water.” Monette took a breath. “Ionas, there’s enough stolen that T.J. could coat half the supernatural in the city on the right breeze.” 
 
    My gut twisted. “A day like today.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said. 
 
    “We have to set up a perimeter here,” Trent, the guy from Boston, said. “If I was him, I’d attack here, where he could do the most damage to the people hunting him.” 
 
    “Oh shut the fuck up,” Reese snapped. “You know Ionas is right. This guy has been aimed at him like a gun ever since he talked to Estelle at the club.” 
 
    An uproar of voices broke out, and I shouted, “Enough! Enough! Get who you can to Kittridge Thomas’s clinic. Bring long guns, and get some drones ready.” I hung up and fought the urge to snap my phone in half. “Fucking bureaucrats.” 
 
    “They have to send someone,” Eliana said, white-knuckling the steering wheel. “I heard. My God. Half the city. How many supernatural is that?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I… I… if you factor in people with just a hint of supernatural blood… tens of thousands, a low hundred, maybe.” 
 
    We looked at each other, then she stared back at the road and roared through the next light well after it turned red. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Kittridge Thomas’s clinic occupied a beautiful single floor office building that wouldn’t have been out of place in Wyoming or Colorado mountains. Big pillars erected by actual stonemasons lined the log cabin style walls and tall dark windows. Those windows were protected from the sun, as well as etched with innumerable wards to keep out harm and to protect the building from would-be vampire arsonists, of whom there were lots. Not all vampires thought a cure was such a great idea, and they attacked the place with disturbing regularity in its early going. Wise Fool and Eliana staked a lot of those dumb assholes, but there were always more. Those same wards could probably protect it from a rocket attack like what we already went through at the movie theater, but they couldn’t stop an airborne poison. Then again, if T.J. pulled this off, nowhere was safe.  
 
    Monette called me as we screamed onto the street approaching the clinic, a note of tension in her voice. 
 
    “You’ve got backup coming. You’ll have Reese, Lytton, Lee, and Mitch in ten.” 
 
    I waited, my gut plummeting. “And?” I finally asked. 
 
    “That’s it. Boston is…” She drew a breath, then spat, “Boston is prioritizing high-priority potential targets, like this building and the Council members in the city.” 
 
    “And leaving all the innocents to fend for themselves,” I snapped. 
 
    “You’re not the only one pissed. Reese’s new boss tried to get her to stay and she told him she’d quit if he didn’t let her go. As soon as I’m off the phone, I’m coming too. Fuck them. But listen, I need to fill you in on the delivery system. This is not a bomb. It’s weirder than that. There will be a glass jar with what looks like, ah, strings or wires wrapped around each other. In the middle of that will be a glass tube with the alchemical ingredients. If he activates the runes etched onto it and those strands pull away from that central core, the process is starting. There’s a precautionary thirty second delay, and then…” 
 
    “Goodbye, half the supernatural population of Vineport,” I said. “If it starts, how do I stop it?” 
 
    “That’s pretty simple. You twist the bottom of the jar. But to be on the safe side, if you can, seal it in a refrigerator or a freezer or something similar,  
 
    “And if I shoot it out of his hands or something?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know enough about it yet to say definitively, but I would assume that would be a very bad idea given the kinds of catalyzing ingredients involved. The spread wouldn’t be as deadly but… it would be bad.” 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    “What’s your play?” Monette asked, as we made a hard turn onto the ramp leading up to the clinic. 
 
    “I don’t-” know, I started to say, but I hung up, my gut tightening. Beyond the abandoned security gate, T.J. sat on a Harley, one hand resting on his handgun, and in the other on a glass jar. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The gate’s security bar had been snapped off and tossed aside. We drove inside the walled parking lot. T.J. shifted his weight, standing but not moving. He looked pale, and there were bags under his eyes, The bulge under his leather jacket no doubt came from a bulletproof vest, a luxury I hadn’t thought about in our race here.  
 
    We pulled up and stopped when he made a cutting motion with his gun hand. I thought he was going to start with the runes, but instead, he pulled off his leather glove on that hand and rested it again on the butt of his gun. He shook his head at me. There was no smile on his face, just a haunted, sickly look to him. This was a man ready to die. 
 
    I moved the cratis to my hand and formed it into a simple throwing knife. I had only one play, and I sure as hell hoped the damn psychic steel was up to the task. To Eliana, I said quietly, “Go for the bomb. Whatever happens.” 
 
    “I love you,” she whispered. I took her hand and squeezed it. 
 
    “I love you too.” 
 
    We stepped out, and T.J. said, “You figured it out. Good for you.” 
 
    I rested the hand not holding the cratis on the butt of my gun. “Estelle gave away a little too much in the end. I thought Nebel’s Tears was a wild goose chase, something Omar Mifsud was just curious about, until she let it slip he shouldn’t have talked about it.” 
 
    “She was so damn eager to help me. Still obsessed with me.” He chuckled without any real humor, then T.J. was silent a moment. “Did she die quickly? Did you at least give her that?” 
 
    I drew a breath and let it out. “It was painful, but it was brief. She threw a couple grenades at me. I threw them back.” 
 
    T.J. ran his gun hand through his buzzcut, and I thought to myself draw on him now and end this. Even Eliana flinched like she thought the same thing. But he still had the Nebel’s Tears, and I wasn’t sure I could outdraw him even then. T.J. wasn’t just good with a gun. He was amazing. “I’ve been set up down the street since last night, getting this put together. I was going to call you up and stream the whole thing, me right in the middle of the street, unleashing hell on these fucking things, these… vampires. And then I saw them running out of here. The PSI’s big fucking hero, figuring it out at the last moment. Not that it’ll do any good. Estelle had an alchemist friend, a really smart guy, and he said this shit will kill just about any supernatural thing for a hundred miles.” 
 
    “Every supernatural kid, every agent, everything touched by magic,” I said. 
 
    “Fuck them!” he shouted. “I’ll kill a million freaks if it means saving one normal person.” 
 
    “Is that what you and I are?” I asked. “Freaks?” 
 
    He cracked a grin. “Man, you and I are the most terrible abominations in this fucking city. And that’s including your goddamn nightmare with tits right there.” 
 
    “Mm. Nightmare is appropriate. In France,” Eliana said blandly, “my nickname translates loosely to ‘the cunt with teeth.’” 
 
    T.J. laughed unexpectedly, glancing in her direction, and I moved. His draw was so fast I didn’t even see his hand move, but I wasn’t so slow either. Only I wasn’t so worried about drawing my gun. 
 
    I flicked the cratis at him and envisioned what I needed of it. A ball. A simple ball, seamless and complete. It wrapped itself around the Nebel’s Tears and encased the jar completely. But the cratis still had momentum, and the ball fell off the motorcycle’s seat, onto the pavement. Even over the gunfire, I heard the breaking of glass. 
 
    The only thing that saved me from a bullet to the head was the way I twisted when I threw the knife. If T.J. had aimed for center mass, he might have killed me. A blaze of heat bloomed across my forehead. My pistol was out and coming up at the same time as I threw the cratis, but compared to him, I was too slow, too damned slow. 
 
    Another gunshot. This time, it wasn’t from T.J.’s gun. 
 
    His eyes flicked towards Tahaya, breathing hard and standing behind us at the security gate, her pistol held in both hands. His gun moved towards her instinctually, his reflexes taking over, and she fired again at the same time as me. Neither of us missed. I took him high, she took him low, and he fell backwards against the bike, his gun going off, the bullet hitting the stone wall surrounding the parking lot. 
 
    “Oh goddamn it,” he shouted. “Who is she?” 
 
    I aimed as Eliana ran. She knew what the priority was. “Tahaya Kolstad,” I said, and I finished him off for her, his eyes widening in the last. 
 
    Eliana scooped up the cratis and I sprinted after her. Broken glass inside it tinkled and in my head I screamed no, no, not when we just got back together, not before I’ve proposed and we’ve had our hundred damn years, no. 
 
    But she was so much faster than me, and she knew it, throwing me a manic grin over her shoulder as she shot inside. I chased her, but by the time I cleared the reception area, she was already in the guts of the clinic, going for the lab. I could smell something now, something bitter and almost nutty, and I willed myself to go faster, faster. 
 
    But she was already in there, yanking open a fridge used for blood and throwing the cratis inside. “Grab the door and hold it shut!” she yelled at me, and I did as she yanked the fridge away from the wall with no effort. We twisted the fridge around and slammed it down before she sat on top of it, her eyes wild. I dropped on it too and gripped the back of her head, kissing her hard, sure this was the end of us, of her at least. 
 
    We kissed, and we kissed, and we kissed, and when the agents swarmed the building, we were still kissing.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    “You can’t smoke in here,” Wendell told me wearily. 
 
    “Stop me,” I said, and lit up anyways. I was in his office, along with the Boston agent in charge of the whole shitshow in the last day or so of the debacle. I put my feet up on Wendell’s desk too, and he glared at me. I ignored that. 
 
    “We should throw you in a containment cell,” the Boston guy – Tom? Trey? Trent, that was it, Trent – said. 
 
    I ignored him too. “Here are my demands,” I said. 
 
    “Demands?” Trent sputtered. 
 
    “One. Reese is bulletproof in all this. Her operation and her leadership were sound. It was only because you Boston guys swung your dicks around and took over for her that this whole thing got so fucked up.” 
 
    “You have no right-” 
 
    “I have every right,” I roared, finally losing my cool. “If I see the inside of a cell or if any one of these demands isn’t met, word is going out to some of the hardest-hitting names in the supernatural community that you dumb fucks chose to cut and run with the Council when you could have helped save tens of thousands of lives.” 
 
    Silence. Wendell was getting awfully twitchy-eyed but I kept going regardless after I had a long drag on my cigarette. 
 
    “Second, I want my goddamn cratis back. I know the techs downstairs have it and they’re looking it over. I can feel the thing. I want it. Now.” 
 
    Wendell picked up his phone, dialed downstairs, and barked orders at them.  
 
    “What else?” Trent asked when he hung up, biting off his words. 
 
    I tried to remember my mental list, but all I was running on was the two bites of cinnamon roll and the bad coffee from that morning and I was bone tired. My brain was mush. “Shit. I had a third thing, but I forgot it. Something to do with… oh, right. Wendell. You still keep that good Speyside in the cabinet? Get it for me.” 
 
    “You are pushing it,” Wendell growled. 
 
    “Do you know how many stage-five threats I have to dinner at my house on a pretty regular basis, asshole?” I asked. “You were ready to sacrifice the supernatural community to save a dozen Councilmembers. Give me the fucking scotch.” 
 
    He stood up abruptly and went to his ornate liquor cabinet. Technically it went against agency policy to have liquor on site but if the agency ever started enforcing that rule half the agents would walk out in protest, Wendell probably first in line. 
 
    He slammed the bottle down in front of me. I took it, twisted off the top, and drank deep. It was fantastic. “Yum,” I said, and stood up. “Okay, that’ll do it. Be seeing you assholes the next time the city or the world needs saving.” 
 
    Once I dropped my cigarette into Wendell’s coffee cup, I walked out of the office and found Reese at a desk, finishing a stack of paperwork. She looked up at me, and I held out the bottle. “For you, Monette, Lee, and every ground floor agent and analyst from Vineport, the only people around here worth a damn this week.” 
 
    “Fuck you, Levi,” Kari called from her office. 
 
    Ah, back on familiar ground. I undid my belt, unzipped, and dropped my pants while tugging up the back of my suit jacket. I mooned them all until someone hit me with a stapler. Then I was out the door, still furious but feeling mildly more myself than I had in months. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Tahaya Kolstad was never found. Well, at least by the PSI, anyways. They knew there was a second shooter at the clinic but never dug up anything actionable on who it might have been. Eliana and I both pretended ignorance as to who she was. I think Reese and Monette probably figured it out, and maybe one or two others who were close to the case, but as far as I know, it was never looked into too closely. 
 
    I went to see her a few days after everything calmed down. She was still in her Nicole Howey guise, at her new home and preparing for a move. 
 
    “She doesn’t have much family,” Tahaya told me over cups of rich dark coffee laced with spices and even darker chocolate. “All distant relatives, none of whom have much to do with her so no one will ask too many questions. I can’t… I can’t be here in Vineport anymore.” 
 
    “I understand. What will you do?” 
 
    “She has a condo in New York,” she told me, swirling her spoon through her coffee. “I’m going to try to do something good with all her money. Philanthropy, maybe start a charity or two. Or maybe…” She smiled to herself and shook her head, tears glimmering in her eyes. 
 
    “Tell me,” I said. 
 
    “My husband had this silly dream of owning a family store. A bodega, something like that. Now it could happen.” 
 
    “That sounds great to me.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said, and shuddered. She saw me watching, and smiled tensely. “I’ll be in control as long as I’m in this body. But I can’t shapeshift again. I thought… I thought for a time there, after you and I first talked in that Wich Barn, that I might try to convince you I had gone completely crazy. That maybe you’d shoot me or something. I wanted to see that man dead, and then I meant to end it. But my children, my husband… I want to see them again. The right way.” 
 
    “I’m glad,” I said. I finished off my coffee and sighed. “That is the best cup of coffee I’ll ever have.” 
 
    “Then you and… Ellie?” 
 
    “Ellie, or Eliana. Either way.” 
 
    “You will have to come to New York. To have another cup, and to keep tabs on me. It will be nice to know someone remembers who I was.” She looked away from me, the tears falling now. “Who all of us were.” 
 
    I left her to her tears, and to her uncertain future, good or bad, and I made a promise to myself I’d take her up on that second cup of coffee someday. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Eliana thought we were on our way to the marina to celebrate the one bit of good news that came out of the whole T.J. fiasco. Two bits, if you count Ivan being hit with a great big case of the Florence Nightingale Effect and asking J.G. to dinner sometime. But that’s neither here nor there, so let’s put the focus back on Posey and Dwayne – or Eliana, really. 
 
    While cooped up in a safehouse, Posey felt unusually out of sorts. What she thought at first was an upset stomach led to a curious Dwayne wondering when her last period was. That led to Posey telling him he was crazy, and eventually a mad dash to the pharmacy. Long story short, we had two deliriously happy employees at Wise Fool Investigations. 
 
    “How does it work, a Nephilim father and a child?” Eliana asked. “They aren’t cursed too, are they?” 
 
    “No,” I said. “Just long-lived. Two or three hundred years old. None of the angel light either. Just pretty much tough old people.” 
 
    “She’ll need time off, of course.” 
 
    “I want to give him paternity leave too.” 
 
    “Yesss,” Eliana said, rocking happily in her seat. We were in the Kona, for reasons I wouldn’t explain to her, but which I’ll clue you in on. The nostalgia was important to me that night. I think you know why, and if not, you’ll figure it out soon. “You’ll need help filling in for them.” 
 
    “Oh? Is our partnership over?” 
 
    She gave me a fond look. “Never. Unless you do something stupid like cutting and running on us again.” 
 
    “Never,” I said, echoing her. 
 
    “Mm.” She studied me a moment longer, then refocused on the road. “You will need to convince Reese. She is the most suitable candidate.” 
 
    Reese went back to Boston, though I didn’t think she was going to stay there much longer. She was furious with how things went down and was talking about coming back to Vineport. Whether that was going to be via a transfer to the PSI office or to freelance with us until she figured out what she wanted to do, she wasn’t sure. But as the weeks went on, she seemed more and more firm in her resolve to get out of there. 
 
    “You miss her,” I said. 
 
    “I do. Not that I do not love us, my darling, but I also love having something soft in bed with us too.” 
 
    “I’m all right with it if you are.” 
 
    “Are we talking about a relationship with her?” 
 
    I thought about that. “Don’t know. But I’m okay with seeing if it goes in that direction.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    We were about there, and I felt a funny sort of calm. I was nervous, sure, and excited, but most of all, I simply felt happy. I was with the woman I loved. My friends were safe. Things were quiet. It wouldn’t stay that way forever, but we had that evening, and it was as much as I could hope for. 
 
    We arrived at the marina. I was borrowing the moored yacht for the night from a friend of Kittridge Thomas’s, who thanked me profusely for saving the vampire community again. He told me anything I ever needed, I should ask him, and for once, I called in that chip, asking if he knew anyone with a boat I could rent for a night. He came through magnificently, though instead of the cabin cruiser I was envisioning, he got me a damn yacht.  
 
    Eliana and I walked together down the dock. I took her arm in mine and she looked down, surprised and pleased. “I am so thrilled for them,” she said softly. “Do you think it is a boy or a girl?” 
 
    “I think they’ll have both. Or triplets.” 
 
    She laughed delightedly. “Oh yes. That would be something. No more sleep for years.” 
 
    The yacht was lit up beautifully, with pink and blue ribbons festooning the gangway leading up to it. Eliana looked at these curiously until whispers erupted on the boat. Dwayne and Posey, ready with their cameras to take pictures. 
 
    “Eliana,” I said. 
 
    “Yes?” she asked as I pulled her to a stop. 
 
    “There’s a reason this is happening here.” I swallowed and searched her eyes. “When this all started for me, before you and the PSI, it began with a boat. They became a symbol of everything I was terrified of.” 
 
    “What…?” 
 
    “Let me finish. Please.” She nodded, and I continued. “And then I met you because of another ship. One I should have been even more terrified of, knowing who was on it. But it was okay, because that was the day I met you.” 
 
    “Awwww,” I heard Posey say, and Dwayne and J.G. shushed her. I could see J.G.’s head poke up, then Posey and Dwayne’s, like whack-a-moles. 
 
    “Ionas…” Eliana whispered, right on the cusp of knowing. 
 
    “I’m not scared of them anymore,” I said. “The only thing I’m terrified of is losing you again. Of not waking every day next to you.” 
 
    Her free hand went to her lips. “Now?” she asked me. I smiled at her, thinking about a night that seemed like yesterday, and golden eyes in the darkness, and began to walk her up the gangway to the question I was burning to ask for a second time. 
 
    “Yeah, baby. Now.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Thanks so much for reading and taking a chance on Dark the Night! I’ve deeply enjoyed writing this series, but I think this is as good a place to say goodbye (at least for now!) to Ionas and Eliana. Someday perhaps we’ll drop in and say hello to these characters again, but for now, I think our heroes have earned some time off. Thank you again for sticking with me through their adventures, and I hope you’ll enjoy some of my other works. 
 
      
 
    Sign up for my mailing list or find me all over the Internet here, if you like!  
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