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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Imagine a campfire, the both of us sitting on a pair of logs, me with an acoustic guitar in hand, strumming it as I sing to you about one of the dumbest motherfuckers I’ve ever had the dubious pleasure of knowing. Let Papa Ionas serenade you with the story of the man, the myth, the trailer park legend – Left-Eye Randy. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Randall Barber defined the phrase “lost opportunity,” and truthfully, I got why he broke bad. For starters, his brother was the sort of stud that shines like a diamond in a shitheap of coal. Conrad Barber was a natural born athlete, even without his magical talents, and was the star quarterback of their high school and a hell of a third baseman. The girls loved him, the teachers adored him, and his parents and siblings worshipped him beyond equal.  
 
    And then there was the supernatural aspect. Magic can, at least in theory, be taught to anyone, but it helps in a major way if you have an innate ability with it. Conrad didn’t have as much raw talent as his younger brother and the family fuck-up in Randall, but he was tenacious in learning the craft that had served his parents, grandparents, and so on for ten or so generations. The kid was dedicated, and while he’d never reach the highest echelons of magicians, he ended up doing great things with water purification, landing a high-paying job in a bottling company. Not glamorous, but Conrad was respectable. 
 
    Everyone expected similarly big things from Randy, the youngest of the Barber family. He earned decent grades in elementary school, showed a tremendous amount of talent with magic, and was the star player on his junior high football team. 
 
    That was about the last time Randy ever tasted fame. Well… fame of any positive sort, anyways. 
 
    The problem, like with so many young, talented people, was boredom. In his freshman year, Randy apprenticed to the same magician that trained his brother years prior. Vanni Galiano, who expected the same discipline and drive out of Randy. And indeed, at first, he showed a real knack for spirit magic. Randy looked to be the family’s most powerful magician since his great-great-great grandfather in the 1800s. 
 
    But Randy didn’t want to work at it. He thought, like with high school, he could coast. And why not? He could already do complex magic talking to the dead or raising corpses. He figured life would always be easy like that. The sweet innocence of the just-smart-enough crowd, I guess. 
 
    He could and would get away with that kind of an attitude in school, at least at first. But a bored Randy discovered the joys inherent to first weed, then beer, and finally the glittering jewels of the poor and damned – meth. 
 
    All the while, his work with Vanni suffered. Randy started showing up later and later, then not at all. His father’s threats about him having to find a real job fell on deaf ears. Vanni gave him the boot and Randy’s non-magical prospects fell to the wayside when his school, which would have passed a brain-dead chimp just to get it out of there, flunked him. 
 
    With no prospects and no drive to get a regular job, dear idiotic Randy dove cheerfully into a life of drugs and alcohol. The only thing he had going for him was that he was vaguely good-looking. That was enough to keep him in the temporary good graces of a string of women who should have known better. 
 
    His nickname Left-Eye came about when he pissed off a witch. Witches were a bit different from magicians in that nature provided the bulk of their power and it was their specialty, along with some curse magic you do not want to fuck with. Randy did. This particular witch wound up with herpes when he tried to be sly and ditched his condom. In the ensuing fight, she hurled some curse magic at him, a transformation spell that was meant to shrivel his dick. Spells relied on language and precise gestures to work, and Randy managed to interrupt her at a key moment, twisting the spell to strange results. It left his left eye shrunken, socket and all. It still worked and was otherwise normal, but Randy’s once bland vanilla good looks were now shattered in the most bizarre way. 
 
    He came to my attention when he was running a scam for a medical school in Vineport. They wanted bodies to dissect and weren’t too picky about where they came from. Randy provided. He would scan the newspapers and online listings for funerals and steal bodies while they were still fresh in the ground. If he raised them the first day or two, he told me later, the earth was still loose and not really packed yet. It made it easier to pull the bodies from their graves, which he likened to hoisting up a couple bags of potatoes, mentally.  
 
    I caught him with a simple ruse. Along with a handful of agents and analysts posing as mourners, we staged funerals at the cemeteries he regularly hit, using the same John Doe and casket for each one. The funeral director believed we were trying to catch grave robbers, which was close enough to the truth. Randy finally bit and I had him cuffed and walking to an agency Durango before he even knew what was happening. Mind you, he was also stoned out of his fucking mind, so that might have played a part. 
 
    He did a month in a containment cell and a Counselor in the PSI helped massage his mind to alleviate the worst of the drug addiction problems, but that was a short-term solution and this was Left-Eye Randy. He took up meth again not long after much because, like his youngest years on drugs, he was simply bored and wanted something to do. Psychics could alleviate drug problems in people with enough time, but they couldn’t fix stupid.  
 
    We popped him a few more times throughout the years, as did the regular cops for drug possession and dealing. Once I left the PSI – or was chased out, depending on how you looked at it – I forgot about Randy entirely. Cases like his were certainly unique, but he was, all in all, a bit player. 
 
    That’s why I was so surprised when I got the call about him from a laughing PSI agent. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Thanks to my lovely, insanely wealthy partner Eliana, Wise Fool Investigations took up a cheerily lit office that was anything but the cliched “office above the liquor store” you see in so many private investigation books and movies. We had actual windows for starters, lots of them, and the four of us each had our own office, along with a general conference room. On top of that, Eliana made sure Posey, Dwayne, J.G. and I had our butts cushioned by only the finest office chairs, thick, comfortable things that I definitely did not nap on most mornings when I wasn’t out working. 
 
    When J.G. knocked, I had my feet up, yes. I had my chin against my chest, sure. I might have been breathing deeply, okay. And I maybe had my eyes closed, but I was doing some intense meditation.  
 
    All right, fuck off, I was napping. 
 
    J.G. knocked harder. Given her size, it was like Vulcan hammering out a sword or an engine part for a ’69 Camaro. Which he does, by the way. In the 1800s, Vulcan got deep into trains, then automobiles, and now spends his days happily knocking out one-off custom cars in Europe somewhere. I looked into one once, an AMX-inspired beast with upgrades that would have brought it nicely into the modern world, but I get shot at a lot and I’m not paying three hundred grand for a bullet magnet. 
 
    “Eat an asshole,” I mumbled and slouched down deeper in my chair. 
 
    “Turn on your phone. Lee Turley’s trying to get in touch with you.” 
 
    I groaned and sat up marginally straighter. Since so many of Wise Fool’s cases ended up involving the supernatural and the PSI to some extent, a special agent was assigned to deal with us whenever we were needed. 
 
    Lee Turley was that agent. Before I left, he was still a rookie, though he had a ten-year career in law enforcement before that. As a detective, he worked a subway slasher case that baffled him, because the wounds were animalistic in nature but no one reported seeing anything down there that wasn’t human or rodent. The attacks fit a rough pattern, so he went undercover in ragged jeans and a tee shirt and rode the subway, waiting for the thing to strike. We at the PSI got word too and two of our agents joined him on the subway. When the thing – which was never properly identified – went after a woman, the agents and Turley took it down. He was more tenacious than smart, but I’m living proof that can carry you pretty far in the PSI. 
 
    Sure enough, when I unmuted my phone, I discovered I had a voicemail and a missed text message from Turley. I got up and snagged a strawberry milk out of my mini-fridge. I twisted off the lid, chugged it in two gulps, and called him back.  
 
    Even before he said hello, Turley was laughing. “What?” I grumbled. 
 
    “You know a guy named Randy Barber?” 
 
    The name was familiar, but I couldn’t place it offhand. “I do but I can’t remember the…” “specifics” is what I was about to say, but then I remembered a long and expletive-filled explanation from Left-Eye Randy about his family woes, and I groaned. “Left-Eye Randy.” 
 
    “That’s the guy.” 
 
    “What did he do now?” 
 
    J.G. opened my door. Doubtless she’d been listening on the other side. Things were slow that day. Hell, that whole week, really. I made a come-on gesture and put Turley on speaker as she came into the office. Like Eliana, she took the cure for vampirism, but she was still a hell of an intimidating figure, standing inches taller than me and built like she belonged on a football field or punching the heads off lions in a coliseum in ancient Rome. The cure wasn’t yet a hundred percent either, so she still had a fraction of the tremendous strength and speed of a vampire, as well as her fangs when she decided to pop them. At least the pair of women didn’t drink blood anymore, and they could both enjoy the sunshine. 
 
     “Well, there’ve been some bodies that have come up missing. And someone used some corpses last night in a smash and grab at a strip mall.” 
 
    “And you think it’s Randy.” 
 
    “We’re pretty certain. We reached out to Bernie Barlow, but he was out of town doing a house exorcism in Philly for his TV show.” 
 
    Barlow was a well-known name among the supernatural, a necromancer who had his own show about doing exorcisms in haunted buildings. Ninety percent of it was bullshit in the grand tradition of reality television, but on great occasion he actually did an exorcism for real poltergeists. 
 
    “What about Lynn Yoba?” I asked. She was another necromancer, and owned a New Age-style shop in the city. 
 
    “Unless she dropped about forty pounds and grew a foot, we don’t think it’s her.” 
 
    “An out-of-towner?” 
 
    “Maybe. But that would make things tough, and you know we don’t like tough. Besides, for a smash and grab, we’re thinking it’s Randy.” 
 
    “That fuckin’ idiot,” I said. “What do you need me for?” 
 
    “He’s gone to ground and we’re spread thin.” 
 
    “Spread thin? Why does that sound like bullshit?” I asked, and J.G. grinned. 
 
    “It’s the truth, unfortunately. Nadine Cresswell is coming to the city and we’re running pre-show security checks for her team.” 
 
    Nadine Cresswell was best known by the world at large for her morning TV talk show, with celebrity special guests, cooking segments, and an ever-popular motivational message. Supernatural audiences were generally well aware of her psychic talents as well, which she used on her crowds at her live speaking gigs to convey calm strength and peacefulness. Saying she was beloved wasn’t strong enough. Eliana listened to her podcast sometimes and even I had to admit it was pretty entertaining and informative. 
 
    “Fun times,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah. You guys want to pick up some hours as security?” 
 
    “What’s the pay?” I asked. 
 
    “Not enough.” 
 
    “Pass.” 
 
    “Find this guy for us, would you?” 
 
    “I’ll send over a contract. Get it back to us,” I said. Hard lesson learned there. A week after we opened shop, the PSI came looking for our help. None of us thought to get the agreed-on fee in writing, and we were stiffed four grand. A great big fuck you aimed right at me for the way I left them a year and change prior. 
 
    “I will,” Lee said. 
 
    “And send the video footage,” J.G. added. 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    Lee hung up and I leaned back in my chair. J.G. wanted to know who Left-Eye Randy was, but by that point, we had an even larger audience. Posey and Dwayne, our other two business partners, poked their heads in and wanted to know what was going on. 
 
    We took the party to the conference room. I told them about Randy as well as the other necromancers in Vineport. On the wall were two big screens that we could stream videos to, and Dwayne got that set up while I took care of the contract business with Lee. Meanwhile, Posey and J.G. made popcorn. I guess if we were going to have a show, it made sense. 
 
    Minutes later, we were all seated around the conference table, plastic bowls of popcorn in front of all of us as Dwayne started the first video clip, the lengthiest of the bunch. A parking lot filled the screen. The camera was angled down towards a sidewalk, with an excellent view of a street beyond and more shops in the distance.  
 
    “That’s a high-quality video for security footage,” J.G. said. 
 
    “Where is this?” Posey asked. Her preferred fashion was best classified as “adorable,” and with her sweet face she pulled it off well. That day the standouts were her jean jacket, decorated with an array of cheerful buttons and pins, and a bucket hat. Where my girlfriend Eliana loved clothes, Posey loved hats, and had at least a dozen on her walls in her office. That wasn’t counting the others she had at home. 
 
    Dwayne let the video run and pulled up the email from Lee in another window. As a white panel truck pulled into view, he said distractedly, “That’s, uh, Marigold and 55th. Let me look that up.” 
 
    “That’s in Mountain Rock,” I said. “I’ve probably been by this place but the strip malls all look the same.” 
 
    “So, upscale?” Posey asked. 
 
    J.G. and I glanced at each other. I deferred to her, since despite looking like she was in her late twenties, she was actually pushing seventy and had lived most her life there in Vineport. “Not exactly upscale now,” she said, “but it was. Lower middle-class now, maybe.” 
 
    On the screen, the truck pulled into a parking spot at a crooked angle. Despite being nighttime and the lot empty, the driver took the time to reverse, then pull into the spot again. 
 
    “Doesn’t want to draw attention to himself if a cop drives by,” I said. “Or he’s tweaked and thinks it matters.” 
 
    Grunts of agreement, and we watched a figure in the driver’s seat hop out. He disappeared around the back of the truck, and a minute later, three people lumbered around the side. I leaned forward, examining them as best I could. 
 
    “Zombies,” I said. 
 
    “What?” Posey asked, shoving back an inch instinctively, as though the corpses could jump through the screen. 
 
    “Relax. It’s not like the movies. They can’t bite you and turn you into one of them. Well… okay, theoretically, that kind has existed too-” 
 
    “Not helping,” Dwayne said, and he too looked more than a little green. 
 
    “Pause it.” He did, and I said, “Okay. These types of zombies are like marionettes. They’re walking corpses. They have to be controlled by someone like a drone or a remote-controlled car.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” Posey asked. 
 
    “Yes. As for the biting kind, there was a case where a necromancer used a half-dozen zombies to spread an infection that wound up creating more zombies and wiped out a village in Bulgaria, but that was a solitary incident a hundred years ago and everyone with the agency agrees it was probably a one-off.” 
 
    “Probably?” Posey yelled. 
 
    “I’m ninety-nine percent sure this isn’t that,” I said. At everyone’s glare, I shrugged. “Roll it.” 
 
    “Well, I’d be safe if one bit me,” Dwayne said. That was true, since he was a Nephilim and couldn’t be killed until the last of humanity was gone, but it didn’t stop Posey and J.G. from glaring at him. He looked about ready to say something else, but wisely kept quiet and started the clip again. 
 
    The bodies were in varying states of decomposition, but they were all intact enough you couldn’t classify them as skeletons. They were all in tattered funeral clothing, a dress on the solitary woman, the men in suits. One of them was missing a shoe. All of them were caked in dirt, visible even at a distance as it fell from them like soft rain. They shambled towards the storefronts, their movements faster than you’d expect from a Hollywood zombie, but jerky and awkward.  
 
    The driver stepped out from around the back of the truck. He was dressed in jeans, sneakers, and a cheap windbreaker. Covering his face was a medical mask and a pair of sunglasses. You couldn’t put me in front of a jury, but I knew it was Randy the minute he pulled his mask aside and lit up a joint. His face wasn’t really made all the more visible, but now I saw why Turley and the PSI analysts would think it was Randy. No one other necromancer for a thousand miles was as dumb as him. 
 
    He smoked the joint out of the corner of his mouth and walked towards the storefronts, out of sight in the shot. But he reemerged quickly with stacks of something. “What are those?” I asked. 
 
    Dwayne paused and we all looked closer. He brought up a magnification tool, nothing fancy, just an accessibility program standard to most modern computers, and zoomed in. 
 
    “DVDs?” he asked, but Posey shook her head. 
 
    “Video games,” she said. “See the colors around the edges?” 
 
    “Oh yeah.” 
 
    He hit play again and we watched Randy do the same run two more times, then move to another store. We had to pause it again, but this time the cartons and tubs he brought out were a mystery to us. I called Lee and he told us it was protein powders and health shake mixes. Not a bad hustle, considering how expensive that shit was, and the powders probably had more immediate resale value than the video games, since there were a couple dozen shady gyms all over the city that would take it all without too many questions where the tubs came from. 
 
    Posey price-checked the protein powders and we guessed Randy maybe came away with two or three thousand dollars’ worth of merchandise. The video ended, and while Dwayne prepared the next one, an internal shot of the video game store, we bullshitted about it. 
 
    “So he gets a truck, steals a bunch of bodies, and breaks his way into a couple stores for, what, maybe three or four thousand, if he can even get that?” J.G. asked. 
 
    “Given that it’s Randy, it’s not entirely out of the question he’d be that dumb,” I said. 
 
    The interior video didn’t show us much. Two zombies worked the shelves in there, which got Posey snickering. When we asked why, she said, “I worked at one of those places when I was a teenager. They don’t keep the games in the boxes out on display.” 
 
    “So he stole a bunch of empty cases?” J.G. asked. 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    “Looking like Randy more and more every minute,” I muttered. 
 
    We watched that one play out, and at J.G.’s request, Dwayne started up the first video again. I stood to head to the bathroom, already mulling over what I’d need to do. Lee had a last known address, but it was six months old and if I knew Randy, he had already moved on to a string of other girlfriends’ places. Going to have to pound on some doors for this one. That made me grin. Pounding on doors meant a lot of billable hours. 
 
    When I returned, the video was halfway through and I stopped, looking at the screen and something I’d missed the first time. “Pause it,” I said, and Dwayne did while Posey and J.G. glanced at me, curious. “Start it over again.” 
 
    “The whole video?” Dwayne asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “See something?” J.G. asked. 
 
    “Yeah. I do. Find Waldo.” 
 
    “What?” she asked. 
 
    We all watched the screen again, the room completely quiet until Posey got it and gasped. Seconds later, Dwayne saw it too, and muttered, “Oh son of a bitch.” 
 
    “What?” J.G. asked. 
 
    “The pedestrian,” he said, then turned and looked at me. I nodded. 
 
    “The…” Her eyes widened, and J.G. leaned forward. “Wait. The guy in the background? Is he staring because it’s a break-in?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Start it over. One more time. Watch him. Watch his reactions at first and watch his hands.” 
 
    We did. The man in the background stopped before the truck pulled into place. And though it was so small on screen as to be barely noticeable, he had his phone out and recording before Randy stepped out of the truck. 
 
    A smart, curious pedestrian who realized something unusual was about to happen and got lucky? Maybe. But I was more willing to bet Randy was being watched by someone. 
 
    The question was, why? 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    I kept backups of my old case notes digitally and was kicking myself for my sparse notes on Randy when Eliana called.  
 
    “Hey, what’s up?” I asked. 
 
    “Are you busy?” 
 
    “Preparing to storm the trailer park courts with the troops.” I explained in brief detail the situation and she chuckled. 
 
    “That sounds like a fun one.” 
 
    “It’ll probably mean a stakeout or two if you’re interested.” 
 
    “Maybe. Would you have time to come over and talk to a friend of one of my clients?” 
 
    “Sure. What’s going on?” 
 
    “Her sister’s gone missing and she’s desperate to find her.” 
 
    “Has she talked to the police?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Okay. When?” 
 
    “Does forty-five minutes work? She needs to take a bus here and she’s too proud to accept a ride so it can’t be any quicker.” 
 
    “Sure. I can sic Dwayne and Posey on some of these contacts without me needing to be there.” 
 
    “Thank you, Ionas.” 
 
    “You never need to thank me. Besides, you’re my boss, technically.” 
 
    “Mm. Maybe your boss needs some work done before the meeting, if you’re free.” 
 
    I grinned. “Be over soon.” 
 
    When I hung up, I emailed my notes on Randy to my cohorts and stepped out. They were still seated at the conference table, Posey tossing popcorn in the air and catching it in her mouth unfailingly. 
 
    “Eliana needs me to meet with another potential client. A missing person case, so I’m going to run over there,” I said. “Posey, Dwayne, I want you two knocking on doors. Start with his last known, then his contacts. I emailed you the ones I had, but look at Lee’s list too and go backwards chronologically. I’ll have Eliana hack his tax records and see where he was working last, but I don’t know that she’ll come up with anything on that front. If we find him, it’s going to be through one of his girlfriends.” 
 
    “One of?” Posey asked. 
 
    “This guy is a redneck Casanova,” I said. “If you can, get a read on the people you interview. Anyone that feels nervous or particularly angry, make a note. And if you find him, get in touch. Randy’s a fuck-up but he’s a pretty decent magician. More dangerously, he might be armed and is probably tweaking, so just play it safe.” 
 
    “We will,” Posey said. Dwayne nodded, and they headed for the door. 
 
    J.G. said, “You want me tracking down videos of that pedestrian?” 
 
    “Yes. It’s still just a hunch but it’s a pretty damn good one” 
 
    “If I could, I’d make a fortune betting on your hunches. I’m on it.” 
 
    I slapped her back and walked out with her. I still hadn’t gotten used to the fact that everyone looked to me as their boss, especially since Dwayne and Posey both had experience as investigators and J.G. was sharp and had picked up basically everything she needed to know by that point. But early on we had a big SNAFU when we were in multiple cars tailing a guy and I couldn’t reach Posey on Dwayne because they were – and I kid you not – singing to each other over our radios. After that, we had a long talk about role delegation, and I reluctantly agreed when it came to investigations, I should be in charge given my history with the PSI and my better-than-average case record. When I tried to explain to them that what I did at the PSI very rarely amounted to actual detective work, they ignored me then and forever. 
 
    Eliana’s office wasn’t far from mine, on the other side of a row of trendy shops, restaurants, and a big brewhouse. She liked that we could meet up for lunch in a few minutes, and I liked that we could walk to each other’s building if we were in need of a nooner. Don’t judge. I was a simple man and she was excruciatingly sexy. 
 
    The building itself was a one-story cube with a chic industrial warehouse feel to it – lots of windows, a tall interior, and earthy colors. The best part about it was the land it sat on. Almost like a small city park, it was lined on three sides by lush grass lawns, each of which had a different feature. My favorite was a great big elm under which was a glossy stone bench, but the flower beds of one and the rock garden in another of the grassy sections were equally beautiful. 
 
    There was a small parking lot out front for clients and a gated half-circle driveway in back for employees and me. I pulled up to the gate, entered a PIN, and drove in when the electric gate opened. These days my lover drove an Aston Martin convertible, though she still kept the Kona we used in our cross-country trek a year before for sentimental reasons. I pulled in next to the Aston Martin and stepped out into a light, misting rain. 
 
    Whereas I did private investigations centering around the supernatural, Eliana helped them in a more direct manner. A flood of vampires wanted the cure, and she acted as the middleman between them and Kittridge Thomas’s clinic in the suburbs. And when they were cured, the former vampires presented a lot of logistical headaches. Eliana spearheaded an effort to find them jobs and homes across the United States – all under the PSI’s watchful eye. This led to work with other supernatural creatures too, anyone who might have needs she could help fulfill. 
 
    Both entry points to the building were warded with powerful runic figures that would stop just about anything but the most powerful supernatural creatures from entering with ill intent. That said, I still worried some about the vampires who saw what Kittridge and Eliana were trying to do as a threat to their kind and took violent action. The PSI was doing a great job of stamping them out like bugs, and I’d gone on a few discreet staking raids with Eliana, J.G., and Dwayne. But there were always more loonies out there, and now that Kittridge and the PSI were testing a new version of the cure, the hornet nest was well and truly buzzing. 
 
    I entered into a short hallway, passed a break room, and called to Eliana’s receptionist, “Hey, Molly.” 
 
    Molly was another former vampire, and one of the most attractive women I’d ever met. Not really in a model way. She had more of a “damn, my friend’s mom is hot” vibe to her, with a short cascade of brown hair, big breasts, huge soulful eyes, and a sweet face leading to a pointed chin. I could easily imagine her baking cookies in a flour-dusted apron. Nothing but the apron. Preferably also in high heels. 
 
    She twirled in her chair at the front desk and gave me a coquettish wave. The cleavage her simple brown top showed off made my brain go delightfully fuzzy. “Hey, Io. She’s not with anyone so go on in.” 
 
    “And what if I’m here for you?” 
 
    “Mm, now that would be a fun way to get out of filing.” 
 
    Eliana’s office door opened. My lover was dressed, as always, to kill. Her sleeveless halter dress left her tanned arms bare, and the hem was so high I was surprised I couldn’t see her panties. It was the glasses and ponytail that did it for me that day. The glasses weren’t necessary, just an affectation, but it gave her a hot librarian look that was going to have me hard in seconds. I generally woke before her since she slept very late, a holdover from her days as a vampire, and I hadn’t seen her clothes until then. 
 
    I looked at her a long, hungry moment, and said, “Molly, we’re going to be making some very loud noises.” 
 
    “That dress, right?” Molly asked. 
 
    Eliana held my gaze, smirking. I said absently, “Yeah. That dress. And the glasses.” 
 
    Normally I’d close the door behind us, but Eliana said softly, “Leave it open. Molly deserves a show, don’t you think? A nice bonus for all her hard work.” 
 
    Eliana and I had an open relationship when it came to women, so long as we were honest with each other, and we both agreed when she hired on Molly that we were both definitely okay with her. Not that we were looking for a third in our relationship, but we both had sexual appetites far beyond human. 
 
    I gripped Eliana by the back of her neck, liking the soft feel of the material against her skin. I kissed her and backed her up at the same time, walking her to her big desk. She had already prepared for me, moving aside her laptop and office detritus. She kissed me back, working deftly at the buttons on my gray button-down and yanking the shirt open over a white tank underneath. Both of us worked out intensely and regularly to make up for our gluttony of food since she turned human, and I had developed a hard layer of muscle she loved. 
 
    When she had my button-down off me and on the floor, she gripped my shoulders and pushed me down to my knees. I pulled the hem of her dress up. “Fuck,” I growled, eyeing her cunt in her crotchless lacy black panties. 
 
    “Thought you’d-” Her voice faltered as I grabbed her ass and dove in. Her hands went to my hair and head, gripping me even tighter as her head rolled back. “-l-like it.” 
 
    “Mmmm hm,” I grunted against her pussy lips. My hearing and all my senses were sharpened by magic when I became an agent, and I heard soft footfalls down the hallway. Molly, listening in. 
 
    Give her a show, huh? I could do that. 
 
    I lifted one of Eliana’s legs and draped it over my shoulder. She rested one hand back against the desk. The thing was custom built or else we’d have broken it dozens of times over already, as often as I stopped by to fuck Eliana. The inner core was metal, the wood treated and ingrained with strengthening runic figures. The windows were similarly reinforced after I got too eager and we knocked one of the tall panes right out and onto the lawn, Eliana’s bare ass and my cock buried in her pussy visible to the world for a good while as we both laughed ourselves to tears. 
 
    Now, though, she rocked her hips against my mouth, staring down at me through those thick-rimmed glasses. I sucked her clit and pulled back just far enough to growl, “When I get home, I want to come all over your face with those glasses on.” 
 
    “You like?” 
 
    “Fuck yes, I do.” 
 
    Her pretty pink tongue slipped out and around her lips. Her fingers dug in again as I drove my tongue through her folds. She made her own soaps, perfumes, and scents, and whatever she dabbed there that morning reminded me of dandelions and wine. I could have eaten her all day. Soon, I promised myself. We’d take a day off and I’d spent all morning making sure that pussy was as well worshipped as it deserved. 
 
    She rocked harder against me. I reached up and palmed her big breasts through the fabric of her dress. Behind me, I heard a soft but sharp intake of breath. Eliana didn’t break eye contact with me. She always came so fast when we were putting on a show. I loved that exhibitionist streak in her and it was something we explored at every opportunity. 
 
    “Ionas,” she said, her voice like a caress to my ears. She quivered, and her foot kicked at my back. “Like that, baby, fuck my pussy with your tongue…” 
 
    As I did just that, driving my tongue deep through her folds with fast hard licks, I dropped one of my hands to her mound and rubbed her clit with my thumb. She clenched my hair so tight I was surprised it didn’t come free at the roots. 
 
    “Ion… as!” 
 
    She came with a thrust of her hips, her cheeks blooming red and her eyes losing their focus. I stood upright, unzipping my pants and letting them fall to the floor as she stared blankly at me, her chest rising and falling. Without a word, I slid my hands under her ass and lifted her. 
 
    As I carried her around the desk and settled her down onto her back, Molly whimpered, “Oh, God, I need a man to do that to me.” 
 
    “Dinner. Our house sometime,” Eliana said. “And I’ll let him do whatever he wants to you.” 
 
    Molly’s lips parted, and an even softer, “Fuck” escaped her. Eliana arched her back and tipped her head just far enough she could watch her employee’s reaction. I watched Molly too. The other woman wasn’t playing with herself, but even this far away I could smell the desire coming off her in rich waves. The way her hands kept joining and twisting in front of her lap was even more evidence. She’d be ours, and soon. 
 
    With that thought burning in the back of my mind, I drove into Eliana. She took it deep, her fingers raking first at the desk and then my back. If we were human, no doubt by that point our bodies would have been accustomed to each other, but with our heightened senses, we never would be. Every bout of sex left both of us ready for the next. Bringing others into it kept things fresh, but we were just as wild for each other as we were for the women we brought to our bed. 
 
    That said, having an audience definitely turned both of us the fuck on. We showed off for Molly. I pounded into Eliana, staring at Molly like it was her I was fucking. Eliana writhed beneath me, her body rocking up to meet the hammering of my cock. I didn’t pull up her dress any further, and I could only imagine how enticing from that angle her big breasts would look bouncing back and forth only barely bound by the fabric 
 
    “Fuck me, baby, fuck me hard, show her why you own me,” Eliana said. 
 
    “Mine,” I grunted, our skin slapping together. 
 
    “Twen… twenty minutes,” Molly said, her voice shaking. She was practically bouncing on her feet with need, and her fangs popped involuntarily.  
 
    Eliana clutched at the back of my head and said, “Finish in my mouth. Nothing on my dress.” 
 
    I kissed her and thrust into her harder and harder. She held on, her lips pressing tight, her eyes rolling up. This wasn’t part of the act. She always came often and hard, her face a mask of pleasure. She roped the leg I didn’t have hoisted high in the air around my ass and brought a hand to her lips, biting it as she came. 
 
    Her wet pussy clenching at me with greedy need nearly set me off, but I held on for a few more strokes. When she took a breath again, I pulled her upright, my cock coming free with a wet sucking noise that left Molly giggling breathlessly. Eliana grinned too as she knelt. I fed her my cock and her expert tongue slid along my base as she sucked and slurped my first inch, head bobbing fast and twisting back and forth. 
 
    “May I watch the finish in here, Eliana?” Molly asked, her voice a near whine. 
 
    Eliana popped off me and said, “You may.” 
 
    Well, the subservience and dom act was new, at least to me. Molly came in to the office for a better view, still looking as trepidatious as she had in the hallway. Eliana now ignored her in favor of my pleasure. I wasn’t long in coming, and grunted, “Baby.” She bobbed harder, taking me deeper and hollowing her cheeks as she sucked me. I drove my hips forward once, twice, three times, and brought my hand down reflexively to the back of her head as I released. She swallowed my every drop, her throat working quickly, and when she sucked me dry, she let me go with a self-satisfied smirk. Not a single drop made it past her lips. 
 
    I helped her up and kissed the side of her neck. As she tugged her dress down into place, she turned her head and asked Molly, “So. Join us for dinner sometime?” 
 
    “Oh yes,” Molly said faintly. “I think I’d like that very much.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Eliana and I took turns in the bathroom cleaning up. While she was in there retouching her makeup, I opened a window and cleaned Eliana’s desk. When she came back in, looking as put-together as she had before we fucked, she opened a drawer in a curio cabinet, withdrew an ornate box, and laid out several oils and an antique burner. No electric diffusers for her. Soon the room smelled of leather and saffron, not faint, but not overpowering either.  
 
    She examined me critically and adjusted my shirt as I ran my hands up and down her bare arms. “That was interesting, with Molly. Is she always that subservient?” 
 
    “Mm. Yes. Delightful, isn’t she?” 
 
    I chuckled. “She is, yeah.” 
 
    “We’ll have fun with her.” 
 
    “Won’t interfere with her work?” 
 
    “Molly?” Eliana called. “Ionas is worried that a hookup between us may lead to problems with work. Will it?” 
 
    “If he makes me come like that, absolutely not,” she called back. 
 
    Eliana tapped my chest. “See? All you have to do is please her.” 
 
    “Noted. This client, how serious is it? Are we looking at a runaway or a kidnapping?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Eliana said, “and neither is she. But she’s been to the police and the PSI. More than answers, she needs someone to listen and to take her seriously.” 
 
    “That, I will do.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    We didn’t have long to wait after that. As we were drinking coffee and talking to Molly, outside the big gorgeous windows, a woman in a long parka and a hand-knitted cap came down the sidewalk. “This is her,” Eliana said, and went to the front door to greet her. “Tabitha, hello.” 
 
    “Hey, Ellie. Thanks again,” the woman said as she neared. “I know I’m a few minutes early.” 
 
    “That’s all right. Ionas is here and we’re ready for you.” 
 
    As Tabitha came through the door, Eliana put a friendly hand on her shoulder and guided her towards me. It was hard to gauge her age, but I’d have guessed a very life-weary thirty, or maybe even younger. She was slightly disheveled, with heavy bags under her eyes that makeup couldn’t disguise, and though her coat was nice, her top underneath showed a couple of old stains that hadn’t quite been washed out. Her long nails were freshly painted with complex swirls that must have taken a long time to get just right. 
 
    “Ionas, this is Tabitha Lakin. Tabitha, this is Ionas Levi.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, though I understand it’s not under the best circumstances,” I said. “Let’s take this back to Eliana’s office and you can tell me about your sister’s disappearance.” 
 
    After handing over her coat to Eliana, Tabitha declined an offer of coffee but agreed to hot tea, and Molly set about preparing the electric kettle as the three of us walked back to the office. Eliana patted a chair for Tabitha. The woman didn’t so much sit as perch on the end of it, her elbows on her knees. 
 
    “Eliana has told me a lot about you,” she said. “About how you killed Christopher Frederic together and some of your other cases. I know a missing person probably seems kind of trivial, but…” 
 
    “Stop. Let me be the judge of that,” I said kindly. I took one of Eliana’s guest chairs and set it at an angle close to her and sat, leaning forward too, just a couple people having a friendly conversation. It was an old technique my mentor taught me when I first came onto my job as an agent. It helped put people at ease. If I wanted to intimidate her, I’d have stayed standing and leaned against Elana’s desk. The height difference and closeness does something to the brain, making the interviewee feel like the questioner is the alpha. Or so I was told, anyways. I can’t say as it ever really worked for me. If people were piss scared of me, it was usually because I could punch a hole through anything short of steel. “Start by telling me about your sister and why you think she’s gone missing.” 
 
    “Right.” Tabitha clicked her tongue. “Darlene is troubled. Growing up, she was very bright but she had a lot of anger issues, so she was always running away as a teenager. And maybe this is like that and she decided to say screw you to the world for a while and take off for Texas or California. She used to do that sometimes when things got bad between her and our parents. Live on the street for a while until someone would…” She shook her head, unable to finish. 
 
    “Until life on the street was too much for her,” I suggested quietly. 
 
    “Yes. Thank you.” Tabitha cleared her throat and accepted a tissue from a box Eliana held out. She dabbed at her eyes and focused less on me than my knees. “But she promised me years ago when she came to live with me here that she wouldn’t ever run farther than I could drive and hug her. That was always a thing between us, if we promised each other, it was always for real. One of us breaking a promise to the other one was like… like spitting on our sisterhood. But what really scares me is we were bonded psychically. You know what that is?” 
 
    “I do,” I said. It was, in fact, kind of how I met Dwayne and Posey. The pair of them were psychically bonded. So were Posey and I for a few days, to a certain extent. 
 
    “Then you know what I mean when I say…” She trailed off, shook like a leaf in a slight breeze, and slowly finished. “…I can’t feel her anymore. 
 
    “I do. Yes. If you don’t mind me asking, what kinds of psychics are you?” 
 
    She concentrated, and the box of tissues rose up from the desk. 
 
    “Ah, both of you are telekinetic?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes. I’m not very powerful. Darlene is, but she mostly just used it to goof off or steal stuff.” She smiled slightly at that but it held a sad bitterness to it. 
 
    “You said she came to live with you here.” 
 
    “Yes, yeah. We’re from Alabama originally. Well, sort of. We moved around a lot as kids. Anyways, I’ve been living here for or five years. Darlene got in some legal trouble out there and came here to live with me.” 
 
    “Legal trouble?” 
 
    “Drugs,” Tabitha said, her voice very small. “Dealing. And… um… prostitution. She did a couple weeks in jail and our parents wouldn’t let her back in the house after that. So I told her she could stay with me if she kept that shit out of my house.” She looked up at me, a quiet anger in her eyes. “I know it sounds like I’m okay with it. I’m not, but she’s family. I wasn’t going to let her live on the street again.” 
 
    “It’s okay. I’m not judging you or her,” I said. “So she came to live with you…” 
 
    “And for a while, it was okay. I know she was still using from time to time but the thought of jail at least kept her from doing much more than weed for a long time. She was really scared about prison. And she got a job, a really good one at a factory, but she hated it. She got bored, I think, and in the last couple months, she started running with the wrong people again. Things got worse and we… we started fighting more and more because she brought it home, you know? The drugs and the people and…” She buried her face in her hands and moaned under her breath, “Oh God, oh God, I’m the worst sister…” 
 
    Eliana came to her and knelt beside her, rubbing her back. Molly came in with the tea and settled it on the desk before backing out without a word. No one said anything for a long while until finally I prompted Tabitha gently, “What happened then?” 
 
    “She lost her job and we had a big fight. I got really angry and said some things I shouldn’t… shouldn’t have. I drove her away. She still came back home every now and again but she started spending more and more nights away. Sometimes… sometimes in one of the shelters. And sometimes with friends or… or johns, I think. I tried to talk her into rehab but she wouldn’t listen. And three days ago she stopped calling and texting entirely. It’s not the first time she’s lost a phone but like I say, she always knows to borrow one to call me so I’m not flipping. Even when it got really bad for her, she’d call me when she sobered up.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, and reached out to squeeze her hands. “So I have to ask the obvious questions. You’ve checked with the shelters?” 
 
    Tabitha nodded, and her voice firmed up, though it still quaked some. “Yes. Yes, I have.” She dug in her pocket and produced a small notepad. She flipped it open, tore a sheet of paper off it, and gave it to me. On it at the top was an address circled twice. Below that was a list of names, two complete, the rest either only first names or nicknames. All were female. “That address is for a shelter. It’s the last place where she was staying.” 
 
    “These people,” I said, holding out the paper, “they were her friends?” 
 
    “Yes. I don’t have any way to contact any of them. I don’t even know where they live.” 
 
    “Okay. I can work with this.” 
 
    She blinked at me. “You’ll really look for her?” 
 
    “I really will.” 
 
    “When I talked to the PSI agent, she didn’t listen like you. I gave her that address but when I call, I get the runaround.” 
 
    “I’m not them. Not anymore. But Tabitha, I don’t want to insult or hurt you by making you promises about finding her. I’m going to try. I swear to you I will. But…” 
 
    “I know. I have to be realistic.” Tears began to cascade down her face. “Thank you. Please, what do I owe you, c-can you do payment plans-?” 
 
    I squeezed Tabitha’s hands. “This one’s pro bono.” 
 
    She looked away from me, sniffed, and nodded. While Eliana pushed the tea on her, she sent me the most recent picture she had of her sister, a surprisingly beautiful woman given the hard life she led, with a soft girlish face and a tall, lean body. She was in jean shorts and a tank top, leaning against a kitchen counter with a smirk and a side-eyed glance at the phone, as though Tabitha caught her in the middle of a funny story she was telling while her older sister was cooking. 
 
    After a few more minutes of general questions, Tabitha left, a slump to her walk. I offered her a ride but she declined, wanting some time to herself. When she was gone, Eliana came to me and rested her head against my chest. I held her tight, feeling the unusual beat of her heart. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Returning to the PSI home office was always a weird proposition for me, because depending on the day, it either felt like a homecoming or like I was the trash waiting to be taken out, depending on who was on shift. Some days, the receptionist would usher me right up. Other days, I was left sitting on my ass in the lobby, waiting for someone to take pity on old Ionas Levi. 
 
    This was not one of the days when I was welcomed with open arms. 
 
    At least the receptionist had the decency to put me in one of the first-floor conference rooms. I spent five minutes checking in with Dwayne and J.G., and then wandered out into the lobby to buy some potato skins from a vending machine. Trying to emulate Posey’s earlier show of skill, I was practicing flipping the chips in the air and trying to catch them with my mouth when a familiar voice said, “Jesus, Ionas, you’re like a child.” 
 
    I looked all around my chair at the dozen potato chips that had missed my mouth, and back up at Monette. “I was going to pick them up. Honest.” 
 
    “And the doodle of the dick on the wall? Were you going to paint over that too?” 
 
    “Wasn’t me,” I said, standing up to sweep up the chips with my foot. “Honest. I’m a good boy now.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    We dropped the act long enough to make the silence uncomfortable. Monette was Vineport’s best analyst and a friend before we slept together. This was right around the time I met Eliana, and I ended up hurting Monette. Not enough that we couldn’t work together on the rare occasion we needed one another, but there was a definite coolness between us. 
 
    I knelt to clean up my mess. She sat on the edge of the table and stole what was left of my bag of chips. Her good leg kicked the air like a kid and it made me want to smile. 
 
    “I saw the paperwork from Lee earlier. I was the one who put together the video package and his notes to send to you. Was there something I missed?” 
 
    I stood upright and moved the can back home. “No, you did good. I’m here on another case.” I explained about the meeting with Tabitha. “I need to know who’s working it and what they’ve found out.” 
 
    “Let’s go upstairs and I’ll find out for you.” She thought about it, and added, “If they haven’t, I’ll run a picture by the MEs in the area and see if we can’t get a hit.” 
 
    “Good thinking. Hospitals too, maybe.” 
 
    “I can do that.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    We headed for the lobby’s receptionist. I had to get a chipped visitor’s badge and a runic figure etched on my hand in washable marker that could be used to track my location. Standard stuff, but like always, it irritated me the PSI thought I couldn’t be trusted. 
 
    As we rode up, Monette ate another chip from the bag. “I’m not getting that back, am I?” I asked. 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    We stepped off onto the analysts’ floor and I followed Monette to her desk. I got a friendly hello from one of the analysts, but most everyone else was aloof. I like that word. Aloof. Say it out loud. Ah-loof. Funny word. 
 
    I expected to sit at Monette’s old desk but instead she steered us further back to one of the offices. “You made manager,” I said. 
 
    “You sound surprised.” 
 
    “No, not at all. Congratulations. You deserve it.” 
 
    “Mm.” 
 
    Small plants took up most the available space in the spacious office, both hanging and on flat surfaces. I made a mental note to buy a plant for mine, then immediately rescinded that stupid idea. Sure as hell, me buying any plant was guaranteeing its death. 
 
    Monette sat behind her desk and tapped away at her computer. I dropped into a chair across from her, though I didn’t have long to wait. 
 
    “Ohhh. That explains it,” she said. 
 
    “Explains what?” 
 
    “It’s Brandy Wallach’s case.” 
 
    Brandy was a veteran at the office, but her drive and ambition died out around the time she was passed up for a promotion for the half dozenth time. I grunted sourly. 
 
    Monette sighed and looked up from her computer. “Not much here. I do have a note here that she called around to the morgues in the city. I’ll get in touch with her and see who she called. I’ll throw out a wider net.” 
 
    “Thanks. If she’s got anything else, let me know?” 
 
    “I will. This one bothers you, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “I spent a lot of time on the road after I graduated from high school. I’m not saying I ever had it as bad as this Darlene, but… I don’t know. I saw a lot back then. People I wished I could help. This reminds me of that.” 
 
    Monette’s face softened. “I’ll get right on it.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    The rain really started in earnest as I drove to the wharf district and the shelter where Darlene had last been seen. Not a hard rain, just thick and dreary. Thunder rumbled too, though I never saw any lightning. 
 
    I didn’t mind the rainy seasons there or when I was a kid in Washington. My mom was a romantic who loved a rainy day and I think I inherited part of that from her. Or maybe I was, at heart, a grim motherfucker who liked the weather to accessorize my mood. Either way, it was a pleasant drive, even if I was preoccupied. 
 
    I found a car park two blocks away from the shelter. The wharf district was so close I could have smelled the fish stalls even if my senses weren’t enhanced. If I had my streets right I was pretty close to a place that sold the best seafood chowder. A couple pints of that and some fresh bread? Ooh, hell yeah, that was going to be dinner. 
 
    The shelter was hopping as I walked in. A lobby looked in on a wide-open space loaded with metal beds and cots. There was a line ahead of me of people waiting for either dinner or to see if there was a spot to sleep for the night. I used the time to show people the picture of Darlene and ask if they’d seen her. To my surprise, I hit paydirt three people into my questioning. 
 
    “Oh, sure, yeah, I know her,” a smoky-voiced woman said with a trace of a Boston accent. She wore two coats, one right over the other, but her eyes were focused and it was hard not to return her toothy grin. “Dana. Darla. Something like that.” 
 
    “Have you seen her lately?” 
 
    “Are you a cop?” 
 
    I dug out my business card holder, flipped it open, and handed her one of the Wise Fool business cards. “Private investigator,” I said. “Her sister’s very worried about her. She hasn’t heard from Darlene in a while and I’m looking into it.” 
 
    “Darlene, Darlene, that’s her name,” the woman said, nodding vigorously. “Oh, such a sweet girl. Sometimes she gets a little cranky but ya know, usually.” 
 
    “Don’t you say nothing to no police,” a woman snapped behind us in line. 
 
    “Shut up, he’s not the cops.” 
 
    “What’s your name?” I asked the woman I was talking to. 
 
    “Ina. Like Nina but my mom forgot the N.” She grinned again and I smiled back. 
 
    “Ina and Ionas. We make a pair.” She giggled at that. “Do you remember the last time you saw Darlene?” 
 
    “Oh, must have been… a week ago? It all kinda blends together but I think… yeah, it was the day we had the bad power outs.” 
 
    That was only three days ago. A spark of hope, but not a bright one. “Do you remember anything she might have mentioned that day? Maybe she was going to visit a friend or take a trip?” 
 
    “Noooo,” Ina said, thinking about it. “She was pretty happy. I think she had a job.” 
 
    “Do you know where?” 
 
    “No, sorry. But Misty might know.” 
 
    “Who’s Misty?” I asked. 
 
    We were nearing the front of the line now. Instead of answering me, Ina leaned out and called, “Hey, this guy, he needs to talk to Misty.” 
 
    “He needs to wait in line like everyone else,” the woman at the check-in said, her tone brooking no argument. 
 
    “Don’t give me shit. He’s looking for Darla. She came up missing.” 
 
    “Darlene Lakin,” I said to the receptionist. 
 
    “Ya,” Ina said, nodding. “Darlene.” 
 
    The receptionist gave me a long look, but picked up an old corded phone on her desk and called someone. A short conversation later, and she said, “You got some ID?” 
 
    To Ina, I said, “Thank you. You were great.” 
 
    “Hope you find her!” 
 
    I gave the receptionist a card and explained who I was and why I was there. She listened impatiently and said, “Go all the way back. There’ll be a kitchen. You want the office to the left. That’s your left, not mine.” 
 
    I thanked her and made my way through the maze of humanity. A few people asked me hopefully if I had some money to spare or if I had a drink. I gave them tight smiles and moved on.  
 
    A thickset Black woman stood at the door to a small office. Her gray tracksuit was fringed in bright neon yellow with a matching scrunchie in her hair. “Ionas Levi,” I said as I approached. 
 
    “Misty. You’re looking for Darlene?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “Come on in. I can’t talk long but I got a minute.” 
 
    I stepped into her office and closed the door behind me at her request. There was no room for a guest chair so I stood while she crashed down onto a cheap office chair. 
 
    “Her sister Tabitha is worried about her. Says she hasn’t checked in.” 
 
    Misty rested her elbows on her messy desk and spread her hands out in a wide what can you do gesture. “The young ones come and go.” 
 
    “One of your people, Ina, said she might have landed a job?” 
 
    She sighed. “Oh Christ. That.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You didn’t hear a word of this from me.” 
 
    I didn’t like theatrics. “Okay, sure.” 
 
    “Box Crab Coffee on Spiral Street. It’ll probably be closed this late but that’s where she was working from.” 
 
    That was the same street with the fish stalls I could smell on my way to the shelter. It was a trendy walking-only street lined with restaurants, bookstores, hipster shops, and the fish stalls it was best known for. Nice, but expensive and very much a tourist trap. 
 
    “She was a barista?” 
 
    “No. Darlene was prostituting herself out the last few weeks. Or that’s the word, anyways. That place, the owner, I forget her name, she has a reputation. She takes in the young ones. Not the under-age ones, but the ones the cops won’t care too much about. The pretty ones, the ones who fit with the atmosphere. She shelters them, lets them have a place to do business, and they kick back to her.” 
 
    “She’s a madame.” 
 
    “Something like that, yeah.” 
 
    I wrote down the name of the coffee shop on my phone. “Okay. I’ll look into that. Thanks.” 
 
    “I should really get to the kitchen and help out. Unless you had any other questions?” 
 
    “No, you’re good. You have my card. If you see her or think of anything else, call me.” 
 
    “Will do. Good luck.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Home for Eliana and I was a beautiful three-bedroom ranch house with a beautiful stretch of yard in front and back, surrounded by a low stone fence topped with wrought-iron rails. It was part of a small ungated community-within-a-community neighborhood, a warm, classy part of the city. We sold my condo at a nice profit, though she kept the safehouses she bought when she was on the run from Christopher Frederic largely to help house her vampire friends. 
 
    There at home, we both had small office nooks, mine in a loft above the attached garage, hers in the house proper. After I came back from my excursion downtown, I stopped first to kiss Eliana as she was watching a movie, then headed to my office to get an update from my crew. 
 
    J.G. got a few great shots of our pedestrian on the street from a gas station near Left-Eye Randy’s break-in. Monette would run the picture through the facial recognition software at the PSI office and hopefully come back to us with a hit, but it was pretty low priority so I wasn’t expecting results back anytime soon. 
 
    Dwayne and Posey had worse luck. The contacts were spread out across the city and the suburbs, so they barely made a dent in the list of names. To add to that, of the names they did check, half were gone or no longer living at the addresses we had for them. I had a feeling if we found Randy it was going to be through dumb luck. Emphasis on “dumb,” because I was certain it was just a matter of time before he did something magnificently stupid again. 
 
    Still, I figured the next day I would go out with Posey and talk to the coffee shop owner about the Darlene thing, and then the other two necromancers in town. Even if Randy wasn’t part of their social circles, they might know what the guy might have been up to. It was a very, very loose string to tug on, but it was something.  When I told Posey the plan, she agreed so long as I sprang for a latte at the coffee shop. 
 
    The next morning, Eliana was still asleep when I woke, as she would be for another four or five hours. I showered, shaved, and added a dab of aftershave. It was still strange to me how comfortable I was with the hominess of our lives. Both Eliana and I had a history of extreme violence. She faced a thousand years of horrors as a monster in the night, and I was someone who hunted things like her, but paired together, we found a comfort in pretending to be a normal couple. And to be honest, I thought the pretending part might have secretly ended for both of us months ago. After our hunt for Christopher Frederic and our brief time in Brickford, I wasn’t sure what would come but this was unexpected and desperately welcome. 
 
    When I got dressed, I sat on Eliana’s side of the bed. She didn’t like to be woken up, but if I didn’t on the way out the door, I faced a wrath even hotter than her grumpiness about interrupted sleep. Surprising me, when I ran a hand under the covers and across her curvy ass, she twisted and smiled sleepily at me. 
 
    “Don’t start something you don’t have the time to finish.” 
 
    I thought about a corny retort of always having time for her, but instead, I pulled back the covers completely. She was on her stomach and moaned softly when I ran my fingers gently up and down her pussy lips. 
 
    When she was wet enough, I slid my middle finger into her and twisted onto one knee on the bed. I didn’t say anything. Neither did she. We simply watched each other as she rocked back against my digit. The gold and black in her eyes mixed in a strangely beautiful configuration with her natural browns, and I thought for the millionth time that this was all I needed in the world. 
 
    When I brought her to an easy, soft orgasm, I pulled my finger free. She turned onto her side and watched as I sucked it down, savoring her taste. She tugged at my shirt and I came to her for a slow burn of a kiss. 
 
    “If you need me…” she murmured. “…I’ll be asleep. Make it wait, whatever it is.” 
 
    I laughed, kissed her again, and pulled the blankets back up over her. 
 
    Ma and Pa Monster, only the monsters couldn’t have kids thanks to Eliana’s eggs vamoosing when she became a vampire. Which was probably for the best, considering the insane lives we led. Someone sooner or later would have tried to use them against us, we were certain about that. 
 
    Posey was awake but groggy when I called her. She and Dwayne didn’t live all that far from us, in a comfortable sprawl of a two-story house on a similarly boring middle-class street. I only had to wait a minute before Posey rushed out the door in a long overcoat, holding an umbrella over her head. 
 
    We talked some about our cases as we drove, but it was ground we mostly covered the night before. Posey said, “I’ve never dealt with a necromancer before.” 
 
    “Not much call for it these days, at least not the kind we’re dealing with.” 
 
    “There’s more than one?” 
 
    “Oh yeah. Same goes for just about every kind of discipline of magic, depending on where you’re from. Spirit magic is a pretty broad field of magic. Usually it’s holistic and medicinal. Sometimes it’s darker, but necromancy’s just a small part of what spirt magicians can do. Of course, there are occasionally people who use it to raise the dead, but you saw the video. The dead aren’t all that useful.” 
 
    “Is vampirism necromancy?” she asked. 
 
    It took my foggy morning brain a minute to chew on that. “You mean, was vampirism started by necromancy?” 
 
    “Yeah, pretty much.” 
 
    “If it was, we lost that kind of magic a long time ago,” I said. “Vampires are as old as the agency but we have no idea how their disease started. I mean, it has to be magic, but is it necromancy? Blood magic? Some insanely powerful curse like werewolves? I don’t know. It straddles a lot of lines. The magic I use is like communicating with an invisible person. I’m basically asking magic to act through me to do what I need it to, using language and gestures. But vampirism, the whole body becomes supernatural. So I don’t know. It could even be something else entirely, like fae magic.” 
 
    “That’s not the same?” 
 
    “No. Fae magic is weird. It’s uncontrollable, even by them. I mean, they can aim it, they can get the generalities of it but there’s always an element of chaos. They’re not the only creatures like that, whose magic is different than human magic, and it’s all really weird. So… yeah. I have no idea what vampirism is.” 
 
    Posey nodded at that. “You ever wonder how much magic there is in the world we’ve lost?” 
 
    “Oh absolutely. You’ve heard some of the stories Eliana’s told us about the things she saw in the last millennium, and she was basically a prisoner. Imagine how much was out in the world she didn’t see. And there’s newer, stranger things out there every day. Look at what killed my parents. No one has ever reported anything like that. Lee Turley’s got a similar story, and you and I know Brickford was full of things we’ve never seen before.” 
 
    “So getting back to the point, why is necromancy so dead?” She cracked a grin. “Unintentional pun, but I’m owning it.” 
 
    Ignoring that, I said, “Because there aren’t a lot of legitimate uses for it. Spirit healers are always in demand, but that’s different. Necromancers like Left-Eye, well, exorcisms are pretty rare, and aside from those and seances, the only reasons you’d need to raise someone from the dead are almost all criminal. So you basically make your money talking to the dead, and that’s finicky at best. Ghosts not pinned to this world can’t really formulate clear and direct thoughts, The best necromancers can tease some things from them, enough that you have people like Lynn Yoba who can do seances that are semi-legitimate, but that’s about as far as it goes. You can’t get much more than a few coherent words from them.” 
 
    Posey thought about that, opened her mouth a couple times, then finally said, “Okay. Yeah. You’re right. I can’t imagine why anyone would need a necromancer. So… I guess the question is, what is this Randy guy doing? Break-ins seem kind of dumb.” 
 
    “That’s why I really want to talk to the guy who was watching him.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Box Crab Coffee took up a surprising amount of storefront sandwiched between a second-hand books and antiques store and a deli. It was on the north end, almost at the edge of Spiral Street and the adjoining canneries and warehouses that serviced the fish industry outside of the trendy shops. 
 
    We parked in another car park and walked together under Posey’s umbrella. She looked tired, but even that early, she was still about the most upbeat person I knew. But as we neared the coffee shop, her smile slipped and she looked around, confused. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “Something is… off,” she said. She stopped completely and spun in a slow circle before stopping to look at the window of Box Crab Coffee. “I don’t know what it is, but it feels like fear.” 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s strong. It’s really strong. Fear and energy. Not happiness but like… like a rush.” 
 
    “Maybe you should go back to the car.” 
 
    “No, no, I’m okay.” 
 
    “Are you carrying?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said. She lifted her pants leg to show me. 
 
    Unlike Dwayne who didn’t like guns or much violence in general, Posey was unopposed to carrying, and wore an ankle-holstered 9mm when she was working. Like my own gun, hers had a little extra kick thanks to some powerful runes etched onto the grip. 
 
    I nodded and we kept walking, even if now the hackles on my neck were rising too. I wasn’t as attuned to the psychic world as I was the magical one, but I felt something too, some charge this place carried, like a bad scent. 
 
    Despite that, it was a beautiful shop on the outside. The windows were done in small panes, the ornately carved wooden door topped with an old-fashioned bell that jingled when we entered. The interior was nice, though not as well kept as I expected from a shop on Spiral. A small garbage can under a counter topped with creamer and sugar overflowed and spilled out onto the floor. A few used napkins and coasters were left on tables despite the early hour and relative lack of customers. It had to be trash from the day before but no one seemed eager to pick it up. 
 
    The interior aesthetic was more modern than its old-fashioned exterior, and the counter we approached seemed like it would be more at home in a wine bar Eliana liked than a place that served coffee. We were fourth in line and waited. Posey was well practiced in masking the emotions she picked up on psychically, settling into a bored look with lots of glances at the news on her phone. 
 
    When it was our turn to order, Posey picked out a blueberry latte while I got an Americano. As I paid, I asked, “Don’t suppose the owner is around, is she?” 
 
    “Is there a problem?” the barista asked, polite but with an impatient edge I couldn’t blame her for. 
 
    “We’re investigators looking to ask about a girl that’s gone missing. Darlene Lakin.” 
 
    “Oh. Then you want to talk to Nancy.” 
 
    “Nancy…?” 
 
    “Leskovar.” 
 
    “Is she around?” 
 
    “She doesn’t come in until seven.” 
 
    I checked my phone. Twenty minutes to wait. I asked the barista if she knew Darlene. She said yes, but not very well, just to say hello to. 
 
    On top of the coffees, we ordered brioche, and found a relatively clean table to sit and wait. I leaned in and asked, “Did you get anything off the barista?” 
 
    “Boredom. She wasn’t lying when you asked about Darlene. But one of the others seemed surprised. The one that just went to the bathroom.” 
 
    “No doubt to make a call.” 
 
    Posey grinned. “And that’s why you made agent.” 
 
    “Shut it.” 
 
    The brioche was good, the coffee just shy of water. We waited, and I was thinking about a second cup when a trio of women who couldn’t have been much older than twenty came in, laughing and talking to each other. They were free of makeup, but dressed in ways that showed themselves off despite the dreary weather. Each of them was pretty in their own way, but worn around the edges. And perhaps most tellingly, all of them gave off small auras of supernatural energy.  
 
    They ordered pastries and coffee like us. To me, Posey said under her breath, “They didn’t pay.” 
 
    I gave her a minute shake of my head and she didn’t say anything else. More customers streamed in and out, but the young women stayed right where they were, checking their phones and talking animatedly. 
 
    Ten minutes later, a woman stepped through the door so different from anyone else, clientele or baristas alike, that I had a gut feeling I was looking at Nancy Leskovar. For starters, she was dressed in a way Eliana would have approved of, in tight leather pants that did great things for her slim hips and legs, and a black gossamer top over a clearly visible black bra under a designer raincoat. There was a choker around her neck, black too, though she didn’t wear goth makeup. No, her face was exquisite, heart-shaped and classically beautiful, with big amused eyes, long dark lashes, and lips and skin painted to look naturally beautiful. 
 
    Nancy was good. She glanced all around the coffee shop as though she was looking at everyone, but her eyes stopped for the briefest of seconds on our table. I wasn’t shy about eyeing her because to ignore someone that attractive would have been out of character. She strode towards the baristas, shrugging off her coat and folding it over one arm. She was slim, but those perky breasts bounced enticingly with her every step. 
 
    The barista we talked to told her about us and pointed out our table. Nancy disappeared into a back room long enough to ditch the coat and her purse, and came to our table. 
 
    “Are you the investigators that were looking for me?” she asked, her tone pleasant. She had a hint of an English accent, though I’m terrible with regions and wouldn’t have known my Cockney from my Lancashire. I could, however, spell and pronounce Worcestershire. I know, I’m amazing. 
 
    “We are,” I said, holding out a hand. “Ionas Levi.” 
 
    We shook, and Posey did too as she introduced herself. She added, “Nancy Leskovar?” 
 
    “That’s right. And I love that beret.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Posey said, shifting the hat in question. 
 
    “I’m sorry, you said to my barista someone’s gone missing?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. She grabbed a chair and pulled it to the small table. We sat down and I dug out my phone. “Darlene Lakin, did you know her?” 
 
    “Oh, Darlene,” she said, and clicked her tongue. “Such a troubled young woman, but so very sweet too. I just saw her… hm… I guess it’s been a few days.” 
 
    “Does she come in here often?” Posey asked. She had out a notebook and clicked a pen before she started writing in her own version of shorthand. Dwayne knew how to read it, but to J.G. and I, it looked like doodles and skid marks. 
 
    “Most every day the last few weeks. I think she’s been having some trouble at home. Mm, fights with her family, maybe?” 
 
    “That’s right,” I said. “We know she was staying at a shelter nearby, but has she mentioned anyone she might be staying with? Maybe couch surfing or she met a guy?” 
 
    “Hang on,” Nancy said, and turned in her seat. “Jessica?” she called. “Could you and the other girls come here a moment?” To us, she said, “Nancy was friends with them. They might know.” 
 
    The young women stood and came over. We explained the situation again, and a tall blonde with an overbite that might have been cute if her teeth weren’t starting to turn yellow said, “Oh gosh, officer, we haven’t heard from her for a few days.” 
 
    “Not an officer,” I said with a smile. “Private investigator.” 
 
    One of the pack flicked back red hair and said, “She told me she was going back to California. Warmer there.” 
 
    “Did she now?” I asked. “Where in California?” 
 
    “Um,” the same woman said. “Uh. Uh. San… San Francisco?” 
 
    “Did she plan to fly? Take a bus? Drive?” I asked, the questions coming faster than she could answer. The way she squirmed, she knew she’d been caught in a lie. “Did she have her phone with her?” 
 
    “That’s enough,” Nancy said, a note of anger in her voice. “You don’t need to interrogate them. They don’t know where she is.” 
 
    “But Darlene told them California,” I said. “So I’m trying to pin down the details.” 
 
    Nancy said to them, “Go.” 
 
    The group of women went back to their table. One of them watched me, her eyes flicking back and forth between me and Nancy before someone said her name – Betsy - and she returned her attention to them. 
 
    Nancy said, “You know what? I think maybe she did mention San Francisco, but I don’t know that she was serious about going there.” 
 
    “There are rumors you whore out young women about her age here,” I said, leaning back in my chair and smiling wide. “Any truth to that?” 
 
    Nancy should have shut down or gotten angry or something. Instead, she leaned forward – and smiled. “Who might have told you that?” 
 
    “Is it true?” 
 
    “I let some young women hang out here who wouldn’t have anywhere else to go. No one under eighteen, you understand. I don’t want that kind of trouble. I let them have coffee and breakfast or lunch, and I get them help when the men in their lives get a little rough.” 
 
    “Did someone get a little rough with Darlene?” 
 
    “I think if you’re going to make accusations towards me, I’d rather speak to someone with a badge.” 
 
    “How about someone who used to be a PSI agent?” I asked. 
 
    “Used to be? Did they kick you out? Maybe you spent too much time barking up the wrong trees?” 
 
    “Eh, more because I’m kind of an asshole.” 
 
    “I’m picking up on that,” Nancy said. Her attention turned to Posey. Nancy studied her for a long moment. “But you… you’re not PSI, past or present. You’re something special, aren’t you? What are you?” 
 
     “I’ll tell you if you tell me,” Posey said. When Nancy didn’t bite, she leaned forward, hand under her chin, elbow on the table. “One question of my own. Did you get rough with Darlene?” Nancy’s smile slipped. “Did she not pay up? What happened, Ms. Laskovar?” 
 
    “Leskovar. With an E. Get it right when you write it down on your little pad.”  Nancy stared at Posey another long moment, both of them pretending good humor, then finally she looked back at me. “Dinner,” she said emphatically. 
 
    “Sorry?” I asked. 
 
    “I’ll tell you everything I know over dinner tonight. You and me.” 
 
    It took a lot to surprise me, but this did. If it was a trap, it was so blatant as to be laughable, which she had to know. If it wasn’t, I didn’t see her angle. So what was she playing at? Posey watched us, looking as confused as I felt. 
 
    “All right,” I said. “Give me your number. I’ll get a table somewhere for seven and text you half an hour beforehand.” 
 
    I gave her one of my cards and she gave me her number. I programmed it into my phone, and she saw us out. As we walked away, I frowned back at the coffee shop, but waited until we were in my Cadillac before speaking. 
 
    “Okay, what the hell was that about?” I asked. 
 
    “She is big-time evil,” Posey said. “Contempt was rolling off her. And lust. She really is attracted to you. And she was seriously annoyed when you grilled her young friends there about the California story.” 
 
    “That was complete bullshit. She knows something.” 
 
    “Agreed. I felt something change when you asked her if one of the johns roughed up Darlene. When I asked her if she did it, there was something else. I don’t know what, exactly. Not guilt, but worry. I think we were on the right track there.” Posey buckled in and studied me. “You’re really going to have dinner with her?” 
 
    “I really am. It has ‘trap’ written all over it, and I’m just dumb enough to spring it. I’m thinking D’Angelo’s. The building is alone on its block, it’s surrounded on all sides by low high-rises, and if we put people at every building, we can see what she has planned before she pulls it off.” 
 
    “I wonder if it’ll really be that simple,” Posey said, and it was a comment I’d think a lot about in the days and weeks ahead. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    With no other angles to work with on the Darlene front, my efforts turned towards finding Randy. It was still too early to do much more than map out our best route to talk to his friends, coworkers, and ex-girlfriends, so we found a city park, pulled in, and started doing broad background searches on people from both cases. 
 
    It was the first time I had a good look at the pedestrian from Randy’s case, the one who observed him doing the break-in. He was older, with wavy gray hair and lots of lines around his eyes and his lips. The man was otherwise nondescript, save that I thought he might have walked with a slight limp. I played that back for Posey and she was dubious, but she saw something too, some stiffness to his gait.  
 
    “What’s with the good cameras around that area?” I asked. “These are better shots than I could get with my phone from ten feet away.” 
 
    “The manager said there’s been a bunch of problems with people angry about inflation and gas prices. They can’t steal the gas, so they’ve been trying to vandalize the pumps or steal stuff inside. The company tells their employees not to stop them. Instead, they get good pictures and video and the cops take it from there. Better to lose some beer than having a clerk get shot. He said that’s why the cameras at the strip mall are so good too. Lots of problems all over that block.” 
 
    After that, I looked online for what I could of my new would-be lover, Nancy. I found a website for her coffee shop with an outdated menu and mention of a second and third location in the industrial and financial districts. Neither of us could believe with coffee that bad she could keep one business open, let alone three, but if she was running a prostitution ring, it was a perfect front to launder the money that came in. 
 
    “With her prices, an extra couple of hundred bucks in her till would look like an extra ten or twenty customers came in,” Posey said. I thought about that and agreed. 
 
    Nancy’s Bottlegenie social media page portrayed her as bright, well-spoken, and a fan of live music and the theater. A recent picture showed her in the middle of a group of girlfriends standing outside a show in New York. 
 
    “Like she’s Evil Eliana,” Posey said. “They like basically the same things. Speaking of, what’s Ellie going to say when she finds out you have a date?” 
 
    “She’ll probably ask me for pictures if we sleep together. She’ll be fine if she knows it’s for a case.,” I thought for a moment. “You know, I didn’t get a supernatural vibe from Nancy. The prostitutes, yeah. And that place. But not her.” 
 
    “But she’s definitely in the life. She knew about the PSI. If she didn’t, she would have asked who they were when you brought them up.” 
 
    “Mm.” I sighed and stowed my phone away. A lot of our job was simply sitting and waiting for things to happen. Sometimes I could shake some things loose on my own, but this was not one of those times. We had no other cases at the moment, so this was what we had to do, and I hated it. 
 
    Conversation changed to Dwayne and Posey’s upcoming wedding in a couple months. It was going to take place at the same church where Dwayne’s father, a pastor, used to give his weekly services. They were going to fly out a few days in advance to make sure everything was in order, and the rest of us would fly in the day before. I was to be the best man, and Calvin, a mutual friend and my mentor when I joined the PSI, would be a groomsman while Eliana would be on the other side, a bridesmaid for Posey. They planned on having J.G. be the flower girl. I expected J.G. to growl at them and maybe toss them off a cliff for asking, but instead she roared with laughter and said only if she could wear a pretty dress and a bonnet. She wasn’t joking. 
 
    Posey and Dwayne were still narrowing down what they wanted to do for a honeymoon, but they were both leaning towards somewhere warm with a beach and all the sun and drinks they could handle. We were talking about the Bahamas when her hubby-to-be called us, wanting to know how the morning went. We switched to a laptop and brought J.G. in on a group talk, going over what happened with Nancy and the young women. 
 
    “Wouldn’t want to be you when El finds out you charmed another one,” J.G. said, smirking. 
 
    “What can I say? I’m irresistible. Don’t you remember how I won you over to my cause? You broke into my cell because you couldn’t take the thought of one more minute without my soft lips, my taut butt cheeks, my terrific hair.” 
 
    “Oh God,” J.G. groaned. “I’m logging out if there’s nothing else.” 
 
    “Wait,” I said, and outlined my plan to have people posted around the restaurant to keep watch. “And if nothing happens, let’s follow her home, see if she doesn’t go anywhere else. It’s a reach, but I can’t figure out her play tonight.” 
 
    “She might just be laughing at you,” J.G. said. “There’s precedent. I nearly threw you out a window the first time we met for your sense of humor. Remember?” 
 
    “I’m a funny guy,” I protested. Yeah, no one agreed with me. Should have fired them all. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Now look. Most trailer parks aren’t the scummy film on the stink pond that they’re invariably portrayed as. A lot of them are filled with people just trying to get by and rent or own a little piece of property. I can respect that. In the better places, there are rules about keeping the lots clean and respectable, and apart from the invariable terrible parking, they’re mostly fine places to live. 
 
    That said? The places we visited that da were the armpits of redneck America, and those armpits hadn’t seen deodorant in a long, long, long, looooooong time. 
 
    The first trailer, there were weeds up to my knees and a motorcycle was parked, for whatever reason, on the sidewalk. Beauty of a thing, though, a nineties Harley with purple swoops that had me eyeing it as we drove by and found a parking spot. 
 
    Posey headed to the front door to talk to the occupant, while I hung around back, smoked a cigarette, and hoped that Randy would pop out like a whack-a-mole. He didn’t, and no one stirred within when Posey knocked. Thanks to the transformation I went through to become an agent, my senses were crazy sharp, and I heard nothing inside the trailer, not so much as a cat padding around. We left a note to call us and a business card, and I reluctantly said goodbye to the two-wheeled beauty. 
 
    The second place at least had seen a lawn mower in the last year, but the steps creaked so bad that I heard Posey mutter, “Jesus,” under her breath. Later she told me they were so spongey the board bent like it was made of rubber, not wood. This woman was home, as evidenced by the sound of a reality TV show playing noisily from within, but she hadn’t seen Randy in months. She did say he tried to call, and gave us a phone number for him, but when a PSI analyst ran it, we found out it had been shut off due to Randy not paying his bills. Shocker. 
 
    The third and fourth trailers were complete duds, though I did make friends with someone’s fat, friendly Doberman. It was off its leash and wandering the trailer park, and when I called it, it came right to me with a very non-Doberman eagerness, plopping down next to my foot and cocking its head with a pleased look as I scratched its back. Damn near took the thing with me. 
 
    Eliana called about then, and I answered with, “We should get a dog.” 
 
    “I have a hard enough time training you not to dribble on the bathroom tile, but I would not mind a dog either.” 
 
    “Train me?” I asked. 
 
    “You know it’s true. And you get something better than treats when you behave.” 
 
    “You’re definitely right there. Listen, I have a date tonight.” 
 
    I filled her in on the Nancy situation. She was intrigued, and wanted to be part of the stakeout crew. As I mentioned to Posey later, I thought it was more out of curiosity about how beautiful Nancy was than anything else. Eliana knew who I would always come home to, who I had already burned for and for who I would do it again in a heartbeat, if it was necessary. 
 
    But just as fast as she mentioned she wanted to be on the team, she said, “I do not like this.” 
 
    I was surprised. “I can call it off.” 
 
    “No. I agree with your decision and I think you should do it. But this feels very wrong. Everything about this does. Where are you having dinner?” 
 
    “I was thinking about D’Angelo’s. We can have people watching from every side.” 
 
    “Yes. Good. Hang on. I will call you back soon.” She hung up, and a couple minutes later, my phone rang again. This time I put her on speaker. “Okay. We have tables there at seven.” 
 
    “We?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes. The others can watch the exterior. I’ll bring a date and if things go wrong, I will be there.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” I said. 
 
    “I know. It is why Posey and I are the brains of your operation.” 
 
    Posey beamed at that. “Love you too, Ellie,” she said. 
 
    We said our goodbyes. We were closer to Lynn Yoba’s store than we were the next of Left-Eye Randy’s long list of exes, so we called ahead, and yes, she was free to meet us. Lynn was a well-regarded necromancer among the magicians in the city. Her storefront played at her strengths. The first room of the shop sold oils, incense, crystals, and a bunch of other complete horseshit nonmagical items that unknowing normal humans ate up, her bread and butter. In the rear of the shop, by appointment only, clients could arrange for a séance, an exorcism, or a spiritual cleansing through multiple costly sessions. 
 
    We knew each other, and in fact, she helped with a case for the PSI during my early years there. A serial killer dumped four victims in a bog but we couldn’t pin down the exact locations, since… well, it was a bog and things were always muddy and messy. She brought up the corpses for us, or what was left of them. I was part of that crew, but mostly as backup to the lead investigator. I doubted Lynn would even remember me. 
 
    That said, when Lynn opened the door, she smiled wide. “Agent Levi! It’s good to see you again!” 
 
    “You remember me,” I said, surprised. 
 
    “Of course. I’ve got a good memory for faces. Come in!” 
 
    We did. Lynn was a big woman. Not grossly fat, just solidly built and tall, with bright, shining eyes, braided hair, and several piercings in her nose and ears. Along with the hoops and bangles on her face, she wore four rings on her left hand, and three on her right, all imbued with runic figures. I wasn’t sure what they did, if they did anything. In a wrap-style dress, almost like a toga in its voluminous nature, she looked properly mystical. I wondered if she didn’t happen to have a staff or a wand somewhere in the shop, then realized of course she did. 
 
    “It’s just Ionas now. I’m no longer an agent,” I said. “The agency and I decided things just weren’t working out. I let them keep the office in the divorce, they let me keep… well, nothing, really.” 
 
    She tittered at that. I introduced Posey, and Lynn gave her a brief hug like they were old acquaintances. 
 
    The business took up the front two rooms of a multistory brownstone home, sandwiched on either side by normal residences. Lynn lived upstairs, and conducted all her business on the first floor. Privately I wondered what the neighbors must think. We walked through the shop into the séance area. It must have looked intimidating lit up only in candles with the beaded curtains in place, but at that moment, the bright overhead lights made it look almost like a cheery dining room, which was what it had been before Lynn. 
 
    We accepted an offer of tea. She turned on the kettle in the kitchen and joined us while it warmed back up. For Posey’s benefit I talked some about how Lynn and I knew each other and the history of that case in the bog, with Lynn offering lots of interjections and full-bodied laughs.  
 
    Finally though, with mugs of tea in hand, we finally got to the meat of why we were there, and Lynn, no surprise, didn’t have answers for us. 
 
    “That rat turd gives Bernie and I a bad name,” she said, referring to the other necromancer in town. “I told your friend Agent Turley I don’t know much, but I’m happy to help however I can.” 
 
    “Do you know where Randy might be working or living?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No. Sorry.” 
 
    Posey jumped in, giving Lynn a warm smile. “This is really great tea. So perfect after all that rain!” 
 
    “Isn’t it something?” Lynn said. “Seems like it’s never going to end.” 
 
    “I kind of love it but I’ve only been living here a year. Everyone tells me I’ll get tired of it, but so far, I like it.” 
 
    “It can be beautiful,” Lynn said. 
 
    It seemed like a banal exchange, but much like a lie detector test needed a baseline to work with, Posey sometimes got mixed readings from people and needed to establish something of a rapport with them to get their emotions to even out. Even without her psychic talents she was an expert at this and I trusted her to take the lead now. 
 
    “Anyways,” Posey said, “you’ll have to forgive me, I’m a chatterbox. The boss-” she nodded at me “-always says I talk too much.” 
 
    Lynn laughed. “No harm done. I have no clients today so take your time.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Posey said. “So you run seances and do exorcisms back here, is that about right?” 
 
    “And spiritual cleansings, yes.” 
 
    “What do you do with a spiritual cleansing?” Posey asked. 
 
    “Well,” Lynn said, wrapping her hands around her mug of tea, “the human soul is a lot like a carpet. It picks up a lot of little things. Big events leave stains. The daily grind can leave dirt. My job is to vacuum and clean up those stains.” 
 
    “Really?” Posey asked, sounding impressed. “So it’s like… therapy?” 
 
    “Therapy is for the mind, but yes, something along those lines. Have you ever woken up and there’s nothing wrong with you, but you don’t want to exercise, you don’t really want to eat anything, or if you do, you want junk food?” 
 
    “Of course. I think we all do.” 
 
    “Well, that’s a malaise of the soul. Or… well, generally, it is. Sometimes there really is something significantly wrong with the mind, particularly when it comes to trauma. Then you would need a combination of therapy, and perhaps a spiritual cleansing or a psychic touch. I’m more like a yoga teacher than a therapist.” 
 
    “That still sounds lovely to me,” Posey said. “So you don’t deal with dead bodies like this Randy Barber then?” 
 
    “No, no, not at all,” Lynn said. “That sort of thing is a disgusting misuse of our magic. Necromancy and communication with the dead, the way Bernie and I perform it, it’s a healing magic, a magic of connection and life. But it can be used for corruption and darker things. The soul can be twisted. I don’t do that. I won’t mess with the dead aside from contacting them in safe, controlled ways.” 
 
    “Sure,” Posey said. “But has anyone reached out to you about, mm, maybe doing something like that break-in Randy committed?” 
 
    “I’m sorry?” Lynn asked. “Has someone contacted me about breaking into a strip mall?” 
 
    Posey grinned. “No, not specifically that. But has someone asked if you could raise the dead for them?” 
 
    “No. Nothing like that,” Lynn said. 
 
    Posey dug out her phone. “Hang on, I want to see if you recognize someone. We think he might be related to this somehow.” She tapped away and Lynn shifted in her chair. I sipped my tea and let this play out. Posey finally held out her phone and showed Lynn a picture of the pedestrian. “Seen him?” 
 
    “No, I’m afraid not. What did he do?” 
 
    “He was watching Randy break into those stores. It’s complicated.” 
 
    “Is he dangerous?” Lynn asked, handing the phone back. 
 
    “We’re not sure yet,” Posey said. 
 
    “Would it help if I circulated his picture among some magician friends?” 
 
    “Hey, that would be great!” Posey chirped. She got Lynn’s number and sent her the picture. 
 
    We talked for a while longer. I took the lead again and pressed Lynn about any mutual contacts she might have with Randy, which got us a couple longshot names. Apart from that, she had nothing. She saw us out with a promise to get in touch if she heard anything or had any ideas for us. 
 
    When we were in my car again, Posey said serenely, “How much do you love me?” 
 
    “What did you pick up on?” 
 
    “Okay. So this one’s complex, because I didn’t get any sort of malice towards us like Nancy this morning. But Lynn was nervous and excited the moment we walked in that door. That excitement vanished when I asked her if someone had asked her to do something like Randy’s break-in. She got panicked. It was like she was ready to run. And when I showed her the picture of our mystery man, the excitement came back, just for a flash, and then she was nervous again.” 
 
    “He’s been in touch,” I said. 
 
    “And she’s excited to see him, but nervous that we know about him. That was what I was thinking.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, starting up the car. “Screw the other names. Call Dwayne and J.G. We’re focused on Lynn now.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Surveillance was not an easy thing to set up when I was only running a four-person crew. It was even harder when we had two people to follow, Lynn and Nancy. The four of us agreed unanimously that Nancy was the priority and that was where our focus should be. Lynn, and Randy by proxy, was more or less an afterthought, someone we’d follow if we had time. 
 
    Eliana’s former and current vampire friends would help us out when they had the time, particularly that weekend, if need be. I thought Lee at the PSI might be able to join in on the fun too, but with nothing more to go on than Posey’s psychic hunches, he couldn’t spare the manpower. 
 
    “But consider me good for a couple shifts this weekend,” he said. “I’m off and my wife’s in-laws are in town. I can either listen to my father-in-law bitch about my kitchen remodel or I can listen to your bad jokes. This is the only time I think your jokes win.” 
 
    “Ah, you love me, I knew it.” 
 
    “Don’t make me regret this.” 
 
    That night we were solely focused on Nancy. Finding places for Dwayne, Posey, and J.G. to post up and watch over the restaurant was a mixture of incredibly easy and frustratingly difficult. Two of the buildings housed restaurants and shopping on the lowest floors, so those made for good spots for Dwayne and Posey. The building we picked out for J.G. was taller and residential. It wasn’t so easy to find a spot for her to watch from, since the first floor was a high traffic area and she’d stick out. We eventually settled on the roof, which was where I found out with some delight J.G. was afraid of heights. 
 
    “If you want, you could swap Dwayne up here and you could take it easy in his little sandwich shop instead,” I said, making sure my radio was on and transmitting. 
 
    “Happy to do it,” Dwayne said cheerfully. 
 
    “I’ve got it,” J.G. muttered, staring out over the ledge. 
 
    “You sure?” I asked. “You puking down the street might give us away.” 
 
    “I’ve got it, goddamn it.” 
 
    “I’m just saying, heights are spooky. There’s no shame.” 
 
    “I. Have. It,” J.G. growled. 
 
    Posey said over the radio, “I wonder if she’s got it?” 
 
    “Does she have it?” Dwayne said. 
 
    “I will take those radios and cram them so far down your throats your assholes will squawk,” J.G. snarled into hers. 
 
    Silence, then, “So, do you have it?” Posey asked. 
 
    Leaving J.G. to her threats, I headed back through the rooftop access door, checking one more time to make sure the lock was disengaged. If J.G. was pissed now, I wouldn’t want to have to deal with her if I accidentally left her stranded up there. 
 
    I still had half an hour and spent it roaming the surrounding blocks in my Cadillac, but if Nancy had her hooker army stashed somewhere, it wasn’t obvious. I felt unsettled and I wasn’t sure why, except that, despite the name of my company, I didn’t like feeling like the fool and two people were giving me that sensation. I needed to wrap one of these cases up so I could focus, but we were spread as thin as a pat of butter across a whole loaf of toast. 
 
    I headed back to the restaurant, found parking two blocks away, and got out just as J.G. said over my radio, “Got her. She’s walking to the restaurant from the northeast. Alone.” 
 
    “Watch the foot traffic,” I said. I came around my car, feeling uneasier and uneasier. I wasn’t scared, not really. But I was definitely being played here and I couldn’t figure out the angle. 
 
    “There’s Ellie,” Posey breathed over her radio. She was ostensibly looking at clothes in an upscale store, but was really looking out the windows towards the restaurant. “Oh, she’s so pretty tonight. And Regis looks as yummy as ever.” 
 
    Regis was one of Eliana’s most trusted vampire friends. He had yet to take the cure because Kittridge Thomas believed he could get vampires even closer to human than the current cure allowed, and Regis wanted to be shed of all his monstrous nature, not just most of it. He was also gay and openly flirted with me every time we met up. It was a hell of a boost to the ego that he thought I should have been a model for men’s suits, even if guys weren’t my type.  
 
    “Nancy is in the restaurant,” J.G. said. 
 
    “Ellie’s two minutes away,” Posey said. “Ionas, hang back. Give her a few. If you walk in there you won’t be able to stop staring at her.” 
 
    “What does she have on?” I asked. 
 
    “A black mini. Teeny tiny straps. And like seashells over her boobs or something.” Posey sighed. “I wish I could pull that off.” 
 
    “I love you in a dress,” Dwayne said. 
 
    “Really?” Posey asked. “I always thought I looked like a teenager about ready to go to prom in them.” 
 
    “Comms chatter, guys,” I said. 
 
    “You started it,” Dwayne said. 
 
    “He has a point,” J.G. added. 
 
     “Turning my radio off. Call if you see something,” I said, and thumbed my radio off. 
 
    Still feeling weirdly paranoid, I took my time and smoked a cigarette across the street from D’Angelo’s, getting some dirty looks from some of the evening foot traffic. No one looked out of the ordinary or ready to jump me. I couldn’t delay this forever, so I finally snubbed out the cigarette and headed across the street, fists tightening as I expected at any moment someone in a van to roar around the corner and force me to get in, or some asshole would put a gun to my back and tell me to keep walking. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    Inside, I told the host I had a table waiting, and was guided back to the middle of the restaurant. I saw Eliana and Regis at a small table against a wall. Forcing my eyes not to travel in their direction, I focused instead on Nancy, sipping wine at a table closer to the center of the room. She dolled herself up for this even more than her appearance that morning, in a silver dress short enough to show off plenty of her creamy thighs. She smiled up at me, a wide, knowing thing. 
 
    “Right on time,” she said. “Enjoy your cigarette?” 
 
    “I expected your people to jump me.” 
 
    “My people?” she asked, her smile showing off her pearly white teeth. “What people would that be?” 
 
    “Your prostitutes, maybe.” 
 
    “You’ve got me all wrong, Mr. Levi. How have I offended you?” 
 
    “Tell me where Darlene is.” 
 
    She held out her wine glass. I fought down the urge to grab her wrist and break it, and instead, refilled her glass halfway. What was left of the bottle, I poured into my own glass. 
 
    “It’s a hundred -dollar bottle of-” she started. 
 
    I chugged it down. “Tastes like shit,” I said. To the waiter gaping at us, I added, “No offense. Whatever you can cook the fastest, we’ll have two of it.” 
 
    Nancy shook her head. “He’s being rude. I’m so very sorry. I’ll have the salmon on the penni pasta, He’ll have… oh, the orecchiette. And another bottle of wine for me, and… what, a beer for you, my amore?” 
 
    I bristled, but finally said, “Vodka Gibson. A double.” 
 
    The waiter hurried away, and Nancy and I stared at one another. Her smile now seemed challenging. She was winning a game and I didn’t even know what the rules were. 
 
    “Where is she?” I asked again. 
 
    “I have no idea,” Nancy said. “And that’s the truth.” She leaned forward and propped her chin up with her hands, drinking me in like we were really on a first date. “Tell me about you, Ionas Levi. Who are you? Who’s your yummy-in-my-tummy coworker? Are the two of you dating?”  
 
    I didn’t answer. Behind me somewhere was a burst of girlish giggling. I looked over my shoulder, expecting the jaws of this bizarre trap to finally close. The three young women from the coffee shop were all glammed up in slinky dresses and more makeup than a circus clown. They were led to a table by the hostess. Two waved coquettishly and called out a hello. One of them even blew me a kiss. The one named Betsy didn’t participate, her smile more artificial than the others. 
 
    When I turned back towards Nancy, I saw Eliana out of the corner of my eye. She wasn’t quite out of her seat but looked ready to move. Ignoring her as much as I could, I looked at Nancy again. “What is this? What are you doing?” 
 
    “What? I thought since you were being so nasty to them earlier, they deserved a nice night out on the town too.” 
 
    “If this is going to get violent, let’s do it away from these people. There’s no need to draw them into it.” 
 
    “You have me completely wrong, Mr. Levi. I’m not a violent woman. Far from it. We’re not going to fight. We’re going to enjoy a scrumptious dinner, I’m going to get a little buzzed, and you… you can take advantage of me, if you like.” She reached out and drew a finger down my arm. “I’ve seen you looking. Like?” 
 
    No point in denying it. “You know I do.” 
 
    Our drinks came, along with her sharp-edged questions. I ignored them for a while, but that only seemed to amuse Nancy more. Finally I thought to turn it around on her. 
 
    “How’d you get started running prostitutes?” 
 
    “You keep accusing me of that. It’s like you don’t think I’m an honest business owner.” 
 
    “You didn’t answer the question.” 
 
    “True. I guess I didn’t.” She was silent. I didn’t expect an answer, but she surprised me. “Let’s play pretend. Pretend that there was a young, bright British girl, the daughter of a very prominent businessman who cared about nothing but money and power. Let’s say that same businessman saw an opportunity and sold his daughter when she turned eighteen to someone in America for a very, very large sum of money.” 
 
    “Jesus,” I said, sitting back and blinking. 
 
    “Oh, it worked out for this girl. She was free of a bad situation and a father she realized wasn’t worth of her adoration.” Nancy’s smile took on a hard, venomous edge. “When the deal was done, the man who now owned her asked her what she wanted more than anything else in the world. She wanted her father to suffer for his decision. This man agreed, but didn’t do it for her. Instead, he gave her an even better present. He showed her how to make her father pay, and how to make him disappear. He taught her another lesson too, the only lesson that the girl ever really needed to learn. That power is everything. Your value, your relevance to the world, rests on that simple credo. Let people take that power from you and you are useless. Worse than useless. You are a leech. That young woman learned never to be powerless again.” 
 
    “So now you’re what, protecting young women like you?” 
 
    Nancy smirked and raised her glass. “Something like that.” 
 
    “Then help me. You know where Darlene is.” 
 
    She glanced up at someone coming towards our table. “Ooh, yum,” she said, and wiggled in her seat. 
 
    I nearly hit the table. This woman was pushing all my buttons and I could do nothing but endure it. Our food hit the table and I ate mechanically, shoveling it away until finally I pushed aside my plate and stood. I dug out my wallet. Nancy stood too, stretching luxuriously and drawing every man’s eye around us. 
 
    When I dropped handful of hundreds on the table, Nancy said, “You’re not going to run off and leave me unsatisfied, are you?” 
 
    The damnedest part of it was, I could smell the lust on her. It rolled off her with as much force as it must have rolled off me. I wanted her. I was going to take her. There was a hotel nearby, but I didn’t want to take her in a hotel. Tragic backstory or not, Nancy had every opportunity to do the right thing that day and she chose not to. I wanted to treat her to the night she truly deserved. I wanted to use her. 
 
    Besides, Eliana was watching, and she would so very much approve of this. 
 
    I took Nancy’s arm and walked her back towards the rear of the restaurant and into the short hallway leading to the men’s and women’s restrooms. She laughed throatily, and I pulled her into the men’s room. A guy in a suit glanced up at us as he was washing his hands, his eyes widening. I didn’t even bother with a stall. I took Nancy by the shoulders and pushed her down onto her knees. 
 
    There was the venomous look again, coiled nicely with a sneer. She unzipped me and jerked my slacks and briefs down. We didn’t say a word to each other as she sucked my cock. The man in there finished washing up and skirted around us. He jerked the door open and ran out of there as Nancy stroked my hardening cock and sucked it fast, lashing the tip and base with her tongue. 
 
    From outside the bathroom came a deliciously familiar laugh. Eliana, letting me know she was listening. I grinned too, and Nancy didn’t like that. She liked being the center of attention. She liked control. Eliana wrested that from her, and the two never even met. 
 
    With that, I finally put some points on the scoreboard and got back into the game. Nancy stopped mattering to me. This was now a show for Eliana’s sake, and I gave her one. 
 
    “Suck it, suck that cock down like the good slut you are,” I said. 
 
    Nancy bobbed her head harder. Her beautiful face contradicted the lewd things she was doing, bathing my cock, slurping on it, sucking it as far as she could take. But she barely held my interest now. Nancy thought she was showing off for me, as practiced as she was, but compared to the woman right outside the door and the dozens of pieces of furniture we broke in our time together, she was nothing.  
 
    I could not grip Nancy’s hair and plunge my cock down her throat the way Eliana could take it, or I’d break her neck. I could not fuck her hard as I wanted to, or I’d break her pelvis. No. This woman would get a fraction of me. She would not tug on my leash any longer. 
 
    I pulled out of her mouth and said nothing as I gripped her under the shoulder and tugged her to her feet. Both of us dripped contempt for the other. 
 
    “I don’t know who you are,” I said, “but you don’t deserve this.” 
 
    With that, I pushed her back towards one of the sinks and twisted her around so we were both staring at the huge mirror on the wall. I jerked the back of her dress up, thinking about tearing the fabric on purpose, but deciding against it. I think she wanted it like that, rough enough to leave her marked. I think that’s probably how most men in her life treated her. I wasn’t going to give her the pleasure. Instead, I slid her panties down to her thighs and tested her wetness. She was ready for me. 
 
    Her eyelids fluttered for the briefest of moments as I slid into her, and the catch in her breath was either real or so well practiced that it didn’t matter. But her body’s response was no lie. Nancy was already dripping for me, or maybe more appropriately, the game she’d been playing all night.  
 
    Compared to Eliana, I barely rocked my hips, keeping a tight rein on myself that didn’t require all that much effort. I gripped her waist, keeping her right there, her fingers twitching against the onyx countertop, her head leaning slightly to the side, her eyes closing. 
 
    “You dumb fuck,” she breathed. “You understand nothing about what’s going on.” 
 
    “I’ll find her. And whatever the hell you have going on, I’ll destroy it.” 
 
    She laughed, but it was breathless and thin, a mask to cover the quivering of her body as she came. Her pleasure barely registered to me. I took her slow, my cock going deep but never so much that I’d hurt her. Truth was, it was boring sex despite the ambience. No. I was bored with her, and done with this. A few minutes later, I pulled out of her and jacked my cock until I came all over her ass. She rested against the onyx a while longer as I pulled up my slacks and grabbed a fistful of paper towels and cleaned her up. 
 
    “Such a gentleman,” Nancy said. 
 
    I said nothing else and walked out. Eliana was back at her table, grinning to herself as a manager berated me and told me I was never allowed in the building again. I ignored him too and dug out my phone to text my real lover. I told her give it ten minutes, then I wanted her at home, on our bed, ready to break more furniture. 
 
    She left in five. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    My phone rang in the early pinks of the morning, and I woke knowing it could be nothing good. Eliana rested beside me in the darkness, still covered in what we’d done together the night before three times. It took a hell of a marathon session to wear us both down to the point where we couldn’t drag ourselves off to the shower before we went to sleep, but we sure as hell managed it, Eliana first riding me and telling me I was her man and no other pussy would ever do for me, and me taking her from behind as she cried out from a string of orgasms, me telling her much the same about my cock. 
 
    We made the cutest couple. 
 
    She grumbled as I dragged the phone to my ear and mumbled, “Yeah?” Then, catching myself, I hit the answer button and tried it again “This is Ionas.” 
 
    “Agent… Mr. Levi, this is Stan Jagoda. I work with our mutual friends at the PSI through the Coast Guard.” 
 
    I twisted onto my back, a knot of hard knowledge forming itself in my mind. “What can I do for you, Stan?” 
 
    “We pulled a body from the water late last night. We had her as a Jane Doe at first but when we ran a picture out, the PSI came right back and said you were looking for her.” 
 
    “Oh Christ,” I said. Eliana’s eyes glowed in the darkness, the gold no longer so bright as the first days I knew her, but still like soft lamps. She twisted and put a hand on my stomach, listening. 
 
    “I’m going to send you a picture, if that’s all right.” 
 
    “Do it.” 
 
    He was off the line for a moment, then a picture came through. I took one look at it and growled, “Fuck. Yeah. That’s her. Her name is Darlene Lakin. How did she die?” 
 
    “Murdered. Shot several times, and… well, there’s more. She was raped and beaten pretty bad. They left runes on her skin too, but they’re incomplete, so I’m not sure what they are.” 
 
    “Huh. I think I can already guess, but when was she killed?” 
 
    “A few hours before we found her.” 
 
    “Where’s the body?” 
 
    He told me and I slid off the bed. “I’m on my way. Is the PSI sending someone down too?” 
 
    “I’m it, unfortunately. This Nadine Cresswell thing has them pulled in every direction. Though I’m told you were the best in the agency, so I’m an open book on this one, Mr. Levi. Any help we can give each other on this one is going to be appreciated.” 
 
    “On my way.” I hung up and shouted, “Fuck. Fuck. Fuck!” 
 
    “It is not your fault,” Eliana said, reading me as well as anyone. 
 
    “It wasn’t a trap. It wasn’t a warning. I was Nancy’s fucking alibi. Goddamn it.” 
 
    She came to me, naked, warm, so warm. I fought the urge to punch the wall as she encircled me from behind, leaning her head against my shoulder blades.  
 
    “I don’t like being played for an idiot,” I said. 
 
    “I remember well,” she said, and kissed my naked skin.  “What will you do?” 
 
    I thought about that. “I need to go see the body. Then I’m going to break some shit.” 
 
    Her smile was wide and as full of fire as the fury building inside me. “Can I help?” 
 
    “Yeah. You can.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    I drove in a brutally beautiful morning, the dawn framing the accumulated rainwater running down the streets like liquid jewels. It was everything I could do not to punch myself in the face for being such an idiot. Did they kill Darlene while we were eating salad? Fucking, maybe? Christ. 
 
    Eliana was going to see a tech guy, the same one who hooked her up with drones and cameras when Christopher Frederic came to the city. Once she picked up what I needed, she would head to Tabitha Lakin’s house to drive her to the morgue. She would need to officially identify the body. 
 
    The ritual part of the killing bothered me. I hadn’t seen any runic figures at Nancy’s shop and hadn’t felt any trace of magic there. What was the point of it? What could they be trying to do? And who were “they?” Obviously Nancy was working with someone. Her hookers hadn’t done the killing. They’d been at the restaurant too. But maybe she was running other girls, and they did the work. I didn’t know, but I was going to find out. 
 
    Vineport had a half dozen morgues. This one took up a nondescript square brick building near the wharf district, maybe ten minutes away from Nancy’s coffee shop. A white Coast Guard patrol SUV sat in an empty spot, and a tall, barrel-chested man in uniform held the door open for me as he finished a cigarette. 
 
    “Ionas Levi?” he asked. 
 
    “Guardsman Jagoda?” 
 
    He stuck out his hand. “Stan is fine.” 
 
    I shook and dug out my own pack of cigarettes. “Same with Ionas. I was not looking forward to this call.” 
 
    “You were expecting it?” 
 
    I sighed and nodded. A medical examiner stepped out into the hallway behind him and told us we couldn’t smoke that close to the building. We finished our cigarettes and dropped them into a fat puddle of rainwater before heading inside. 
 
    They had Darlene laid out on a metal table, a sheet drawn up to her chest. Her hair was bedraggled from the hours in the water. Her lips were bruised and cut, and there were bruises on her neck where someone choked her. At my request, the M.E. drew the sheet down and I stared, wishing I wasn’t so used to this. It used to make me sick. I wish it still did. 
 
    “Someone raped her over the course of several days before her death,” the M.E. said, his voice low in respect to the dead but clinical. He too must have seen a lot of this in a city as violent as Vineport. “I need more time to be certain, but it looks like multiple men. Bruise marks on her arms, neck, hips, and thighs are inconsistent.” 
 
    “DNA?” 
 
    “Some. We might get lucky there, since she was only in the water for a few hours.” 
 
    I nodded and turned my focus to the figures tattooed into her skin. I knew from experience that wards and runes needed multiple applications to take, much like a person might need multiple tattoo parlor sessions to fully flesh out a tattoo. Darlene’s tattoos were rough outlines, not yet filled in of the details that would enable whatever magic this was. The biggest one, in the middle of her chest, was different than the others, and the most incomplete. It sparked something in my mind. I’d seen it before but I couldn’t place where. 
 
    Someone shot her in the back twice, the exit wounds about as wide around as my pinky. I pointed to them and looked at the M.E. 
 
    “We pulled one slug from her back. If you can find the gun, we can match the bullet.” 
 
    “But if they dumped her in the water, they’d be dumb not to drop the gun, too,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Anything unusual?” I asked. 
 
    “By unusual, do you mean supernatural?” 
 
    Stan gave us a tight-lipped smile that didn’t touch his eyes. “Sorry. Should have mentioned he’s associated with the PSI too.” 
 
    We ignored that and the M.E. said, “Help me turn her over.” We did, and he pointed out what we could already see, bite marks on her ass, “Small teeth, roughly humanoid in generality but too many to be human. If I had to guess, elfin. Some of the bruises and cuts weren’t made from human fingers either. Those I’m not certain about, but you’re probably looking at three, maybe four supernatural beings, semi-human, but like I say, give me time to be certain.” 
 
    “Fuck me,” I muttered. A goddamn cabal. Great. 
 
    Someone rang the front door’s buzzer. The M.E. enlisted our help turning Darlene back over, and he pulled the sheet back up over her nakedness. I stripped off my rubber gloves and dropped them in a wastebasket while Stan let in Eliana and Tabitha. Darlene’s sister didn’t so much walk in as tiptoe, her eyes red from crying, her cheeks puffy from a lack of sleep. From fifteen feet she let out a moan of denial. 
 
    Eliana wrapped her arm around the other woman, holding her as they approached. Tabitha stared at her sister. “Oh God. Darlene. No. No. Darlene, I can’t… I can’t… I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m so sorry…” 
 
    I couldn’t take that, because as unfair as it was, as many murders as I’d seen, as many deaths as you could lay at my feet, something about this one made it feel like a personal failure. I’d been played from the moment I woke up the morning before, and I hated that. Darlene died a stupid, pointless death, a victim because someone wanted to deliver a fuck you to me, and I took that shit personally. But this was more than just my own ego being bruised. Some people never really stood a chance, or never had someone there to defend them. That was Darlene, and maybe to an extent, Tabitha too. 
 
    I was trained never to make promises to the living about catching people. But I made a silent promise to myself that I was going to find whoever did this and royally fuck them up. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Much as I wanted to drive straight to Nancy’s coffee shop and break her neck, I had a plan. Thankfully, it involved a baseball bat and a whole lot of good old-fashioned break-shit therapy. 
 
    The PSI usually left me to my own devices in Vineport, largely because of Eliana and the many current and former vampires they would piss off if they tried to chain me. But what I had planned would land me in a warded cell if I was caught on camera doing it, so I called up Regis and asked if he had a loaner car for some less than legal work. He laughed and we met up. The car he provided me was one of Eliana’s old bug-out vehicles, a sporty coupe that would work perfect for my needs.  
 
    I headed to a secondhand clothing store and bought a windbreaker, track pants, and sneakers. Buying a ski mask there would have screamed “I’m planning a crime,” so instead I found a grocery store, bought a chocolate milk, a muffin, and a pair of scissors, and asked for a paper bag instead of plastic. A couple eyeholes later and I had a ridiculous but untraceable mask. 
 
    Nancy lived in a single-story home in a nice part of the suburbs, not quite upper-middle class but expensive enough that the houses here weren’t the mass kit housing of just a few blocks south. I pulled up to the curb, keeping my head angled away towards the street while I prepared in case she had a doorbell camera. 
 
    First came Eliana’s purchases that morning. The button-sized cameras weren’t the best quality but I didn’t need them to be. I simply wanted to see where Nancy went to when she came home among the chaos. I had no doubt that unless I could take the time to tear that house apart floorboard by floorboard, there would be no chance I could find all her secrets in a few minutes. There were also larger microphones that would transmit straight to an app on my phone. 
 
    Last came the bag. I had already changed in a gas station restroom, so I was good to go there. But when I donned the bag, it was go-time. Just had to hope there wasn’t some trigger-happy cowboy watching. 
 
    I grabbed my bat and rushed out of the car and straight to the house. No time or need to be subtle. That was the point of this. I caught the searing pain of a ward etched onto a decorative post on her porch, ignored it, and spoke the words for my unlock spell. Her wards were good enough to resist it, so I grabbed the doorknob, looked around, put my other hand against the wood right above it, and shoved. The door broke, but it wouldn’t be quite as obvious as me kicking the thing in. 
 
    It was a nice place, loaded with the sort of expensive little trinkets you expect to see from a successful single woman with too much money and not enough good sense to know an empty spot didn’t need to be filled. My first swing would have made for a solid line drive, powdering a porcelain cat and sending a row of other ones flying.  
 
    That felt pretty fucking great so I did it again, this time to her TV and the game systems hooked up to it. A laptop on the coffee table was allowed to live, since I figured Eliana might be able to pull something from it. The dining room was next. The china might have been fine, but it didn’t stand up to the Great Batpocalypse of 2023. The bat broke when I went hard as a motherfucker on her oven, but that was okay, because her dining room had some very sturdy furniture, and a broken chair leg made a great substitute. I grabbed pictures off the wall, tossed them in midair, and knocked them out of the park. I smashed a gorgeous telescope, practiced my karate chops on the shelves of an antique bookshelf, and sang karaoke as I kicked a set of speakers into splinters. 
 
    Had to admit, this was a hell of a lot of fun. 
 
    Her bedroom came next, and now I focused my efforts on making this look good. In her bedroom, I yanked down book after book until I found a safe in the shape of one. The lock was cheap and the hinges cheaper. I yanked it apart. About five hundred in cash fluttered to the floor. I scooped it up and stuffed it into my pocket, figuring I’d do something nice for that shelter where Darlene had been staying. Seemed like a fitting use for the money.  
 
    I dug through her closets, yanking down some shoe boxes and spilling out the contents onto her bed and floor. Nothing but memories, trinkets, and another roll of cash. A spare bedroom saw me opening a nightstand’s drawers, then pulling them free completely and digging inside and flipping them over to look for anything that might be taped there. Nothing. I went room by room like that, moving fast now. No thumb drives, no mysteries, nothing except that laptop and the money. I set up the button cameras in spots where I’d done a lot of damage, hiding them among the chaos at angles that would cover the rooms. The microphones had to be more central, so I shoved one into one of the speakers I’d demolished and hid the other two in bedding and the tip of the telescope. 
 
    The stage was ready for its performer. Time to go. I grinned under the bag and rushed to the car. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Regis met up with me and we swapped cars again. I asked him to take the laptop straight to Eliana, and he agreed. He seemed to sense my mood because he didn’t comment once about my ass or my abs. 
 
    I needed to fill in my team. J.G. was still sleeping and I didn’t see the necessity in waking her. Dwayne and Posey were mostly silent when I broke the news on the drive back to Nancy’s coffee shop, then Dwayne swore, “Motherfucker. She played us.” 
 
    “She played me,” I said. 
 
    “I feel like I should have seen it too,” Posey said, and in her voice I could hear her heart break.  
 
    “We did what we could do,” I said. “The moment we found out she worked for Nancy, they set this in motion. We are not responsible. They are.” 
 
    Nice words. If only I believed them. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” Dwayne asked. 
 
    “Better you not know.” 
 
    “Come on, man. Partners. And friends. We’re in this together.” 
 
    “Damn right,” Posey said, sniffing. 
 
    I told them. They weren’t in a mood to laugh but Dwayne admitted it was pretty good. The plan was simple. Pretend like I knew more than what I did and panic Nancy into contacting someone. In the longshot that she did it at home where I’d smashed the place up, I was good. If not, Eliana was going to hack into her phone records once she was done taking care of Tabitha, so if Nancy wasn’t using a burner phone and made the call somewhere away from home, we would at least have a name and number to track. 
 
    Shaky as hell? Oh yeah. Shaky plans were my masterpieces, with a little luck and maybe a little magic. 
 
    Parking was a lot tougher to find this time, so I ended up a few blocks away. I recognized one of Nancy’s prostitutes as she was window shopping. She was the baby-faced young woman who hesitated when the three talked to us at the coffee shop the day before. I tried to come up with her name. Betty or Betsy, I thought. 
 
    “Hey again!” she called. 
 
    I gave her a tight smile and stormed to her. “So,” I said cheerfully, “how much do you know about Darlene being murdered last night?” 
 
    Her shock was either genuine or extremely well-acted. Her eyes widened and she took a tiny step backwards like I might hit her. “What? Darlene’s dead?” 
 
    “Oh come on, drop the act. I know you three were there covering for Nancy when whoever she’s working with killed her.” 
 
    “Y-you’re lying. Darlene’s not dead. She…” Her words faltered as I dug out my phone. The door to the coffee shop opened and Nancy stepped out, calling for Betsy. She started to turn away from me but I had a picture of Darlene’s body on the morgue table up now and thrust it at her. She didn’t want to look, but when she peeked at the photo, she gasped. 
 
    “Your boss did that. And I think she’s capable of doing it to more people if I don’t learn what’s going on and stop her.” 
 
    “That’s enough, Mr. Levi,” Nancy said, silky smooth as she approached. “My girls and I were at dinner last night, or don’t you remember?” 
 
    I turned to her and held the phone up. I stayed silent for a long minute as she studied the picture. Then, finally, with all the rage that had been building up in me since I got the call that morning, I said, “I have your laptop and I found all your little hidey-holes back home.” 
 
    Her smile disappeared. “Bullshit.” 
 
    “Nice house but the porcelain cats were kitschy “ 
 
    Nancy studied me. “Betsy, go inside,” she finally said. 
 
    “But-” 
 
    “Stay if you want,” I said to the young woman, my eyes never leaving Nancy. “I’d love to hear what Nancy told you three yesterday to get you to come to that restaurant, and anything she might have said about the people she’s working with.” 
 
    “Now,” Nancy snapped. The young woman fled inside. To me again, she said softly, “I thought Wise Fool Investigations was just a silly name, but you, you really are a dumb son of a bitch.” 
 
    “I thought you were about protecting girls like Darlene, but I read you wrong, didn’t I?” 
 
    She grinned but there was no humor to it. “Wearing a wire? Maybe have your phone on and someone’s listening in?” 
 
    “No. This is just you and me, you murdering bitch.” 
 
    “I didn’t touch her. You know that.” She gave the coffee shop a contemptuous look. “They’re so fucking helpless. Little lost babes in the woods who don’t realize their own potential. They run from home because Mommy and Daddy are such meanie pants, and then they spend the rest of their lives looking for a parental figure. Like me.” 
 
    “You walked in their shoes,” I said. 
 
    “The hell I did. When I was sold, I earned my new position in life. I took what my father did to me and I used it. Do you know where he is? Neither does anyone else, and they never will. That’s because of me, Mr. Levi. Not the man who owns my collar. Me.” 
 
    I thought about telling her she was sick. I thought about a dozen ways to tell her off. In the end, I simply walked away. 
 
    In my Cadillac again, I called Posey and Dwayne. “She’s coming. Now or in an hour, she’s on her way.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    We covered every angle leading into Nancy’s neighborhood, not sitting right on top of her house but close enough we wouldn’t miss her. She didn’t disappoint. Less than five minutes after I pulled into a Wich Barn parking lot and aimed my nose at the street, a Nissan Cube the color of a blueberry cruised past. She never noticed me. Into my radio, I said, “It’s her.” 
 
    “You sure?” Posey asked. 
 
    “Ninety percent. Blue Nissan Cube. She’s doing ten above the speed limit and just cut off a guy in a truck, so yeah. She’s panicked. Radio silence. Let’s see what the speakers and cameras pick up.” 
 
    I turned on the audio app. Funny how convenient stalking someone had become in the modern era. I was basically using a podcasting app to listen in on an accessory to murder. Interesting times we live in. 
 
    There was silence, then I heard a distinct and very furious, “That son of a bitch. That son of a fucking bitch! I’m going to murder him.” 
 
    “You’ve charmed another one,” Dwayne said. 
 
    “Radio. Silence,” I said. 
 
    “Right. Sorry. Shutting up now.” 
 
    I swapped to a video feed and flicked through all the button cameras until I got one transmitting at a bad angle of Nancy doing a slow tour through her house, grimacing, her phone in hand. She made a call and waited for someone to pick up. 
 
    “Hey. The asshole really did break in and stole my laptop.” A pause. “Not anything incriminating, but…” She listened, and shouted, “I know. I’m sorry, but it happened and it’s all stored online.” She moved to a different room, but I could still hear her faintly. “No. No, I got it. It’s fine. I-” 
 
    She faded out. I switched camera feeds until I picked her up again, standing in her room. Her fingers stabbed at the phone and over the audio feed I heard her shout, “Fuck!” 
 
    She went to her closet and knelt. I couldn’t see what she was doing but a moment later she came up with a slim revolver. She checked the gun, then stuffed it into the back of her pants.  
 
    “Heads up,” I said over my radio. “I think she’s expecting company and I don’t think it’s going to be pleasant. She’s got a gun. Posey, stay back. Dwayne, let’s get to the ends of the street, but stay low.” 
 
    “Be careful,” Posey said. 
 
    We moved in. I couldn’t pay attention to the video stream anymore but someone called me. I halfway expected it to be Nancy, a final fuck you, but instead, when I said hello, a young woman said softly, “Mr. Levi?” 
 
    I blinked. “Betsy, right?” 
 
    “Y-yeah. I can only talk a minute and then I’m running away. Please don’t try to find me. I’m going to disappear before they try to kill me too.” 
 
    “The PSI can protect you.” 
 
    “Not like I can protect myself. Please. Let me talk. Do you have a pen?” 
 
    Over the radio, Posey said, “Holy crap, someone crazy evil just drove by. It was like a cloud of blackness.” 
 
    “Talk to me,” I said impatiently to the phone. “I’ve only got a minute.” 
 
    Betsy rattled off three names, all women. I tapped them out in a text message and saved it as a draft. “I think they kidnapped them too. If you find them, maybe you can find whoever did this.” 
 
    “Okay. Thanks. But I’m serious, the PSI-” 
 
    But she already hung up. I never talked to Betsy again. I want to believe she did it, and disappeared into the world the way the homeless and the drifters can do. But knowing what I know now, there was an equal chance they did find her. If that was the case, she died ugly and terrified, and I hate that I don’t know which it was. 
 
    But in that moment, Dwayne shouted over the radio, “Holy shit. Go, go, go, it’s them, it’s Left-Eye Randy and our mystery man.” 
 
    “What?” I shouted back but I didn’t have my radio in hand. Randy, here? What the fuck? Riding the accelerator, I nearly rear-ended someone parked ahead of me. “Come on, come on, come on.” 
 
    “They’re going after her,” Dwayne shouted. “I’m close, I’m close.” 
 
    I growled. Too much traffic to shoot around the guy in front of me. I had to wait, had to… 
 
    Dwayne again. “Gunfire, she’s shooting at them from the house. They’re running for the house. I’m there. Stop! Hey! Stop!” 
 
    Traffic moved and I roared ahead, cutting around the guy in front of me and nearly clipping an oncoming SUV, but I was clear and moving fast, thirty, forty, nearly fifty by the time I was on Nancy’s block. I was just in time to see what looked like chicken bones levitating in midair right in front of Dwayne. They exploded in a thousand shards, and Dwayne went down, clawing at his face. Randy had learned some new tricks. 
 
    Just as I jerked to a stop, a man joined Randy on the porch, the mystery older man from Randy’s break-in. He had blood all over his clawed hands, and his face was now leathery and feral, a line of sharp teeth an ugly yellow. Goblin or some orc to him, maybe. A bullet wound in his side looked ugly but he didn’t seem all that bothered by it. 
 
    Randy prepared another spell with jerks of his fingers as the other man looked between me and Dwayne in a hurry. He came for my car, fast despite a limp. I shot out, shouting. “Get down, get down, or I will fuck your world up, assholes.” 
 
    “Agent Levi?” Randy squawked. I had no more time for him. The other man hit me at speed and we both went down, flailing at one another. I caught a faceful of his claws and he caught my knee to his balls, both of us grunting in pain like we practiced the timing. 
 
    He tried to get at my jugular and I hit whatever the hell I could. He was a tough bastard and I had no good angle. Something obscured my vision, a cloud not entirely unlike one I encountered from another magician when Dwayne and I met in Brickford, only this one was thinner and mistier. It was still enough to obscure my vision, and I never noticed Randy until he was in my Cadillac. He reversed, and both the man under me and I looked up just in time. The Cadillac nearly hit the two of us and instead only got just me, two of the tires rolling over my ankle and breaking it. 
 
    The crunch of bone made me shout and I let go of the other guy. He pulled free and I think he would have had me if Posey didn’t shout, “Don’t move or I’ll shoot you!” 
 
    The man snarled deep in his throat and ran. Posey shot twice, one of which I was sure hit the man in the hip or the ass, but he kept moving, half-limping, half-running to a Corolla and flinging himself inside. Posey put one in his trunk, but then he was gone, and all that was left was chaos. 
 
    I pushed myself up, trying hard not to shout as I tested weight on my foot. I hopped towards Dwayne and Posey was there, getting up under my shoulder. “Baby,” she shouted, “you okay?” 
 
    “Bone splinters in my eyes,” he said. “Gaaaah, that stings.” 
 
    I looked around the yard and spotted a potted plant hanging from a shepherd’s hook. “There,” I said to Posey. “Grab me that and then see to him. I need to check on Nancy.” 
 
    “What the hell is going on?” she asked me as I leaned against her car. 
 
    “No idea,” I said. “And I have less and less every minute.” 
 
    She ran for the planter, tossed it aside, and brought me back the hook. There were sirens in the distance now, so I called Lee at the PSI and told him what was happening as I hobbled towards the house. The bones in my ankle grated against one another and blood squished in my shoe. I would heal, though, and I had no time to give the pain thought. If Nancy was alive in there, she might finally talk. 
 
    Yeah, I was an idiot. 
 
    At first I thought she was dead. She sat against her couch, chin against her chest, covered from her breasts to her waist in gore. But her hands twitched over her stomach and she looked up at me with eyes fluttering with the last of her energy. 
 
    “Who is he?” I asked, my voice loud in the sudden stillness of the world. 
 
    She licked her lips, and croaked out, “Did you kill him?” 
 
    “No. He got away. But I will find him.” 
 
    “Yeah. Probably.” 
 
    “You’re on your way out. Do one thing right. Tell me who he is and where I find him.” 
 
    “You’re making the mistake…” Here head dipped forward again, and her voice grew fainter with every word. “…of thinking this… means more than my love… for him.” With the last of her strength, she looked back up, but one of her eyes was closed. She tried to spit at me, but instead, it trailed down her chin and she collapsed.  
 
    Nancy didn’t die, not right away. My own pain was pretty bad so I dropped into a chair and watched her chest hitch. In two minutes, when the cops rushed the place, she was gone and I was left with more questions and fewer answers. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    “I like the new shoe,” Lee Turley said. 
 
    “Go to hell,” I said. “Wait. Bring me some more ice cream, then go to hell.” 
 
    Wendell Palmer, my old boss, and Monette came into the hospital room too. Monette held a big container of powdered strawberry milk mix wrapped with a ribbon and a bow. That cheered me up immensely and I made gimme motions, but she ignored me for the moment as she and Eliana bared their teeth at each other. I wouldn’t exactly call it smiling. 
 
    “Eliana,” Monette said. 
 
    “Darling Monette. We’re doing dinner tomorrow with my receptionist Molly. You really should come.” 
 
    I fought down an urge to clear my throat. That dinner was most assuredly going to lead to a threesome. If Monette was invited, I think she’d join in, if just to spite Eliana. The thought was very pleasant so I kept my mouth shut.  
 
    To no one’s surprise, Monette said, “I’d love that. Thank you.” 
 
    To break the awkwardness at least a little, I raised my good leg and rattled the manacles. Lee dug out a key and unlocked them. “How long are you in the cast for?” 
 
    “Another six hours. I’ll be limping for a while but it was a pretty clean break. Dwayne got it worse but he’ll be all right by tomorrow when his body’s pushed out the last of the bone shards. Damn Nephilim are tough.” 
 
    Wendell grabbed a chair and pulled it closer. He said, “Been a while since you were single-handedly responsible for our Counselors putting in serious hours. They’ve missed you and your insanity.” 
 
    While he talked cleanup, I grabbed the half-gallon of milk cooling in an ice bucket on my rolling hospital table, poured most of it into a gigantic plastic sippy cup, and added heaps of strawberry powder. 
 
    “Let’s pretend we don’t know it was you that broke into Nancy Leskovar’s house,” he said.  
 
    “Good thinking,” I said. “Plausible deniability.” 
 
    “And I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that,” Wendell said. “Who is this guy? Why are he and Randall Barber doing this?” 
 
    “No idea,” I said after a long drink of sweet, cold deliciousness. “And that’s not me blowing smoke up your ass, Wendell. This guy killed a woman I was looking for just to spite me. What I find out, you’ll know. I want to see this fucker in the ground, and I don’t care if it’s the PSI or me that does it. As for Randy, I have no idea, but obviously they were talent scouting him. I can’t imagine anyone being so desperate as to hire him, but they did, apparently.” I thought of something, and added, “Shit. I think they might have approached Lynn Yoba too.” 
 
    I filled them in on our conversation with Lynn. At a word from Wendell, Lee stepped out into the hallway to call a couple agents and get them rolling to her shop and residence. As an afterthought, he poked his head in and asked, “Have you talked to Bernie Barlow yet?” 
 
    “No, not yet. If you can get him alone for fifteen minutes, I’d like to, along with Posey.” 
 
    Strangely, neither Lee or Wendell told me that was the PSI’s responsibility. Lee’s only comment was, “We’ll pick him up.” 
 
    To Monette, I asked, “Still nothing on facial recognition?” 
 
    “Running it right now. I should have something by tonight.” 
 
    “What about the names that woman from the coffee shop gave me? Do you have anything on them?” She looked at Wendell. Perhaps a bit more angrily than they deserved, I snapped, “Look, I’ve been doing good work on these cases. So have my people. We’ve carried the ball this far. Let’s work together a while longer.” 
 
    Wendell sighed and finally dipped his head. Monette said, “We got some hits back. Each of them was reported missing.” 
 
    “No bodies?” I asked. 
 
    “No. The dates range from six months back to a couple weeks ago. All of them were troubled young women, about Darlene’s age, and all of them supernatural too. And I noticed something else. They all fit a certain physical type. Attractive. A little run-down but still…” She drew a deep, angry breath. 
 
    “Still desirable,” Eliana said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Monette said. 
 
    “We’ve got BOLOs out on them and we’re talking to the leads on the investigations into their disappearances, but…” Wendell spread his hands and I nodded without comment. Missing teens and new adults who had a history on the street didn’t exactly rank as high priority for any government agency. It was ugly and brutal but it was how things were, whether or not any of us liked it. 
 
    “What about the runic markings on Darlene?” I asked. 
 
    “Nothing yet on that but I don’t want to call it a dead end,” Monette said. “I’ve got some people looking through our texts on dead languages to see if there are similar symbols. But there’s a possibility this might be a school of magic we don’t know about.” 
 
    “That would be weird.” 
 
    “Tremendously,” Monette said. 
 
    “That central rune looked familiar.” 
 
    “I thought so too but there’s not enough there for a match.” 
 
    We talked for a few minutes more but came up with little else of note. Wendell and Lee stepped out into the hallway, leaving just Monette, Eliana, and myself. 
 
    To Eliana, Monette said, “Should I bring anything for dinner?” 
 
    “A side, perhaps,” Eliana said. 
 
    “Maybe some garlic bread?” 
 
    “Jesus, if you two want to strip down and start wrestling right here and now, I wouldn’t mind watching,” I said. 
 
    They both glared at me, then Monette looked back at Eliana with a quirk to her lips. “I make excellent chicken fried rice.” 
 
    Chinese was Eliana’s weak spot, and she lit up. “Yes, that sounds lovely.” 
 
    They talked a time, and I had a feeling I had missed something important, some unspoken conversation between the two, but damned if I could figure out what it was. Regardless, when Monette left, Eliana said with no trace of sarcasm, “I like her. You have excellent taste in women.” 
 
    “I do that,” I said. 
 
    She stood and walked to the door to look out into the hallway. Satisfied we were truly alone again, she shut the door and came to sit beside me on the hospital bed. I took her hand and kissed it. She took my strawberry milk, had a sip for herself, and made a face. 
 
    “You always add too much powder, agent.” 
 
    I laughed. She pressed the straw in the cup to my lips and I drank deep. My bones were already healing but I still felt weary from the fight and the broken bones. Much as I would like to get back out there and join in the hunt for Left-Eye Randy and our mystery man, I needed to rest and rethink this whole case. 
 
    “You didn’t tell them about the laptop,” Eliana said. 
 
    “And they didn’t ask, but I’m sure Dwayne or Posey would have told them about it. They know you’re one of the best chances we have of hacking it. I’ll share whatever we find. Eventually. But I want the first crack at these two assholes.” 
 
    “This case has you angry.” 
 
    “Yeah. It does.” 
 
    She leaned down and kissed my forehead. “Good. You do your best thinking when you’re angry.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Eliana belonged to a hacker collective with no name. They were the best of the best, even better than her by her own standards, and she was a fantastic hacker. She knew of members who worked for some of the biggest tech companies, at least half a dozen teenagers, and in one case, a bored college professor. The collective wasn’t always on the side of good, but they leaned in that direction often enough that she trusted them with cracking Nancy’s laptop, and explained the case in broad strokes that didn’t include the supernatural. 
 
    That much I overheard before I was shooed out of her office with the door closed and locked behind me. Posey came over, filled me in on how Dwayne was doing – just fine, though he was as pissed as I was – and we laid out the case notes and our own laptops, going over everything we covered again. 
 
    About twenty minutes after we started, I got a call from Lee. “The cops found your Cadillac,” he said. 
 
    “Oh no,” I said. “How bad is it?” Posey looked up sharply at that, and I mouthed, “They found my car.” 
 
    “Asshole. I thought it was something serious.” 
 
    I wanted to protest that my baby was important, but on the phone, Lee said, “According to the two transients who crashed it, it was left in a parking lot, door open, keys still in the ignition.” 
 
    “Crashed it?” I asked, balling up my fist. Repeating myself, “Lee… how bad is it?” 
 
    “It’s totaled. The smell of hobo piss you could probably wash out but they were pretty inebriated and hit a streetlight going nearly fifty. On the plus side, I know what kind of car I’m buying my kids if I have them. A couple broken bones and that was it.” 
 
    “My baby. My sweet, beautiful baby,” I moaned. 
 
    “Sorry to be the bearer of bad news.” 
 
    J.G. came in at that point, holding bags of carryout and another gallon of milk. Once she dropped the bags on the table, she squeezed my shoulder and took a seat. 
 
    “What about Lynn?” I asked Lee. 
 
    “Gone. We’ve got messages out to her but her voicemail says she’s taking a vacation for a week.” 
 
    “Sudden.” 
 
    “We thought so too. Her phone is off but we’ll try to track it if it comes back on. Bernie Barlow is out of town again but at least he’s answering. He says no one’s reached out, but we want to talk to him in person before we believe that.” 
 
    “When does he fly back?” I asked. 
 
    “Tomorrow morning. So let’s say noon, you and Posey come down to the office and sit in on the interview.” 
 
    To Posey, I said, “Barlow’s coming back tomorrow. You good to interview him at noon?” 
 
    She gave me a double thumbs up, but her focus was already on the takeout as she and J.G. divided it up. 
 
    “We’ll be there.” 
 
    “Okay. See you then.” 
 
    We ate over the case notes, talking little except J.G., who had taken on something of a protective role for the rest of us and blamed herself for not being there. Considering Posey and I both felt more than a little guilt about Darlene’s death, we didn’t try to take that away from her. Guilt, in our business, could be a powerful motivator. It drove a lot of good cops to alcoholism too, but it also got shit done. 
 
    I pulled the photos of Darlene’s body from her file and couldn’t stop staring at the markings on her stomach. There was something to them, something just beyond my understanding, but what it was didn’t come to me right away. I stood and hopped on my good foot to my bookshelves. Back to the basics, I thought, and selected a book on the various schools of magic. 
 
    I flipped through it, skipping ahead to the sections on spirit magic and necromancy. Whatever this guy was up to obviously involved Randy Barber and probably Lynn Yoba, so by extension, that would mean necromancy too. But there were no runic figures or wards within the book that lined up with what had been done to Darlene’s corpse. Some were close, but not quite right. I was missing something. 
 
    The book wasn’t definitive. I fetched another. And another. A call to Monette and she sent on the digitized copies of more books we had in the PSI archives on spirit magic. By that point, J.G. and Posey decided to call it a night, but I was rolling now and entirely invested in my research. I barely noticed when they left, except that Posey forgot a bucket hat. I twirled it absently on one finger while I studied book after book on necromancy and spirit magic. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    A timer went off on my phone to let me know I could take my cast off. For a normal person, that meant a trip to the hospital, but I didn’t need that. I looked up from the books and ignored the crick in my neck as I hefted my leg up and onto the chair beside me. 
 
    “Let me,” Eliana said, standing at the kitchen counter, a glass of wine in hand. 
 
    “I didn’t hear you come down.” 
 
    “I know. I didn’t want to break your concentration.” 
 
    She came to me and set the glass of wine on the table. The cast cracked when she pressed her hands to either side of it, and we both looked down at my ankle and lower leg. There was some pink where the broken bone poked through my skin and later healed, but apart from that, it looked like I’d never been hurt in the first place. 
 
    I stood. The nerves in the foot tingled like they were waking up, but when I put weight on it, it seemed sturdy enough. “Did you find anything?” 
 
    “Getting into her laptop was easy. She was smart enough not to keep anything on the hard drive, but not smart enough to pay for more than a budget priced cloud service. We’ll have what she stored on there in a couple hours. How about you?” 
 
    “No. I’m close to something. I can see the shape of it but I can’t figure out what specifics I’m missing.” 
 
    Eliana took my arm. “Come. You’ve told me many times taking your eyes off a case helps, and you need a shower to wash the smell of that cast off.” 
 
    She had me there, and besides, she was already unzipping her skirt and sliding it down her delicious ass. Thunder grumbled somewhere in the distance, and only then was I aware of the soft rain tapping the roof. 
 
    With that as our music, Eliana led me into our big bathroom and our shower. Under a spray of hot water, I took her in my arms from behind, needing the closeness of her. Gone was my anger for a moment and in its place was a feeling not entirely like being lost. She was right. I needed to shut my brain down. It rarely did me any good anyways, so I might as well focus on something I was good at – making her moan. 
 
    I turned her around and turned off the water. She smiled sleepily at me as I knelt, running my hands up and down her water-slick body. 
 
    Her leg came up and over my shoulder, her sleek thigh quivering when my tongue connected with her cunt. She was wild for me that night, bobbing up and down as I gave her my everything. Thunder again, and the lights flickered before dying, lighting again, and dying with more emphasis. We didn’t need them. Her eyes glowed in the stillness of the night, my Eliana, my heart, my monster. 
 
    She thrust her hip against me, her wetness coating my tongue as she neared her climax. I gripped her other hip and lifted that leg too until I was holding her on my shoulders to her soft, musical laughter. She bounced up and down, back sliding against the slick tile, my name on her lips over and over and over again. 
 
    “Ionas, ohhh, my Ionas, yes, like that, like that, ohhhh.” 
 
    She came with a quiet cry, rocking up hard before dropping back down. I held on, keeping my lips right where they were, drinking her in, letting the moment simmer before I finally dropped her legs and rose to my feet. 
 
    “Stay there,” she said, “and stroke your cock.” 
 
    I did, watching her as she stepped out of the shower and darted for a cabinet. She returned with a bottle of lube and I grinned in the darkness as she uncapped it. We spent some time readying each other, first me with her ass, then her with my cock, stroking me, fangs popped and pressed to my neck as she whispered what I was going to do to her. 
 
    “You’re going to fuck my ass, my love, you’re going to take it as hard as you want because it’s yours, all yours tonight, and tomorrow we’re going to fuck Molly and Monette and they will see why you’re my man and I’m your best slut, yessss, you’re going to fuck me so hard in front of them they’ll never forget it…” 
 
    “Fuck,” I groaned, and grabbed her waist to twist her around. She bent and thrust her ass out as I gripped my cock. A deep moan of satisfaction escaped her lips, my own coming a second later, our bodies joined as I slid deep into her ass. She could take so much of me, nearly all of it, and I didn’t need to hold myself back the way I did with anyone else. Eliana could take it. Eliana wanted it. 
 
    I gripped her waist and thrust into her. My need roared inside me. Eliana spread her legs wider, hand going to her clit and pussy as she was slammed forward again and again. 
 
    “Love it… love you in my… m-my ass,” she gasped. 
 
    “Take it, baby, every fucking inch.” 
 
    “It’s yours, m-my ass is yours, oh, oh fuck, Ionas.” 
 
    The power came back just in time for me to stare down at my thick cock spreading my lover so wide for me. She cried out, her head arching up and twisting sideways. I let go of her waist with one hand and grabbed a handful of her long blonde hair, making her head come back even farther as I rammed my cock into her ass. 
 
    “Nnnngh! Ahhhhh… AH!” she yelled, quivering and coming again just half a minute after her last orgasm. I could take no more and blasted deep inside her ass, my come rocketing out of me and filling her. I let go of her hair and her head dropped as we both panted in the aftermath. When I pulled out of her, she twisted around and kissed me frantically, gripping my ass and squeezing. I gripped hers too, then reached behind her and got the shower started again. 
 
    After fetching a washcloth, I cleaned my lover as she relaxed under the water’s spray. “Not too rough?” I murmured in her ear. 
 
    “Never.” 
 
    We finished up and I dressed again in only my boxers. Neither of us were tired and we returned to work on our respective projects, though it wasn’t long before Eliana called for me from her office. I hurried in there, sure she’d found something important, but instead she was frowning at her screen.  
 
    “I’ve been browsing her images, things we might have missed, and she had this one tucked away deep in a game’s screenshot folder,” she said, tapping her screen. “At first I thought that’s what it was, a screenshot. But it’s different than anything else in the folder, different size, different resolution. I think she probably had a bunch of images in there and moved or deleted them, but she missed this one. It might not mean anything, but it’s weird she hid it away.” 
 
    I leaned in to look. On the screen, on a bright red oval background in green lettering were the words YACHT CLUB. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Okay. That should have read far more sinister than it does, but honest to God, how do you tell a story like this one, with a bunch of murder and intrigue and kidnappings, and say the words “YACHT CLUB” and sound intimidating? You can’t. So uh, be intimidated. Pretend these upcoming assholes called themselves something fearsome instead. Something like “The Sinister Enclave of Vicious Old Fucks.” 
 
    Wait, that’s not much better. Sigh. Onward. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Sometimes, the tiniest string to tug on is all you get. And sometimes, when you’re really lucky, it’s all you need. 
 
    Within another two hours, Eliana and her hacker friends had access to Nancy’s cloud storage. By that point, we needed sleep, so combing everything was going to have to wait for the morning, but Eliana did come up with more images of that Yacht Club logo. Lots more. Tons of designs, 
 
    By the time we woke up, Eliana’s hacker friends did us even better. They dug up copies of Nancy’s tax records, rental and house ownership history, vehicle registration, and even her outdated voter card. We didn’t need any of that, but there was an invoice in among the flotsam of her existence that did interest us – registration for a boat named the Goat’s Head, not owned by Nancy, but Box Crab Coffee.  
 
    It felt like we were finally rolling on something tangible. Darlene’s body had been dumped at sea, and while I was certain Nancy was smart enough to have cleaned up her boat if that was what was used for the murder, it was something in a case where we badly needed anything.  
 
    As for our mystery man’s identification, Monette finally got a hit. One of her analysts had an idea to run some mildly manipulated photos through the system, de-aging the man and giving him variations on his hair color, facial hair, and smoother cheeks. He came up with a bunch of false hits and one very promising one. 
 
    “Carlo Salvini,” she said. “Originally from Italy, formerly of Liverpool, and as of thirty years ago, residing here in our beautiful city. His business is allegedly suits, but we’ve been tearing apart his records overnight and I think his real money comes from operating sweatshops for bigger clothing brands. So a potential humanitarian of the year winner.” 
 
    “Do we have an address for him?” 
 
    “Yes, but don’t bother. I sent a team there and he’s gone.” 
 
    I thought for a moment. “Did they find anything there, propaganda maybe, for something called the Yacht Club?” 
 
    “Give me ten minutes and I’ll find out. Is it important?” 
 
    “Maybe. We found a bunch of logos for it and it lines up pretty well with the specifics of Darlene’s death. Nancy had a boat called the Goat’s Head. I’m picking up J.G. and we’re headed there now. I think we found our murder site, if nothing else.” 
 
    She groaned. “Shit. I’m looking at her registration information now. I could swear we looked at this but I guess it slipped through the cracks.” 
 
    “It wasn’t registered to her. You get a fun-sized candy bar if you guess why you didn’t find it.” 
 
    Monette thought for a long moment, then groaned. “Son of a bitch. It’s registered to her company not her, right?” 
 
    “That’s it.” 
 
    “Goddamn it, I should have seen that.” 
 
    “You’ve got a thousand things going right now. Don’t beat yourself up.” 
 
    “Let me get Lee rolling. Give me an address.” 
 
    I did, and we hung up. I picked up J.G. from her downtown condo – by happenstance, just three buildings down from my old one – and when she slid into the car, she picked up Posey’s hat and topped her enormous head with it. 
 
    “How do I look?” 
 
    I grinned. “It looks like a too-small condom on the tip of my dick.” 
 
    “You really know how to compliment a girl. Where we going?” 
 
    I filled her in. She didn’t say much but by the gleam in her eyes, I knew she thought we were onto something too. 
 
    Lee called and told us to wait for him at the docks. Normally I’d have cheerfully ignored his orders but he had a federal ID and I was too sleep deprived to try to convince nosey boat neighbors we belonged. We got there ten minutes ahead of him, decided to get coffee, and came back to find him leaning against his agency Durango. We handed over a coffee and we drank them right there in the parking lot, looking out at Nancy’s mini-yacht. 
 
    Well, okay, I called it a mini-yacht. Lee called it a cabin cruiser. I argued that was more like a fishing boat, since my own parents had (and died on) one. Tired of our back and forth, J.G. plucked our coffee cups out of our hands, dumped them out, and told us we were both acting like idiots. 
 
    Maybe she had a point, but I was still right. 
 
    The day was warm but muggy from all the recent rainfall, and more storms were predicted. Still, I felt an unmistakable chill walking down the dock to the line of boats and small yachts. I thought of a teenage boy out for a weekend excursion with his parents, his biggest concern what he was going to do about the girl he liked and the other girl who was so obviously crushing on him, and if he couldn’t somehow magically get the two together. I thought about a monster’s laugh. I thought about my father’s bones breaking. I thought about my mother staring at me as she died. 
 
    I didn’t like boats much. 
 
    My closest associates knew my past, and when she turned to glance at me, J.G.’s lips pressed together and she laid a hand on my shoulder. Her eyes moved towards the parking lot in an unspoken question, and I shook my head. I’d been on boats dozens of since that day and I could handle this. But thinking this place had been the site of at least one murder and probably a lot more affected me in a way I wasn’t expecting. 
 
    We arrived at the Goat’s Head and stopped to stare at it as a group. It was beautiful, but could probably use a fresh coat of paint. It wasn’t so ostentatious that it screamed money, but there would be space on board for enough people that if you were going to spend a weekend doing horrible things, no one would be too cramped. 
 
    Lee doled out plastic gloves, and to me said, “You okay?” 
 
    For an answer to that, I walked up the gangway and slipped on my gloves. He followed, and J.G. took up the rear, Posey’s hat still on her head. Something smelled. Chemicals. Cleaners. Someone got to the boat before us, and they weren’t long gone. 
 
    No sooner had my feet touched the deck than I got a phone call. 
 
    “This is Ionas,” I said, sounding sick even to my own ears. Lee and J.G. fanned out, looking at the deck. We had our spot, I was sure of it. You didn’t need to be a psychic to feel the bad energy on that boat. 
 
    “You found the boat fast.” 
 
    The man’s voice was clipped and cultured. Educated, with only a faint British accent much like Nancy but not her particular one. I turned back towards the parking lot and the buildings beyond, but didn’t see anything obvious.  
 
    I said, “Come on by, let’s introduce ourselves properly and have a party. I’ll bring hot dogs. We can roast weenies.” 
 
    “Mm. As much as I enjoy a bratwurst, I think I’ll pass.” 
 
    “So, what can I do for you, Mr. Salvini?” 
 
    At my words, Lee spun and rushed me. J.G. was near the stern, looking at something on the deck and frowning. I tapped the speaker button and held the phone between us. 
 
    “You know my name.” His words were flat, almost angry. 
 
    J.G. turned to me and pointed. Lee and I stepped closer and looked. There was a rune on the deck, a containment and paralysis rune that I didn’t think too much about at that moment, considering I was distracted by the dickhead on the line. 
 
    “A man causes as much chaos as you, he gets seen. And the PSI have a lot of smart people working for them, so once we had a picture, it was just a matter of time.” 
 
    “Huh.” 
 
    “Tell me something, Carlo. Did you ever really love Nancy? Because the last thing she ever did was spit at me rather than tell me your name. I thought that was pretty cool, if I’m being honest. Shame about her being a sadistic whore who led girls into your hands.” 
 
    “Fuck you,” he said, and now he really was angry. 
 
    “Not in the talking mood, huh? That’s too bad. I’ve got something else on you. Something fun. I’d love to talk about it in person. But you really don’t matter to me, asshole. I get a string to work with, I can’t let it go. It’s just a matter of time before I find you and Randy.” 
 
    Silence, then finally, he spoke again, his voice icy but no longer furious. “Once I found out you had the laptop and knew Nancy was guilty of something, I figured you would show up to her boat eventually. So I left a present for you below deck. Go down. Take a look.” 
 
    I looked around again, the hairs on the back of my neck rising. “Get off the boat,” I told J.G. and Lee. “Both of you. Now.” 
 
    “Oh no. They’re staying right where they are,” Salvini said. “I’ve got a rifle trained on partner, the one with the funny hat. Nancy didn’t like her. Called her a nosy bitch. Neither of them moves or I shoot her first.” 
 
    “Fuck,” I muttered under my breath. He had J.G. confused for Posey, but it wasn’t like I was any happier about it. I stuffed the phone in my pocket, and said to them, “If I shout, you jump over the other side of the boat. Both of you are fast enough you should make it.” My phone squawked at me and I pulled it back out. “Shut up. I’m going down there.” 
 
    Below deck, something felt heavy in the air. Pregnant. I passed by a seating area and a bar, a galley, and finally the cockpit before I descended further down. Something else hung in the air. A smell, ripe and gamey, met me. 
 
    On the phone, my new friend said, “Randy is no longer working with us. Too unreliable.” 
 
    “What did you do to him?” I asked. 
 
    “Nothing, actually. The hick is very good at hiding and we haven’t been able to find him. Mr. Barlow happily agreed to help us out late last night after we offered him a hell of a lot of money. But another one of his kind wasn’t so willing to help us. She’s taking a siesta in the master cabin.” 
 
    I gritted my teeth and opened the door. On the bed was a cooler, the kind you might take on a picnic. Big, plastic, and with runic figures traced on it in blood and ash, the two most powerful components readily available for these things. My free hand closed into a fist, and I stepped forward. 
 
    “Nancy told me the one with a funny hat was your partner-” Salvini started to say, but then two things happened to cut him off. First was an inhuman shriek of fury and pain, so loud it made my ears hurt – and it was coming from the fucking cooler. 
 
    The second was my own voice, roaring to life, “Run! 
 
    The gunshot was distant and almost lost against the noise of that terrible shriek. I heard a splash and hoped it was really two, but I had other problems of my own. Lynn Yoba, or some twisted, ethereal version of her anyways, leapt out of the cooler, gnashing the air with teeth that were as long as fingers and as sharp as my cutting sense of humor. Three-quarters of her was there, but everything below the hips was phantasmal vapor. 
 
    A wraith. 
 
    Salvini killed her, and turned her into a fucking wraith. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Lynn came at me, a horrible carnival funhouse mirror of the pleasant woman she’d been. There was no time to think, only react. I brought my arms up and she shredded them, wailing with all the rage and pain she felt before she died. 
 
    Her claws slid right through my skin even easier than my obsidian knife could, and in seconds I was bleeding from a half-dozen long cuts. By some goddamn stroke of luck she didn’t sink deep enough to hit the arteries, but those claws and teeth weren’t the real threat. 
 
    She walloped into me, a wash of phantasmal particles enveloping every inch of my body and threatening to wrench my soul loose. If it wasn’t for my wards, she would have killed me flat-out. The agony was unlike anything I’d ever felt before, only rivaled by the vampire Christopher Frederic’s torture. But this was an all-consuming pain he would have loved and appreciated, even if it was far too quick for his liking. 
 
    With the pain came clarity. I had to get to that cooler. All I had to do to banish her was break the ward and deal with her heart. But Lynn’s wraith had me, and I couldn’t move, except to stand up on my very tiptoes, her dark energy shredding my soul little by little. 
 
    Thumping. Footfalls coming from the cabin, and coming fast, though erratically. Lynn shrieked again and swooped towards the source, but she couldn’t travel far. She was bound to her heart, and now I was certain that was what was within the container. She gnashed at the air and swiped at it. I shot forward and she got between me and the cooler, throwing me back against a closet so hard I splintered the door. 
 
    “The cooler!” I shouted, and to my own ear, it sounded more like a scream. 
 
    J.G. barreled into the cabin, never slowing, her lips drawn back in a snarl. She limped, and blood streamed down her leg in a thin trickle, but she was alive. The wraith hit her like a wall, and she crashed back into the door’s frame, groaning and falling on her ass. Her groans changed to a scream of her own as Lynn tried to divest her of her soul. 
 
    I pushed to my feet and dove for the container. The lid was sealed with powerful magic but the wards were all drawn on the outside. I scratched at them as Lynn whipped around, her nightmare form changing at the last to her true self, a scared woman running her hands all over her own body. 
 
    She blew apart a second later as I wrenched the cooler open and drove my fist inside, squashing the rotting remains of her heart. 
 
    I took two shaky steps towards J.G. and stumbled to one knee. Through a throat as hoarse as though I had strep, I asked, “You all right?” 
 
    “Holy shit, Ionas, what the hell was that?” J.G. gasped. 
 
    “Wraith. A fucking wraith. Lee?” 
 
    “He tried to shove me out of the way of the gunshot. I saw it coming and threw him overboard instead. Safer for him.” 
 
    “Shit, I hope he can swim.” 
 
    Her laugh was breathless, hoarse, and terrified. Then again, so was mine.

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    I lost a lot more blood than I thought. It formed puddles on the floor and I knew I was damned lucky there wasn’t more of it. J.G. bandaged me up while Lee talked to a responding off-duty civilian cop. I didn’t quite pass out, but I was faint and woozy and couldn’t move without feeling like I just went on an all-night date with my friends Jim Beam and Jack Daniels. 
 
     The bullet that struck J.G. didn’t penetrate the bone and she plucked it out herself, looking at it with some degree of wonder. “Still bulletproof,” she said cheerfully. 
 
    “Let’s not test that theory again,” I said. “He thought you were Posey.” 
 
    “Why would he care about that?” 
 
    “Because she sat in on that interview with Nancy. I think killing her unhinged him and he’s looking for payback. We need to get her out of town.” 
 
    “She’s not going to like that.” 
 
    Grunting agreement, I dug out my cigarettes and my phone. Lifting my bandaged arm to my face hurt and opened up one of the wounds. J.G. took my phone from me with a muttered, “Dumbass,” and I grinned. She even lit up one of my cigarettes for me, meriting her sainthood in my estimation. 
 
    Posey and Dwayne were shocked, and as J.G. predicted, Posey was less than thrilled. But she was also a smart woman and recognized that bruised ego aside, it was the right move. 
 
    “I like living,” she said. “It’s fun. And I’m very squishy and soft and you guys aren’t. So… yeah. As long as you keep me updated.” 
 
    “I can do that,” I said. “Thanks Posey.” 
 
    Lee came down at that point and we filled him in. He offered up one of the PSI safehouses for the short-term and Posey agreed. Looking Lee in the eyes, I said to the phone, “Dwayne.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “I’m going to hunt this guy down. You know what I did in the PSI when it came to dangerous supernatural things. This guy is one of them. If you’re not comfortable with that, now’s the time to tell me. We can put you up with Posey.” 
 
    He drew a breath. “I hope I’m never comfortable.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    “But if this guy is killing young women and he’s looking to kill Posey, I’m going to help you.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “See her off with the PSI, then let’s meet up.” 
 
    “We got that thing with Barlow.” 
 
    “Not anymore. If Salvini’s not lying, Barlow’s working with them now, whether he likes it or not. I don’t know that I buy Salvini’s story about Barlow completely but we have to assume he’s at least in their corner temporarily.” 
 
    With nothing else, we said our goodbyes and J.G. hung up, and I stood up on still-shaky legs. She braced me, despite her gunshot wound. We made up on deck, and I finally got my legs under me properly. In the parking lot in the distance, police flashers glared bright. I didn’t think Salvini would take another shot at us, not there, so I headed for the markings on the deck, wincing at the sting in my arms. 
 
    “What the hell is a wraith?” J.G. asked. “What did they do to her?” 
 
    “It’s violent, ugly magic. Someone who’s undergone a lot of trauma and pain before they die can become one. They’ll usually haunt the spot where they died, trapped there until someone cleanses the spot of their remains. But this is a little different than that. They trapped her, forced her to become one.” 
 
    “Necromancy can do this?” 
 
    “With the right runes, anybody could, but I’m guessing Randy taught them. Salvini left Lynn as a trap here for me. My theory is they lured her into a similar test run as Randy with a lot of money, but whatever they wanted from her, she wasn’t as willing to work with them as Randy or Barlow.” 
 
    We were standing above the runic figures on the dock now and staring down at them. I was more and more sure it was a paralysis rune, and I knew why Salvini left it behind. A dark reminder of what he and the Yacht Club did on that boat. 
 
    “Lee,” I called. He came up, looking worried. “Come here.” 
 
    He did. “I saw that too. It’s like our holding cell wards, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, feeling sick. “J.G., I’m going to try something. If this is what we think it is, it’s gonna jam me up. Just rub the figure with your foot and it should break it.” 
 
    “Okay?” she asked, more dubious than agreeable. 
 
    I hesitated, and stepped over the figure. Like I thought, every inch of froze up and my body stopped responding. I started to topple, but Lee had me and J.G. snubbed out the rune as fast as she could. 
 
    My body worked again and I pulled away from Lee, grimacing. “This is where they must have…” 
 
    “Yeah,” Lee said. “That was my thought too.” 
 
    “The women?” J.G. asked quietly. 
 
    “Yeah. Salvini cleaned the rest of that boat but he left that. He’s taunting me.” 
 
    Lee’s own anger neared mine. “He couldn’t have wiped down every surface. We’re going to get prints from this place. DNA. The PSI will find them. Now it’s just a matter of time.” 
 
    I nodded, my jaw working. In the back of my head, though, I had one thought. 
 
    Not if I find them first. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    We reconvened at the office after I showered and changed clothes. Posey was safely away and staying in a PSI safehouse. All three of us left at the office simmered as we went over the events of the morning. Dwayne was visibly pissed when I came to the part about Salvini talking about Posey over the phone, but he had enough presence of mind to come up with an angle I hadn’t thought about. 
 
    “I want to track down his connection to Nancy’s father,” he said. “I’m sure the PSI is looking into Salvini himself but if we can figure out that connection and see what business they were into, maybe we can figure out more about Salvini and who he might associate with.” 
 
    “Goddamn,” I said, leaning back. “That’s good. Run with that. Eliana has a database she, ah, liberated from a PSI branch. It’s a list of known supernatural beings. Get that from her and crosscheck any names you come up with.” 
 
    “On it,” he said, pulling his laptop to him.  
 
    “What are we working on?” J.G. asked. 
 
    “We know there are more members of the Yacht Club,” I said. “Let’s go through Nancy’s email correspondence and see if we can pull anything out of the soup.” 
 
    We did, and for two hours, there was little chatter as we all focused on our screens. Most of Nancy’s emails were about her coffee shop. But a couple hours in, J.G. pulled back from her screen, grabbed one of the file folders full of printouts of Nancy’s information, and flipped through it. 
 
    “Find something?” I asked. 
 
    “Maybe,” she said. “Take a look at the gardening invoice on the day of Randy’s break-in.” 
 
    I did and groaned. Not only was the amount exorbitant and nicely round – fifteen thousand dollars – but the invoice itself was full of grammatical errors and misspellings. The address he gave would be no good. Even if it was legit, he almost certainly wouldn’t be there if he really was being stalked by Salvini and his friends. 
 
    But Randy being Randy, I didn’t doubt there was someone in that trailer park who would want to kick his nuts all the way up to his guts. Maybe they knew where he was. With nothing else to go on, we drove.  
 
    * * * 
 
    Snodgrass Trailer Court was about as dull as they came, with a few limp trees dotting the outskirts and a pervasive sense of “meh” to its occupants. The trailers all seemed like they could use a coat of paint, but most the lawns were mowed and at least a semblance of cleanliness was kept. 
 
    Our luck wasn’t just in. It was going to slap us in the goddamn face. At the middle of the park was a run-down basketball court with a group of teens maybe fifteen- or sixteen-years-old playing three on three. I pulled in and J.G. and I stepped out. The teens looked at us curiously, and one with thick glasses grinned. 
 
    “You cops? Do we gotta hide our donuts?” 
 
    I laughed. “Private investigators. Not cops. But I’d take a maple bar if you’ve got one.” 
 
    “Damn,” one of them said, looking J.G. up and down. “You a professional wrestler? MMA?” 
 
    “I did do some wrestling a long, long, long time ago,” she said. I glanced at her at that, surprised. I didn’t know that. “If I can dunk, you boys want to answer some questions for us?” 
 
    “Nobody’s in trouble, are they?” another teen asked cautiously. 
 
    “You know a guy named Randy Barber?” I asked. “He is.” 
 
    They looked at each other and one of them grimaced. “That guy stole my mom’s mower and sold it.” 
 
    Another said, “Yeah, I’m pretty sure he stole Darren’s bike, too.” 
 
    The nervous one said, “We’ll talk to you about him. He’s a jerkhole.” 
 
    They tossed J.G. the ball. Her limp was all healed up and she darted fast for the basket, jumping at the last second and dunking with ease. The boys cheered and whooped and she came back, grinning. She tossed the ball back to one of them. I didn’t mention that both of us could have jumped over the basket entirely. Best to keep some things secret. 
 
    “He was staying in Unit 10. That’s right by my house,” one of the boys said. “But he hasn’t been around in a few days.” 
 
    “Nah, man, he’s still here. He’s staying at Kitty’s.” 
 
    I blinked. “Wait. You’ve seen him?” 
 
    “Yeah. Late last night. He was driving her car. I knew it was him cause he always likes to get up on the speed bumps, stop, and then shoot forward. He did that. And I saw him when he got out too. He had a case of beer and some other stuff in a paper bag. More alcohol, I think.” 
 
    “Which one is Kitty’s?” J.G. asked. 
 
    “It’s pretty obvious,” one of them said, pointing deeper into the trailer court. “Look for the place with a bunch of cat stuff on the lawn. That’s it. She’s crazy. Like, she thinks she’s a cat.” 
 
    “All right,” I said, and dug out my wallet. I handed out twenties and they jostled each other, grinning. 
 
    J.G. and I headed back for the Kona. “You really wrestled?” I asked. 
 
    “For laughs in the seventies. Don’t ask to see pictures because there aren’t any. I burned them all and if I find out there are more, I’ll burn them too.” 
 
    “Well… now I’ve got something to hunt for in my free time.” 
 
    She drove around the park while I kept low in case Randy stepped outside. He didn’t, and she found the place without a problem. We drove to the park entrance again and I called it in to Lee. In the event Randy got away from us again, I wasn’t taking any chances. At Lee’s request, we told the teenagers to go home. They agreed – for twenty more bucks. They had their eye on a football video game. I told them they had way more than enough already for that, but apparently the price mysteriously doubled. I kind of admired their hustle. 
 
    The trailer court had three entrances – at least in theory. But when we met up at a makeshift staging area in a dirt field a block away, I made sure to point out roads weren’t the only way Randy could get out. 
 
    To all xix of the PSI agents gathered, I said, “Keep an eye on the fences and the fields. This guy’s a dumbass on paper but he’s redneck crafty, and he’s a squirrely one. He’s also shown us he knows some nasty magic, so don’t get lazy.” 
 
    One agent, Dick – that’s not his real name, but you’ll get it – raised his hand and asked, “Uh, question, former agent Ionas Levi, but who the hell are you to tell us not to get lazy? Why are you in charge?” 
 
    “Pretend anything Ionas tells you to do came from my lips. Or Wendell’s,” Lee said mildly. “And if you have a problem with that, the Council specifically told Wendell he’s running point on this.” 
 
    I had to force myself not to shoot him a glance at that. The association of wizards, psychics, agents, and Counselors at the head of the PSI rarely involved themselves in the day to day, but suddenly a lot of things made sense to me. Lee’s deference. Monette’s willingness to help. I was being given a hell of a lot of power and I never even stopped to wonder why. 
 
    The words did their trick. Lee wasn’t known for lying and no one was going to cross the Council unless they wanted to be transferred to Alaska. Dick muttered something under his breath – “kiss-ass” – but I ignored it. 
 
    I wanted to take one of the doors, and I had worked with another agent there often enough that I knew we could operate in tandem, so I put him on door-kicking duty with me. Lee and J.G. would be posted on the other side, with agents on the street both behind and in front of the trailer, covering every angle. We ran over the plan one more time, checked our vests and our gear, and slapped on warded helmets.  
 
    We rolled. And less than a minute later, the plan went to shit, because Left-Eye Randy stood out on the front porch of the cat-themed trailer, smoking a cigarette and eating a sloppy sandwich, mustard and mayo dripping onto his COWGIRL BUTTS LOVE MY NUTS tee shirt.  
 
    “Go go go go go,” I shouted into the radio as he dropped the sandwich and started making runic figures in the air. A sudden, very real sharp pang of fear hit me as I vividly recalled the last raid I’d been on, a nightmare scenario in Brickford. It had gone horribly wrong, with deputies shooting deputies and two more dead who didn’t deserve it. 
 
    But the fear didn’t stop me. I jammed on my accelerator, not stopping at the trailer but behind it, right where I had originally planned on parking. J.G. and I flew out of the Kona, and I jumped for the roof of the trailer just in time to see a translucent golden orb hit one of the agency SUVs. It lit up but the flames were ineffective against the warded vehicle. Randy spun towards the sound of my footfalls on the roof and he was already flicking his fingers towards me. I dropped and another ball flew overhead so close the hairs on my head singed. I crawled to the edge of the trailer and looked down as Randy jerked open the door and shot inside, yelling, “Kitty!” 
 
    “I got ‘em!” a woman shouted excitably. 
 
    “Get back!” I roared, and the agents dropped back behind the SUVs as gunfire erupted from within. It was a hell of a loud pistol with a boom that rattled the trailer’s roof under me. I had an idea and got to my feet. The roof was solid but I was pretty fucking strong. I waited for the next shot, estimated where it came from, and sprinted for it as fast as I could. Kitty turned the gun towards the ceiling and one of the bullets came within a foot and a half before I was pounding the roof with the hardest right I’d thrown in a while. It splintered a joist and I crashed through along with a cloud of wood and debris. The woman under me squawked before she went down. 
 
    “Insulation… sue your fuckin…” she coughed. I couldn’t help a moment to stare at her. She had what looked like a man’s beard pasted all over her face, with cat-eye contacts, cat-like ears, and long pointed nails. She gave off no supernatural aura so all of that was an actual choice. 
 
    “Talk to my lawyer,” I said, and kicked her gun away from her. 
 
    Randy gaped at me from the hallway. “I can’t get away from you,” he shouted. 
 
    “Then don’t try.” 
 
    But he did anyways. I thought he might have some trick up his sleeve or do something incredibly stupid. He proved me right, running not to the doors, but towards the back of the trailer. I followed, shouting, “Randy, stop!” but of course he didn’t. Back there the trailer reeked of meth and weed and something rank and tomato-y, like canned pasta. Not a single inch of the floor or surfaces was free of garbage. Potato chip bags, pizza and takeout boxes, beer cans, liquor bottles, clothes, plates, two garbage bags full of clothes, DVD cases, and an overturned bookcase with a wash of children’s books fanned across the floor in a rainbow of shit. It was all there, and so many cockroaches moved among it that I thought I’d be sick if I wasn’t so focused on the magician trying to wiggle his ass through a window. 
 
    Outside I heard J.G.’s booming laugh. “I got him,” she called. “He’s cuffed.” 
 
    “He’s more out than in,” I called back. “Let’s help him finish the job.” 
 
    “Wait wait wait,” Randy bellowed, but then I was shoving him through the window, He spilled out onto his back. “Police brutality! I want your bodycam footage!” 
 
    “Good luck with that,” I said, and walked back to cuff the woman in the bedroom. Even in the swirling dust and the debris of my crash through the ceiling, it was still somehow cleaner than that master bedroom. Judging from the reek of sex in the air, this must have been where they actually slept. Or… well, so I hoped, anyways. 
 
    I hauled her out of the debris. She hissed at me – actually fucking hissed – and swiped at my face. I caught her hands and cuffed her. That didn’t stop her though. She kicked at me, bit at me, even tried to headbutt me at one point, but still I marched her out and put her in the back of one of the SUVs while the other agents gaped at her. 
 
    “She’s human. I thought…” Dick said, then shook his head. “Crazy fuckin’ world.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    With the warded cuffs still on, Randy sat in the interrogation room in the same holding building where Eliana and I killed Christopher Frederic and where I’d been kept the previous year for a few months. Two Counselors sat in the room with him, working on massaging anything useful out of him we could get. By “massaging,” I don’t mean they had him on a table and were doing a rub and tug. I mean they were coaxing his mind psychically and retrieving his memories, trying to suss out anything useful. 
 
    It wasn’t that he was unwilling to talk. Once we said the word “deal,” he sang like an opera star. The problem was with him. Randy was a junkie, and his memory was spotty at best. Even with psychic persuasion, this wasn’t going great. 
 
    The person who contacted him initially was Nancy, and later Salvini got involved, though they hadn’t used those names. They weren’t supposed to, anyways. Randy heard Nancy’s name from Salvini, and he heard her slip up once and call him Carlo, though to his drug-addled mind, he heard Carl. 
 
    “Once they saw what I could do, they put me up in this real nice hotel,” he said. Whether he knew it or not, one of his feet was tapping up and down like he was impatiently waiting for something. “First-class luxury. Room service and a mini bar and everything.” 
 
    “Where was this?” one of the Counselors asked. 
 
    Randy thought about that for a while but couldn’t come up with a name. “It was right next to a park,” he said. “Oh, and there was a Wich Barn.” Considering there were maybe sixty in the city, that didn’t help, but I understood what the Counselors were doing. It was like the mental equivalent of opening up blocked passageways. You get him thinking about one thing, it might clear out some of the blockages of his other memories. 
 
    Beside me, Lee said, “Christ, that eye is distracting.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “It’s like someone stuffed a marble inside his face.” He turned to me. “We’re not going to get anything from him. Not for a while anyways. I’m going home. I’ll be at the City Center tomorrow preparing for the Nadine Cresswell thing, but if you or your team comes up with anything, give me a call.” 
 
    “Will do. Hey, about Posey?” 
 
    “We got her stashed in Boston. She’s staying put and not using the phone. Smart one.” 
 
    “Dwayne will be glad to hear that. Thanks. That stuff about the Council…?” 
 
    “Hundred percent true.” 
 
    “Huh.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    He slapped my back and left, and I refocused my attention on the interview. I’d have to leave soon myself, and the thought of what was to come that night with Eliana, Molly, and maybe Monette had me damn near panting, but I wanted to be here for this too. It was the hallmark of this case, being pulled into too many different directions all at once. Even the PSI was too strained. 
 
    Inside the room, the Counselors still softballed Randy questions. He was eager to help, even if we hadn’t gotten the deal down on paper. That didn’t matter much. The PSI had no real reason to keep him more than six months or a year for his role in the trailer park raid and his break-in. His girlfriend Kitty – and yeah, that was her legally changed name – would see more time than him for firing on agents, though her cell would be decidedly more normal. 
 
    I brushed the thoughts away and returned my focus on Randy as he rambled on about a good steak dinner he had at this hotel. I knew he was stalling and waited for the inevitable push from the Counselors. They could not read his mind like a book. There were psychics like that out there, and we’ve employed them from time to time, but the problem there is sanity. Imagine that it’s your job to crawl not just into a killer’s mind, but something so alien in nature as to not be considered human. Only something with the resilience of a Nephilim or a demigod could take something like that and survive on a day-to-day basis.  
 
    Counselors didn’t have it much better. There were a lot of reasons they were offered retirement after only ten years. Their day-to-day was reading and manipulating the emotions of psychos and victims. That took its toll, even if the PSI was extremely generous both in terms of compensation and hours. 
 
    “So they contacted you, told you they wanted you to show off your skills, and you broke into the strip mall as a test?” one of the Counselors asked Randy. 
 
    “Nah, man, it wasn’t a mall. It was a couple stores,” Randy said. 
 
    The Counselors looked at each other and tried not to smile. “Right. Of course. After you broke in, they put you in the hotel and…?” 
 
    “They came by two or three times. I was hired but they wanted to try and recruit a couple other necromancers. Bernie Barlow and Lynn Yoba. I tried to tell them Bernie wouldn’t do it and Lynn was a maybe at best. I mean, she’d run a will scam for a client now and then if they gave her enough money, but that was it.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” one of the Counselors said. “A will scam?” 
 
    Randy bobbed up and down as he nodded fervently. “Yeah. Yeah. It’s good money for us. If someone knows they’re not going to be in the will, they hire us while no one knows there’s a body. Then they set up a video camera and get the dead guy on tape saying they’re changing their will and leaving everything to so and so. Where we make the real money is running the body around for a couple weeks to make it look good. You let them be seen, you know? So people don’t think the will was changed at the last minute by gun or something. We take them to a restaurant, a gas station, whatever. It gets a bit stinky but there are chemicals and shit you can load them up with and it’s not too bad.” 
 
    “You take them to… a restaurant?” 
 
    “Lots of people at a restaurant. They get seen,” Randy said, shrugging. 
 
    “Jesus,” I muttered to myself. That was a new low, even for Randy. Had Lynn ever really done that? Hard to imagine but then again, she’d been excited about meeting with the same guys who hired Randy so I suspected there were a lot of skeletons in her closet I didn’t know about. 
 
    “Then what happened?” the Counselor asked. 
 
    “Well, they started to talk their plans with me. They wanted me, Lynn, and Bernie to push around some bodies at a big party. I wanted to know why and they told me to never mind that and if I didn’t ask questions I’d get paid a lot more.” 
 
    “A party?” I asked under my breath. Bodies? What the hell? 
 
    “Tell us more about this party.” 
 
    Randy shrugged. “They didn’t say much. Just that there were going to be a lot of people.” 
 
    “Did they say anything about what they needed the bodies for?” 
 
    “Nope. Just that they had to look normal for a little bit. It seemed real weird. They told me I’d be controlling three bodies in a big interior space. They wanted to know how far we could control them, that sort of thing. They said we wouldn’t be right next to the bodies but we’d have a line of sight.” 
 
    “When is this party?” 
 
    “Tomorrow. I wasn’t supposed to know that but when that Carl guy picked me up to go to Nancy’s house, he had this, uh, the bendy paper you advertise shit on. What’s that called?” 
 
    “A brochure? A flyer?” 
 
    “Brochure, that’s it. He had this brochure. Something called the Yacht Boys or something but they didn’t talk much about boats. It was like… an invitation to watch what we were doing with those bodies. Carl, he saw me reading it and he yanked me out of the car. Hit me once or twice and I nearly hit him back. He was mad as fuuuuck. That’s when I knew I had to get away from him. He was crazy.” 
 
    “Tell us more about this flyer,” the Counselor said. His voice was mild but the tension in his body said he was just as interested as I was. 
 
    “Uh, the front of it had these pictures of these girls on a boat. Well… not girls, but you know, they were maybe like twenty or something. All real pretty and holding their stomachs. Like they were pregnant or something.” 
 
    I opened the door and walked in. Randy flinched away from me on instinct but I wasn’t going to lay hands on him. Instead, I dug out my phone and pulled up a picture of Darlene. I held it out and asked, “Was she one of them?” 
 
    He squinted at the phone and shook his head. “I don’t think so but she looks about like their type. Real pretty but kinda… empty.” 
 
    I knew what he meant and walked back out. I called Monette and she picked up on the first ring. “Just about to leave and make my way to your house now,” she said. 
 
    “Before you go, can you send me pictures of the missing prostitutes, other than Darlene?” 
 
    “Sure. Why?” 
 
    “We can link them to a party advertisement Carlo was pushing around. I think they’re dead. I think the necromancers were supposed to be used to parade them around for something but I don’t know what yet.” 
 
    “That’s… weird. Yeah, hang on, I’ll have them to you in a few.” 
 
    About a minute and a half later, I had pictures of the young women. When I walked back into the room and showed Randy, he said, “The one with black hair and the nose ring for sure. She was right in the middle. The others, I don’t know. I think maybe they were but she was the best looking of them. Hey. I’m sorry about that guy at Nancy’s. The one I threw the chicken bones at. I was scared, man. I thought when Carl finished with his girlfriend he was gonna kill me. The whole drive to her place he was kinda crying and laughing and muttering to himself. He lost his shit.” 
 
    “That explain why you tried to kill us at your cat-friend’s place?” 
 
    “Shit, that was her fault. I was just, you know, trying to protect myself,” he said, but I didn’t need to have a Counselor’s psychic talent to know he was lying from the way he looked slightly down and away from me. 
 
    “Uh huh. This brochure say anything about where the party was going to be?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Did you have anything to do with turning Lynn into a wraith?” 
 
    His shock seemed genuine. “What?” 
 
    “You didn’t know? They tortured her and turned her into a wraith. Left her on a boat as a nasty surprise for me and the agency.” 
 
    “Hooooo, shit,” he breathed. “Are you fucking kidding?” 
 
    “No. So you didn’t have anything to do with that?” 
 
    “No, man. I mean, in theory, yeah, I know that magic, but…” Randy groaned. “Oh, oh fuck.” 
 
    “What?” I asked at the same time as one of the Counselors. 
 
    “You don’t need to be a necromancer to make a wraith. You just gotta have a little mojo and know the runes. About six, seven months ago, Connor Merchant came up missing.” At our collective blank stares, he said, “Street warder and one of those, uh, graffiti guys. Look him up. He did ward tags all over the city. Peace stuff mostly but he would have known how to make a wraith, I’d bet. It’s not super hard but it’s so fucked up no one would ever do it.” 
 
    An agent out in the hallway was already making the call on him, and a minute later, poked his head in. “He’s right. A street magician by that name came up dead five months ago.” 
 
    “Aw, he’s dead? Shit. That’s real sad,” Randy said. “He was just a kid.” 
 
    “Did he hang out near Spiral Street?” 
 
    “Yeah, I think he stayed at the shelter there.” 
 
    Immediately I began to form a rough sketch of what must have happened in my head. Nancy noticed this Connor, maybe talked to him some. She learned some of what he knew and she and her Yacht Club friends must have made him teach them, then killed him later. The pieces fit, but I still couldn’t see the whole of the puzzle. 
 
    I left them to it, my head buzzing. I still had to figure out who Carlo was working with and where this party was supposed to take place, but I could feel an end to this was coming, one way or another.  
 
    * * * 
 
    Monette and Molly’s cars were parked in the driveway as I pulled up to the house. Soft breathy pop music eased through the open windows and I heard laughter within. Oddly enough, it was Monette’s. 
 
    I knew she was there as a fuck-you to Eliana. Things between the pair were strained at best, though Eliana always seemed amused at the other woman’s coolness. I hoped they got on that night, but I’d settle for coming out of this without permanent scars. 
 
    After grabbing a couple bottles of wine from the passenger side, I entered into a madhouse. Monette and Eliana were on the couch together and Molly in an armchair, and there was no blood anywhere. No sign of fangs, no guns drawn, nothing broken, no one screaming. 
 
    They all looked up at me with smiles of varying warmth, and I had a funny moment of freezing up. It was such a strangely pleasant moment, such a normal thing after a day full of chaos, that I had the sudden feeling something was going to go horribly wrong or someone would come for us. Salvini, or one of the vampires pissed off about Eliana’s role in getting the cure out there, or one of the countless creatures that hated my guts. One of them would break in and turn this into another nightmare. 
 
    “Ionas?” Eliana asked. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “I…” My machinery started to work again, sluggish, but moving. “Yeah. Just a… just a long day.” 
 
    “Should we leave?” Molly asked, gripping the fabric of her clinging blue dress. 
 
    “No,” I said, and tried to smile for them. Surprisingly, despite the horror and intensity of the day, I felt… good. This tableau of normalcy, even if no one in that house was anything approaching normal, was like some kind of release. That was always the funny thing about Eliana and I. Fiction has you believe killers can’t have a normal life, can’t retire, can’t have a family. But there were times when I came home to Eliana and things were normal. It made my life great. It made all the insanity worth it. Would I have terrible nightmares to come about Lynn and Darlene? Absolutely. But also in that darkness was a woman who understood my demons and accepted them. 
 
    Eliana came to me as I was frozen in place like that. Her hands brushed my shoulders, my face, and then I was kissing her, my throat working. I clasped her around the back of her neck and pulled her tighter to me, my other hand going to the small of her back and telling her she was mine without so many words. She melted into me, her lips parting, tongue sliding against me. I accepted it and my cock began to stir. 
 
    “Wow,” Molly said, and giggled. 
 
    “Maybe we really should go,” Monette said. 
 
    Eliana’s eyes flicked in her direction, “No. Come to us.” 
 
    Molly sprang to her feet, but Monette wasn’t so responsive. She watched as Molly bounded to us, a bounce to her step that would have been hypnotic if I wasn’t so utterly consumed by Eliana in that moment. I needed her. I needed them. I needed the release of that night. 
 
    Eliana reached out and pulled Molly to us. “Begin undressing him, my darling slut,” she said, her tone light and airy. Molly took me by the shoulders as Eliana half turned, looking over her shoulder at Monette. 
 
    “Come,” she repeated. 
 
    “I’m not a dog to be told to obey,” Monette said, but there was no real heat to her voice, just a sort of odd curiosity. 
 
    Eliana went to her. I expected a fight. I thought Monette did too, the way she tensed. Instead, Eliana knelt before our guest, knees in our plush carpet as she took each of Monette’s hands and kissed them. Monette, stunned by this, didn’t move, but her lips parted. 
 
    “Tonight is not an apology,” Eliana said. “I will never apologize for my love for him and nor should he apologize for his love for me. We love each other, and that is a simple fact, as true as you are beautiful, Monette. If I have genuinely caused offense by telling you to join in, then that, yes, I will gladly apologize for. We will stop this, have a pleasant dinner, and see you on your way. You will never have to feel obliged to come here or talk to me again” She stood halfway and to my surprise and Molly’s giggling fit, she sat on Monette’s leg and stroked her arm. “But I have tasted the air when Ionas is around you, and you still want him.” Monette shivered, her hips spreading just the tiniest bit. Into her ear, Eliana whispered theatrically, “And I have tasted the air when you’re around me.” She kissed the side of Monette’s neck, and now Monette openly moaned. “Let go. Have fun. That is all we want tonight. Give control to us.” 
 
    By then, Molly had me down to my boxers. She took my hand and brought me further into the living room as Eliana twisted and mounted Monette. The two of them came together for a kiss that seemed just as angry as playful, but Monette didn’t say no. Her hands went around Eliana and cupped her ass as she rocked upwards, their lips meeting again and again. Then her hands moved to her prosthetic and it dropped before she explored my Eliana. 
 
    But now Molly deserved my attention, and I stroked her face as she knelt for me in profile to what was happening on the chair, watching her boss’s skirt slide up and over her luscious ass. Molly still had some of her vampiric strength and I could take her with more greed than Monette, but she was nowhere near as strong as Eliana. I had to maintain control with them, and save the real fireworks for my lover. 
 
    That didn’t mean Molly wasn’t about to work some magic with her tongue and lips. She pulled my boxers down and traced my length with two fingers on each hand, giving me a bright, playfully vapid smile. She was beautiful in that moment, her sweet motherly face and brown eyes lighting up like this was the greatest treat she’d ever held. I ran a hand through her short brown hair and down to her cheek, cupping it for a moment as she teased my cock with her nails and light brushes of her fingers. 
 
    “I’ve been waiting for this since the first time I heard you take Eliana in her office,” she said. Her tongue flicked out against my tip and I grunted my approval. “The two of you are so yummy.” In Monette’s direction, she added, “They’re always going at it. Like… nearly every day.” 
 
    “Fuck,” Monette moaned, her hands roaming all over Eliana’s ass and back. 
 
    “Ms. Eliana lets me listen. And last time she let me watch. He fucks her so hard.” Molly looked back at me and kissed my cock again as her fingers kept up their slow tease. “She says I’m supposed to take good care of you while she’s in Europe next month. I’m supposed to keep this big cock drained so these balls never get too full.” She cupped one of them in question and leaned in to kiss that too.  “I’ll do a good job for you, sir. I’ll make sure you get a good cocksucking every day. Twice, if you need it!” 
 
    “Good girl,” Eliana purred, rocking on top of Monette. She and Monette were both lifting her blouse up and over her head. 
 
    “Yes,” Molly said, her eyes gleaming with pleasure. She was not really this vapid, but playing it up, and I liked it. “Your good girl. Your good slut when you need me. But you have to promise me you’ll let me suck every last drop from you, sir.” 
 
    Damn, but I loved those sirs. I chuckled and said, “We’ll see. I think that pretty face would look even prettier covered in me.” 
 
    There was a loud sucking noise, and both of us looked over in time to see Monette with her face buried in Eliana’s tits, latched to one of my blonde lover’s nipples. Eliana clutched Monette’s head to her, both of them swaying together on the chair. 
 
    With that, Molly moaned, “Ohhhh,” and let go of my dick to grab my ass and position me so she could watch the other two without straining her neck sideways. I wouldn’t have such a great view anymore but I had all I needed right in front of me, as the MILF-looking former vampire swirled her tongue against the sensitive underside of my cock. 
 
    Her eyes lost her amused sparkle and took on a darker, sultrier look, emphasized by her makeup that night. Both she and Eliana were former concubines and could paint themselves in ways that would make a man almost forget about the magic of boobs and butts. Note the “almost,” because she had plenty of that going on too, and she showed it off, pulling back and rising to tease her dress up and over her juicy thighs, plump and gorgeous ass, thin waist, and breasts nearly as big as Eliana’s. It left her in only heels and black lingerie dotted with white butterflies. 
 
    Before she settled back onto her knees, I pulled her close to me and twisted her so my cock was pressed against her ass, both of us facing Eliana and Monette. 
 
    “Watch the show,” I growled into her ear. I kissed her neck and she moaned, grinding back against me. My hands went to her breasts and hers covered mine as my cock pressed between her cheeks. 
 
    Eliana stood and finished stripping. She pulled Monette up too and while the other woman balanced herself on the chair, Eliana stripped her with deft fingers and a deeply pleased moan as every article of clothing hit the floor.  
 
    When they were both nude, Monette settled back into the chair and Eliana slid on top of her again. “Look at you,” she breathed. “This skin. This beautiful face. This body. You’re ready for this, aren’t you?” She reached down and teased Monette’s pussy lips with two fingers before bringing the wetness to her lips to taste it. “Mm. So sweet and dark. I love it.” 
 
    “I get angry sometimes about how sexy you are,” Monette said, her voice breathy and maybe a little ashamed. Her hands cupped Eliana’s breasts against and she sucked a nipple, looking up at the other woman like she was sorry and wanting to be punished. 
 
    Did Monette have some of Molly’s subservience too? Had Eliana known? 
 
    “That’s okay, darling,” Eliana said. “You can let it out tonight on me. Ride me as hard as you want. Use me. Or should I use you?” Monette sucked harder, her eyes going half-lidded. “Ohhh, you like that idea, don’t you? Something soft and beautiful punishing you for being a wicked girl.” 
 
    Monette gasped, “Oh, oh God, this is so wrong…” 
 
    But the way she was writhing under Eliana as my lover stroked her cunt told a different story. She wasn’t the only one. My hand slid down into Molly’s panties, and as I stroked her soaking cunt, she moaned and pushed her ass back against me. 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with wanting what you want,” Eliana said, her fingers sliding into Monette’s wet cunt. “And tonight, you can take it. Like my fingers. Take them, sweet Monette. Show me how you come on my fingers.” 
 
    “Oh fuck,” Monette whimpered, sliding up and down in the chair, trying to keep her face to Eliana’s breasts. But her body was doing the work for her now and she twisted her head despite herself, her eyes closing, her breath coming harder and harder. I drove my cock between Molly’s ass cheeks, dry fucking her through her panties as I fingered her pussy too, both of us mostly silent except for her gasps of pleasure as she watched this show and was in turn fingered fast and hard. 
 
    Both our guests came within a minute, Monette first, her hands roping around Eliana and clutching her as she cried out, “Oh, Eliana!” She came with a jump, and Eliana pulled back far enough to kiss her through it, still fingering her though slowing the pace. When Monette settled, Eliana dropped between her knees and buried her mouth against Monette’s pussy. 
 
    Molly cried out, “Ahhh, ahhhh, Ion-as… I…  ahhhh!” 
 
    I didn’t let up the way Eliana had, but kept going, now using my other hand to thumb her big clit and drive her even more wild. She slammed that ass back against me and came all over my fingers, so wet, so tight. 
 
    Monette clutched Eliana’s hair, her head dipping back against the leather, her mouth parted. Out of her lips streamed a series of curses, half-formed and wild. “F-fuh… sh… shit… oh my God, El… ahhhh, ahhhh, fuck, mmm….” 
 
    My hand at Molly’s clit went to her bra and I worked the clasp. It fell and she twisted her head, her dark look begging for my lips. I wrapped that hand around her throat and kissed her hard, fucking her cheeks as forcefully as I was fingering her. She bounced back against me, her breath catching, her whole body trembling. She came again, her inner walls quivering against my fingers, her lips widening, her fangs popping for the briefest of moments. 
 
    She dropped, taking me in her mouth again, her ass thrust backwards and high in the air, panties sliding enticingly between what I’d just been fucking. I was practically dripping pre-come by that point and she used it and her tongue to get me plenty wet for her hands. Monette watched, her eyes almost sleepy in their need, one hand on Eliana’s head, the other cupping one of her own breasts and squeezing. 
 
    Molly sucked me down to the back of her throat, leaving a few inches of me still outside her mouth. She couldn’t take me any deeper but that was all I needed, especially as her nimble hands ran up and down the exposed skin. She sucked me with a rhythm but the handjob was deliberately mistimed, giving me a trio of sensations that left me fighting not to drive my cock into her mouth.  
 
    “Urk! Urk! Urk!” she cried out around me. 
 
    Monette gasped, “Molly… oh my God, Molly, that’s f-f-f…” She couldn’t speak. Her good leg came up and stamped down, and she came again, gripping the arms of the chair so hard I’m surprised it didn’t rip the leather. “C-can’t… sorry…” 
 
    Eliana pulled back and pushed up, kissing Monette with plenty of tongue for my viewing delight. Cradling the other woman’s face, she said, “Never apologize. You were so sexy coming for me. Let’s take care of him with Molly and we’ll take this to the bedroom.” 
 
    She helped Monette off the chair. With the other woman leaning on her, they both came to me to drop beside Molly. My lover’s receptionist didn’t want to quit sucking me and I didn’t want her to, so Monette and Eliana took care of my balls instead, kissing them, licking them, sucking them. Three of the sexiest women I knew, eyes dark and dancing alike. Yeah, I didn’t last long. 
 
    “Molly. I’m going to come. I want it on your tits,” I said. She pulled off me and more hands joined hers, aiming me and jerking me off. I grunted with the pleasure of it, and came first on Molly. One of them quickly guided me to Monette, my come splattering against her tits as she moaned. Eliana was last, and the one I coated the most. By the time I was done, there was so much of me it looked like paint dripping from all of them. Their hands shot for each other, fingers slipping up to lips and tongues as they tasted me and drank me down. 
 
    Finally, Eliana said, “Take them to the bedroom, Ionas, and entertain them while I take care of the food.” To the other two women, she said with a smirk, “Assuming everyone is okay with eating much, much later than intended.” 
 
    “Definitely okay,” Molly said, bouncing that delicious big butt back on her heels. 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Monette said, and accepted my hand. 
 
    * * * 
 
    It’s funny how inspiration strikes. One of the two events that night that helped me finally figure out what the hell was going on came about when I was staring at Monette’s bleached bud as I thrust into her from behind. 
 
    Yup. An asshole cracked my case. Well, Dwayne too, but we’ll get to that. 
 
    My mind was drifting on a warm sea of silken pleasure, the pussy around me tight and comfortable, even if I had to take it easy on her. Beside us, Eliana was tending to Molly in much the same way as she had been with Monette, on all fours, eagerly lapping at her receptionist’s drenched pussy. 
 
    The view in front and beside me was spectacular. Monette had one of the finest asses in the world, athletic and soft all at once. I gripped her slim waist with one hand and ran my free hand across her cheek and through the valley of that ass when I had a thought – the thought.  
 
    The circular symbol someone started to tattoo into Darlene’s torso? I knew what that was. And it wasn’t necromantic. It was the outline of a containment rune, similar to the one Salvini used on the cooler on the boat, if not the actual same rune. 
 
    I slowed and blinked. A containment rune inversed like that would mean they were trying to hold something inside Darlene’s corpse. I guess I could have been wrong but I didn’t think I was. The question was, why were they using dead prostitutes to haul things? Drug mules? It made a weird sort of sense, especially if Carlo used his clothing businesses to import them. 
 
    I chewed on that and lost my rhythm. Monette looked over her shoulder at me and asked, “You all right?” 
 
    Waking from my thoughts, I said, “Yeah, yeah, had to slow down.” 
 
    “Good. Because I want on top.” 
 
    “Well, then,” I said, and pulled out of her with a wet sucking sound. That made Molly laugh breathlessly. Monette and I swapped positions, me on my back, stroking Eliana’s ass, and Monette riding me, one hand on her dark hair, her other on her hip. Her cunt flexed on me, her grinds easy and slow, but not for long. Her hips’ movement took on more and more of a need and I returned my full attention to her. 
 
    Except those niggling questions kept pounding in my head. Why containment seals? What was the Yacht Club bringing to this party? Were they selling it? 
 
    Later, I told myself. Now my attention returned to Monette. Really. Truly. 
 
    For five minutes, I was all about butts and boobs and pussy. Monette came and leaned back, resting her hands on my thighs as she ground harder and harder down on me. I started taking to playing with Eliana’s ass while I ran my other hand over Monette’s hip as she happily bounced away. I was glad she and Eliana seemed to be patching things up. I still held a lot of guilt over my end of things there, sleeping with Monette shortly before Eliana, but I deserved that and knew it. 
 
    Shit. My mind drifted again. Honestly though, drugs? The Yacht Club wanted to hire three necromancers to haul drugs into a party as some kind of demonstration? That made no goddamn sense, unless they were trying to bring them into a government building or something that might impress a client. But why the hell would they do that? 
 
    Monette quivered on top of me and pushed up and off me, laughing. “Oh wow. He is just as good as I remember.” 
 
    “Isn’t he?” Eliana purred. I twisted around until I was behind her. As my cock slid home, she pushed back, stretching like a cat. “Mm. Yesterday, we got so excited about this, he took my ass while I told him all the things we were going to do to the two of you.” 
 
    It was easier to focus on Eliana than it was Monette. If she was capable of performing magic, I’d say she put a spell on me to keep me thoroughly addicted to her, but the truth was, some people just have that kind of chemistry that doesn’t let up easily. I had no doubt at some point we would probably have our ruts but they were a distant problem and nowhere near present. 
 
    I bucked into her, giving Monette and Molly a show. Eliana liked to be spanked when we were fucking, and I gave her a few hard cracks now, drawing sharp oohs from Molly and a dazed lustful look from Monette. Unfortunately, though, the PSI analyst was out of the game for the night, taken to her limit by the two of us. We’d have to get her back again to have some fun with Molly, maybe at one of their offices. 
 
    We finished things with Eliana on her back and Molly happily bobbing on her face while Monette stroked both women’s skin. Exhausted though she might be, it didn’t stop her from helping the other two. Molly was nearing the end of her race, though she had it in her for one more orgasm, squirming on top of Eliana’s hungering mouth and finally falling away. 
 
    As it always happened when we brought someone into our bed, it ended with the two of us. I gripped Eliana’s ankles as I thrust into her, the sound of our skin matched by the coos of Molly and Monette murmuring to herself about how hot this was. They took up spots beside Eliana, leaning down to kiss her or suck at her breasts or play with her clit, but in the end, it was Eliana and I, face-to-face, kissing as I drove deep into her with short, erratic thrusts, as mad for her as I always had been. 
 
    I came, and Molly hurried to lick it out of her boss’s pussy. For a while afterwards, we relaxed, coming down off the crazy foursome and talking about little in particular. Eliana wanted to do this again when she came back from her trip to Europe. 
 
    “What are you going to Europe for?” Monette asked as I was tending to her and the others with a warm wet washcloth. She had her prosthetic beside her but had yet to put it back on. 
 
    “There are many of my people still in England and elsewhere,” Eliana said. “We are going to demonstrate what the cure can do.” 
 
    “A good cause,” Monette said. 
 
    “Yes. That, and I wish to see my former estate bulldozed. There may be some slightly less than legal explosives involved too. It will be… satisfying,” Eliana said. 
 
    We wound up downstairs for a late dinner. An hour later, Eliana and I saw our guests to the door. Before she left, Monette turned to Eliana and said, “I’m not going to apologize either. But I see Ionas and you together and I get it.” 
 
    “When I am back, we will talk more,” Eliana promised. 
 
    “I’d like that.” She turned to me. “Ionas.” I kissed her cheek and gave her ass a squeeze, and then she was off, following Molly down the street. 
 
    We watched for a minute, and then Eliana turned to me, a knowing smile in place. “You figured something out.” 
 
    “That obvious?” 
 
    “Oh yes. I think Monette knew too.” 
 
    “The central runic figure on Darlene’s chest wasn’t necromantic. It was an inverted seal.” 
 
    She thought about that and frowned. “Can you show me?” 
 
    I did. We grabbed my laptop and I pulled up pictures of both Darlene’s body and a containment ward and its variations. I was right. The symbols matched up, and though we ruined the rune on the cooler, I was willing to bet it would have too. Darlene’s rune was cruder than a professional would have done, but it would have worked for whatever it was the Yacht Club was doing. 
 
    “Drugs?” Eliana asked me. 
 
    “That was my first thought too, and it makes a certain sort of sense.” 
 
    “But you don’t believe it.” 
 
    “No. Or at least that’s not the whole picture. Why go through all that trouble to haul drugs a couple dozen yards? That’s about the limit of even the best necromancer’s range. It doesn’t make sense. We need more information.” I sighed and sat back. “I wonder if Dwayne came up with anything. He’s probably sleeping.” 
 
    “Call him. The clock is ticking.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I stood and fetched my phone. While I dialed, I stood at the kitchen counter and cut another slice of the multi-layered cake Eliana bought specially for that night. When I dropped my slab onto a plate, I pointed the knife at the cake questioningly and she shook her head. She loved a great many foods since leaving her blood diet behind, but modern sugar was still too rich for her, though that didn’t seem to extend to ice cream or dark imported chocolate. 
 
    Dwayne picked up. Despite the fact that he just called me, I must have woken him up. When he cleared his throat, he said “Hey, Ionas.” 
 
    “I love your sexy sleepy voice,” I said. “You should narrate erotica.” 
 
    “Not a bad idea. I can’t believe I fell asleep. I was cranked and then… bam, head on my desk.” 
 
    “You’re still at the office?” I asked, bringing my slice of cake to the table. 
 
    “Yeah. I think I found something.” 
 
    “I said I would take more ice cream,” Eliana said. 
 
    “No, you didn’t,” I said. She gave me a look that said I’d be sleeping alone that night if I argued any further. 
 
    “I didn’t?” Dwayne asked. “What?” 
 
    “No, no, not you. Eliana. She told me I forgot to bring her ice cream. Because I’m a bad boyfriend.” 
 
    “I’m glad you admitted that,” Eliana said. 
 
    “Go on,” I said to Dwayne. 
 
    “Me or her?” 
 
    “You.” 
 
    “I found a name. Two names, actually, and I think it’s them. I’m scared and angry and I almost… I was going to do something to them and I thought, what if I’m wrong and I take out half the block because…?” 
 
    “Hey. It’s all right,” I said as I dropped a pint of cookie dough in front of Eliana. “You’re the looks and the brains. I’m the kneecapper. That’s our job descriptions.” 
 
    He laughed. “Yeah, I guess. So Nancy’s father I’m pretty sure was a guy named Austin Broomfield. That doesn’t really matter, except that her story checks out. He had a daughter and reported her missing when she turned eighteen. Then he disappeared not too long after. Here’s what does matter. He sat on a textile council with Carlo Salvini, and they had a long history of working together importing and exporting clothing and cloth to China, India, the United States, and England. And here’s what sold me on them. Carlo and Austin show up in a few pictures together throughout the years with two people who live in Vineport. Max Greer and Stuart Ferguson.” 
 
    I frowned. “Max Greer. I know that name.” 
 
    “Yeah you do. He’s a porn star.” 
 
    That shocked me into a laugh. “Holy shit. Yeah. He’s fae or something like that too, if I remember right.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that. Now Carlo and Max have an interesting past too, both of them serving time together at the same prison for arms dealing. Same deal for Ferguson and Greer another year later. They might have done some real serious time for that but the parole board liked them a lot, apparently. And to add further fuel to your mental fire, both Ferguson and Greer own pretty big boats, just like Nancy. It’s all over their social media pages.” 
 
    “We got them,” I said, my cake forgotten as I stood up. 
 
    “I think so. But I’m not a hundred percent. Like… eighty percent, maybe. There are other possibilities here too.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “Do me a favor. Text me their addresses, then go home and get some sleep. I’m wired. I’m going to go take a look at these guys. And Dwayne?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “They’re not going to touch Posey. I promise you that. I’ll take care of this.” 
 
    He let out a long, satisfied sigh. “Thanks. Call me if you need me. I mean it.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    I hung up, and looked at Eliana. “You want to go hunting?” 
 
    She tickled a mound of ice cream off her spoon with the tip of her tongue, making me shiver. “Absolutely.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Fucking has always been my come-down of choice after a fight. It centers me and clears my mind of the vapors of that fight or flight mentality. It’s also always helped me think, and twenty minutes later, as we cruised past the gleaming cold lights of Vineport’s downtown district in Eliana’s Aston Martin, it helped me realize what I was missing. 
 
    “Arms dealers,” I said. “Holy shit.” 
 
    “What is it?” Eliana asked. 
 
    “It’s not drugs. Lynn Yoba being turned into a wraith. That wasn’t a fuck you to me. I mean, it was, but that wasn’t all. It was a dry-run. They were testing out the containment ward and whether or not they could really hold back a wraith inside a body.” 
 
    “But all that was left of Lynn was her heart.” Eliana frowned, and then she got it. “Oh my God. Oh shit.” 
 
    “A heart is all you need. Put it in a body, and it’s the perfect weapon delivery system. Nothing weird would show up on an x-ray. If they had heat sensors, sure, but who’s running a heat sensor at a gate outside of the PSI offices? And if you have necromancers controlling their bodies, they’re going to seem just human enough to get in where they can do the most damage.” 
 
    “Which is where?” 
 
    “I have an idea and the PSI isn’t going to like it. But I need you to look up all the biggest events across the city tomorrow and tell me if you think I’m right.” 
 
    “Nadine Cresswell’s speaking engagement,” she said, catching on. 
 
    “If you were talented enough to sneak in a group of weaponized corpses past the PSI, you’d make customers out of everyone in the market in hours.” 
 
    “Then that means those girls…” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, feeling sick about it. “They’re dead.” 
 
    She looked up events local to the area. There was a garden show, a big high school conference that might be a possibility except that it just didn’t feel right, and the usual smattering of job-related conferences at the bigger hotels in the area, but nothing that stood out quite so much as Cresswell’s appearance. 
 
    I felt confident enough to give Lee a call. He was still awake and picked right up. “Please tell me nothing catastrophic happened,” he said. 
 
    “No, but it might and I think I know where.” I filled him in on what we knew. He said nothing throughout, except to ask for spellings on the names. 
 
    “How sure are you?” he asked, all business. 
 
    “Sure. But I want proof. I’m going to hit them tonight, and if I find out I’m right, you’ll get another call. In the meantime, if the Council is really behind me on this, call Wendell and tell him to be prepared to cancel this Cresswell thing if I don’t check in.” 
 
    “We can have teams ready to help.” 
 
    “No,” I said. “I don’t have a good reason, except that they killed Darlene to piss me off. They wanted it, they’re going to get it. If I’m really the point man and the fall guy for this, then let me do what I do. My track record there speaks for itself.” 
 
    “It does,” he said. “And I’d do the same thing. I’ll give you until eight in the morning, and then we shut this down and go after them ourselves.” 
 
    “Thanks, Lee.” 
 
    “No pressure, but if you screw up, they’re going to fire my ass and probably feed you to werewolves.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    I loved working with Dwayne and Posey. Dwayne was my best friend and he made me want to strive towards being a better person. Posey was nearly as close to me, a sweet woman who pulled everyone around her in as easily and magnetically as anyone I’d ever met. 
 
    But there was a joy to doing a job with someone on your level, who sees the world as you do, who can match you measure for measure, who you don’t have to worry about. Eliana and I discovered that the night we killed Christopher Frederic.  But we never really had a chance to move together like it again until the night we hunted the Yacht Club. 
 
    We had to do bad things for the right reasons, and the truth is, we liked that. Not the necessity of it, but the hunt itself. 
 
    Max Greer was first, and his house… well, okay, his house was pretty cool. Surrounded by a solid white cubically-shaped wall was a two-story home also made of cubical sections with plenty of floor-to-ceiling windows. It looked like something out of a near-future science-fiction movie. In-ground lighting around the wall gave it a pleasant vibe, but it did little to actually protect the place from would-be burglars. The shadows were plentiful and deep, and the lawn around the house wasn’t much better lit. 
 
    We dropped over the wall. I had my pistol and an obsidian knife. Eliana didn’t have a weapon. Besides, in her plunging strappy white dress, she had nowhere she could reasonably keep a gun, or so she told me. I thought about telling her maybe she should change into something more sensible, but the hem was way north above her knees and I really liked looking at those thighs. At least she wore sensible shoes. Well… sensible shoes for Eliana. Which is to say, not very sensible at all. She left them outside the fence and jumped over it with me barefoot. Look, you tell your thousand-year-old ex-vampire girlfriend she should wear smarter clothing when she could pulp your head like orange juice, all right? 
 
    And the way her ass flashed when she landed didn’t hurt much either. She caught me staring and grinned as she tugged her dress down into place. 
 
    The Council being behind me changed everything about the way I operated. Unlike Nancy’s, gone was my need for a disguise. I didn’t have to worry about the security cameras above the doors either. After I finished what I needed to here, Counselors would swoop in and clean up for us, handling cops, security footage, whatever we needed. What the Council was essentially doing was giving me the power to get the job done while staying back in the shadows to avoid the blame if this went wrong. Even without them, I would have done this anyways, but it allowed me to focus entirely on killing the Yacht Club. 
 
    Eliana and I split up. She went around back and I took the front. The interior was all lit up, a TV blaring local news deep within. A bedroom, I thought. I noticed wards on the doorframe, but none around the windows. Silly, stupid assholes. Didn’t they know there were far more ways to get into a house other than the doors? 
 
    “Wards on the doors,” I spoke softly into my radio. “But none on the windows. I don’t want him to alert the other two. Try to break the frame without breaking the glass.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    There was a second-floor balcony on my side. It was an easy jump for me and I was up and over with barely a sound. I heard the pop of a window. Given how loud the TV was inside, I bet the sound was masked. 
 
    As I thought, the balcony door was warded too, but that wasn’t my intent. The balcony had a railing. I perched on it and climbed up onto the roof, then carefully stepped across, keeping low and moving slow. The TV never paused. I grew closer to the sound, pinpointed it, and looked over the side. There was a window down there, small but accessible. If I dropped and grabbed the edge of the roof, I could use the force of my momentum to fly through the window. It’d probably hurt but goddamn, it sounded like fun. I thumbed my radio twice. 
 
    Go. 
 
    Like a gymnast with a high bar, I dropped, gripped, and swung my legs, crashing through the window. A familiar man in an untied robe rested on his bed, gaping at me before he had the presence of mind to scramble to his feet. Greer was more human than fae, but there was still something of a golden aura radiating from his skin, something peaceful but twisted.  Other than that, he was pretty much a normal guy. Normal for a porn star, anyways. He had a lot of muscle to him, a stomach that looked like he swallowed a bunch of boulders, and a dick that, honestly, I hoped Eliana didn’t see because who the hell could blame her for swapping sides with that thing dangling around? 
 
    “You!” he shouted. Dwayne had been spot on. We found the other members of the Yacht Club. Thank fuck. 
 
    “Jesus Christ. It looks even bigger in real life,” I said. “It’s like a vacuum cleaner hose.” 
 
    He went for an end table, and kudos to Greer, it was a hell of a ruse. I jumped the bed just as his other hand flexed and flicked. He cast a spell at me, but he was an absolute shit magician and the crackle of energy that hit me was about as powerful as rubbing a balloon against my hair.  
 
    I came off the bed and dropped onto him. We rolled around some but this guy wasn’t a fighter. Big man, big muscles, no real strength to him. He got in a couple okay shots, but there wasn’t much to that fight. I pinned him down, gripped his nose between the knuckles of my pointer and middle finger, and warned him, “I’ll break it if you struggle.” 
 
    “Now this is a sight,” Eliana said, sauntering in with a golden apple in hand. She bit into it and grinned. “Regis will be so jealous.” 
 
    Ignoring her, I dug out a pair of warded handcuffs. “Lift your arms.” 
 
    Greer said petulantly, “No.” 
 
    I tweaked his nose. “Lift your arms or I break your nose.” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    I twisted. Hard. He screeched as the cartilage broke and blood streamed down his face. Eliana caught one of his flailing hands and I snatched the other. We cuffed him, and I stood up. 
 
    “You’ve got a bit of glass in your shoulder,” she told me, and plucked it out. 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    I lifted Greer and shoved him into an armchair in the corner. Eliana went to his bedstand and picked up his phone. “PIN?” she asked him. 
 
    “Fugg you,” he muttered, and spat red. “My does, my fugging does.” 
 
    I leaned down in front of him. “Let me look.” He blinked, not understanding, but then I had his nose in hand again and squeezed. He screamed, and I shouted, “Where’s Salvini?” 
 
    “Oh dit, oh dit, oh dit, stop, that hurts!” 
 
    “Did you stop?” I asked. “When they begged you to?” 
 
    Despite the grip I had on him, he blinked at me. “Oh. Oh fugg.” 
 
    “Yeah. So here’s the thing. You’re going to die tonight, Max. I’m going to kill all of you in the Yacht Club.” I drew my obsidian knife and pressed it to his stomach. “This will go one of two places. Here,” I slid the point across his stomach, leaving a fine line of red. It wasn’t a deep cut but it got the point across. Then I moved it to his breast, right above his heart. “Or here. One cut will leave you writhing for hours. I’ve been stabbed in the stomach before. It’s an agony like you’ve never felt before. The alternative is you die quickly. In seconds, if that. I’ve killed a lot of vampires that way, and I can promise you, it’ll be over before you’re even really aware of the pain.” 
 
    In the end, he talked. Dwayne and I were right about damn near everything. In the eighties and nineties, Salvini, Ferguson, and Greer served time in various pairings, apparently forming bonds over their stories about trying to bring guns to the United States and England. Nancy’s father, Austin Broomfield, was a friend to Salvini, at least on the surface. Salvini was really just using him and his connections to India, but he did see something in Broomfield’s daughter. When Nancy – then Whitney – was eighteen, Salvini proposed a trade to Broomfield, promising shares of his company and a lucrative contract. Broomfield accepted, and Nancy came to America to become the fourth member of the Yacht Club. 
 
    Though the name was a recent joke, the group existed for the last eight years. Eight. Years. Salvini bought Nancy the coffee shop and its later expansions, and she used it as a front to recruit girls for their parties. After some pressing, Greer admitted he recruited a few too through his porn hookups. They had an affinity for ones with supernatural talents, making it more sporting to break them. Eliana nearly killed him for saying that, and I got it but I convinced her to let him talk a while longer. 
 
    Nancy or Greer would get close to one of the girls, get them off the street, and kidnap them. They were taken to the boat with promises of lives of luxury and fun. Instead, they were made the sport, until the men and Nancy grew bored of them, and then they would be dumped up and down the Atlantic. 
 
    As it turned out, Left-Eye Randy was spot-on when he thought Connor Merchant, the street warder, might have been forced to teach the Yacht Club his trade. Nancy saw him tagging something and liked his artwork. She wanted to surprise the guys with a Yacht Club sign for their boats, and that was all Connor’s participation was intended to be. But she realized his talent with wards, and they kidnapped and later tortured him to learn what he knew.  
 
    Salvini came up with the idea for the wraiths, but it was Ferguson, Greer claimed, that came up with the idea to sell them as weapons. Salvini and Ferguson were starting to feel the pinch of having to pay their workers livable wages after two decades of bad press, and were looking to get back into running illegal exports. It was a different world, though, and they were no smarter now than they were in the eighties and nineties. They knew they’d be caught either buying or selling guns, so when Ferguson came up with the idea that they could sew a wraith’s heart into a dead body and create a perfect untraceable weapon, all the Yacht Club saw dollar signs. 
 
    Greer finished by telling us they planned to hit Cresswell’s convention. Potential clients interested in the possibilities of wraiths as weapons would be watching through live feeds. 
 
    “And do they know the Yacht Club doesn’t have an army of pet necromancers to make this all work?” I asked. 
 
    “All Bernie Barlow has to do is teach someone how to do the magic,” Greer said. I’m sparing you the broken nose affectation of his speech because this would be nigh unreadable if I didn’t. He sounded like he was trying to talk through a pool of water. 
 
    “Tell me about him,” I said. “How’d you end up convincing him?” 
 
    “His show’s getting canceled. He knows after that it’s the end of his rope, and he’ll be stuck doing bullshit seances and stupid dead people tricks for the rest of his life. This is him cashing out. He does this job for us, it’s two million. He teaches some magicians the spells, it’ll be another million apiece.” 
 
    “It’s worth that much?” Eliana asked. 
 
    “Imagine the possibilities,” Greer said. “Who couldn’t you kill? There’s no bulletproof vest for that. No wards that would save you for long. They’re pure fury and there’s nothing you can do to stop them.” 
 
    “Except I did, jackass,” I snapped. 
 
    “Yeah,” Greer said, and slumped down in his chair. “Fuck.” 
 
    “Where is Salvini hiding?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know.” I raised my knife and he sat up straighter. “I’m not lying, I swear. He snapped when he killed Nancy. Me and Ferg, we’re thinking about killing him after tomorrow. He’s gone crazy.” 
 
    Eliana and I looked at each other. She held up the phone, and I nodded. “PIN number, now,” I said, but at that moment, we heard an engine. It confused me at first because it sounded like a big lawnmower. Then it died, and someone pounded on the front door. 
 
    I had spots of blood all over my hands and clothes. Eliana was still relatively gore free, and headed for the room with the balcony I jumped up to in order to take a peek over the railing. But both of us forgot about one very simple, very stupid thing – the wards, and the alarm system. 
 
    When she opened the balcony doors, it set off a beeping sound within the house. I heard a man call, “Max?” 
 
    Greer screamed, “Run!” No more time. I slit his throat and raced after Eliana as she dropped to the ground outside. A gun boomed and I jumped out the open doors. My foot caught on the rail and I crashed down to the lawn below on my side as Eliana shouted in pain. I stumbled to my feet in time to see a graying man jump on a moped. He leveled a pistol at me and fired. If I didn’t dive, he would have punched a hole through my chest. 
 
    It wasn’t Salvini, so I had to assume this was either Ferguson or some associate. He circled the bike around and buzzed down the driveway. Eliana was down, but already getting back to her feet. Her hand went to her arm but she didn’t bother looking back at me as she shouted, “I’m going for the car!” 
 
    I raced for the walls and jumped them as the scooter driver made the turn onto the street. That residential area was quiet at that hour, but the way he was going would lead him to a busier commercial district before he hit the Interstate. Point in my favor, though, the four-stroke engine in that bike had about as much get-up-and-go as a drunk giraffe on stilts. He was going maybe thirty miles an hour and though he was slowly pulling away from me, I wasn’t all that far behind. If I was lucky and he had to slow for a car going down a side street, I’d have him. 
 
    I wasn’t lucky. 
 
    A car pulled onto the street behind me, horn blaring. I moved to the side but kept running as Eliana pulled up in her Aston Martin. The guy looked over his shoulder and did a double take. I could just about hear him groan because that car screamed speed. The side door’s lock popped and I flung it open. We slowed only long enough for me to dive in and yank the door closed behind me. 
 
    Ferguson was smart. He knew we had him in speed so he veered off down a side street and cut through parking lots we couldn’t manage, aiming for the bright lights of a big box store open twenty-four seven. The parking lot was pretty empty that night but there would still be enough people he could take a hostage or two. 
 
    “Have to get him before he gets in there,” I said. 
 
    “Got it,” Eliana said, and we shot forward, hitting the entrance ramp so hard it made me bite my tongue. We flew into the parking lot just in time for the guy on the scooter to swerve sideways again, the gun coming up. 
 
    “Don’t you shoot my baby!” Eliana roared, but he did, putting three in the engine block. The car sputtered and I was out again, racing for the man I was now sure was Ferguson. His aim was good. He shot me right in the gut. Too bad for him I had a vest on. The bullet still penetrated but it was barely a scratch, and I was on him as the first raindrops of the night fall against my neck and my exposed arms. He tried to get one more shot on me but I had the gun and twisted it, breaking his trigger finger with an audible pop. He yelped, and in his mouth I saw rows of tiny elfin teeth. I thought of Darlene. I thought of the bite marks that came from this man.  
 
    I grabbed him off the back of the bike and threw him into the side window of a sedan. He crashed through it, half in and half out of the car, legs kicking as he tried to free himself. I took one of those legs and lifted, bringing it sky high before I twisted with it over my shoulder and brought it back down. And down. And down. It snapped at the knee and Ferguson screamed. 
 
    I pulled him out and threw him to the ground as over my shoulder, the blonde devil at my back watched, arms folded. I gripped Ferguson by the hair and lifted his head. 
 
    “How many did you bite like her? Darlene. How many did you rape and kill?” 
 
    He spat on me and laughed. “Dozens a year.” 
 
    “Where’s Carlo and Bar… ah, fuck, that rhymes?” I asked. “Barlow and Carlo?” 
 
    “Focus, my love,” Eliana said, but she was grinning. 
 
    “Right, right, where are they, asshole?” 
 
    “Who the fuck knows?” 
 
    To Eliana, I said, “Hold his jaw down. If he raped a dozen women a year, I’m yanking that many teeth out of his mouth.” 
 
    She did. His scream was huge, and grew even louder when I started yanking his teeth from his mouth, asking him after every one where Carlo was. He didn’t know, or he never got the chance to tell us. I pulled out seven teeth before the pain made him pass out. Ignoring the gasps of people around us, the shouts, I lifted his head and smashed it into the ground, cracking it like an egg. Then I did it again, thinking of Darlene and those other girls. Eliana pulled me back and I finally saw what I’d done. Half his skull was pulped, leaving a horror show of brain and shattered bone oozing around the remains of his face. 
 
    Fuck him. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    The next morning, my team, Monette, every analyst in Vineport, and three more from out of town crammed the analysts’ floor of the PSI home office. Three of the top agents in Wendell, Kari, and Mitch circulated through the room too. Wendell was pissed about the public execution of Ferguson but the Council still wanted me at the forefront until this investigation was through. It wasn’t something he was happy about but I kinda had the feeling everyone was relieved someone was going to get the blame for this other than them. 
 
    An analyst allowed us to make a call from her phone to an agent staying with Posey and we filled them in. She was relieved about the two members of the Yacht Club being hunted down. I didn’t get into the messy details, just that there was a chase and a short fight.  
 
    “If you need me to come in for the speech tonight,” she said, “let me know. Maybe I can help find Carbo before they do something horrible.” 
 
    “Carbo?” Dwayne asked. 
 
    “Every couple needs a nickname. Carlo and Barlow. Carbo.” 
 
    A nearby analyst overheard that and pulled up the whiteboard app we were using to highlight the biggest talking points on a white screen. She changed the heading at the top to The Hunt for Carbo. 
 
    I thought Dwayne would get upset about Posey’s offer to come out of hiding for this, but he gave it some thought and finally said, “It’s not a bad idea. You could probably sense who wasn’t alive, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, I would think. Unless they found some way to mask them with emotions or something.” 
 
    Dwayne looked at me. After a moment thinking about it, I said, “The Yacht Club was clever and connected. I’m still not sure why their fingerprints didn’t come back with a match if they’ve served time in prison, but it shows that they’re prepared. If you’re around, I can’t promise you’ll be safe.” 
 
    “But more people might die if I’m not,” Posey said. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “There’s that.” 
 
    “Then I’d like to be there.” 
 
    Wendell set that up, and by noon, she was back with us. With space at the PSI at a premium and in need of food and a stretch, my crew, Eliana, and I all decided to get some carryout and take a drive to the convention center where the speech would take place. 
 
     I was satisfied the PSI was doing everything it could. By midafternoon, there would be heat scanners at all entrances and exits. Every member of the staff on site was rigorously searched and double-checked for humanity. There were, all told, six exits out of the building, with PSI agents stationed at all of them, as well as two roving patrols and a rooftop team. I told Wendell I thought they ought to cancel the event just in case, and he agreed. But he was being given orders from the powers that be to keep the speech going unless it was absolutely necessary. Apparently the Council’s definition of “absolutely necessary” didn’t include threats to dozens of people’s lives. My warm and fuzzies towards them died with that bullshit. They didn’t trust me. I was their sacrificial lamb if civilians were killed. 
 
    Nice to know where we stood, at least. 
 
    The City Center was due to be demolished any year now. It had never really been pretty, and was often called the Chocolate Cake because that’s exactly what it looked like. Dark on the exterior, with a white horizontal stripe through the middle and a lip to the roof that looked suspiciously like frosting. It made me think of the cake at home, which I planned to bury my face into if this went all right. 
 
    We checked in with the agent in charge of security on site and were given radios and earpieces. Nadine Cresswell wasn’t there yet and wouldn’t be until a half hour before the event, but her staff was. Dwayne talked to them while Posey, J.G., Eliana, and I wandered the building, noting entrances, exits, choke points, places people would likely gather, places where someone could hide. 
 
    Just a few minutes in, Posey looked around and frowned. J.G. asked, “You feel something?” 
 
    “I do, but it’s faint. He was here.” 
 
    “Maybe looking the place over before the event,” J.G. suggested. 
 
    “Maybe,” Posey said, turning around in a full circle, her eyes narrowed in concentration. 
 
    “Well, we know this is the place, at least,” I said. 
 
    When Dwayne rejoined us, he, Posey, and J.G. broke off, leaving just Eliana and me. We walked around another hour like that, all of us roaming and keeping up with the five-minute check-ins of the other agents. 
 
    “It is a lot of ground to cover,” Eliana said eventually. 
 
    “They’re going to have most of it closed off,” I said as we passed through the staff kitchen. There would be no meal served that night, but there were three entrances into the kitchen. If I was committing the attack, this was probably where I’d do it from. That, or right at the front doors, where people would be waiting in line.  
 
    Dwayne, J.G., and Posey hooked up with one of the roving patrols in the sublevels of the building, which were largely used for storage as well as parking for VIPs and staff. Eliana and I wandered the first and second floors, then came back down to the entrance to watch the installation of the first of the heat sensors. The sound of machinery caught my attention within the building. There were a couple staffers using a crane lift to lift a banner sky high. We watched, and I said idly, “We haven’t checked the roof.” 
 
    “Who knows, maybe they’ll use a catapult and throw the bodies up there.” 
 
    I snorted and we headed in that direction, stopping first for cups of coffee from a break room and taking it slow. In about two hours, more PSI agents would come, and we’d see an influx of staff members, ticket takers, and ushers. Then would come the civilians. We had agents on the roof with gear that would allow them to see heat signatures. That was probably when we would find Carbo. 
 
    “Oh hell, now I’m even thinking about them as Carbo,” I muttered. 
 
    “Posey will be thrilled when I tell her that.” 
 
    “Don’t. Please don’t.” 
 
    The five-minute check-in started up, with agents identifying themselves by color and number on the radio. The color denoted where they were in the building, the number was their individual signifier. My team and I were the slight exception, with the tag Rover and One through Five. Everybody checked in and I relaxed. I held to a fear that entire day something was going to happen to Posey, but when more people started to show, she would be safely behind a PSI barrier, wearing a medical mask and a generic security baseball cap. Unless someone was as intimately familiar with her as us, she wouldn’t be recognized, not in all that chaos. 
 
    I breathed easier when we heard every agent and member of Wise Fool check in. “You know,” I said as we climbed the stairs to the roof access, “I haven’t had to tell my team once today to knock off the singing over the radio, or not tell knock-knock jokes, or any of that.” 
 
    “I know. It’s like they’re different people.” That made me stop. “What?” 
 
    “Illusion spells. Carlo disguised himself as a younger man before we de-aged his picture. He could do it with a fetish or something.” I thumbed my radio and told the head of security to go to a private channel. He did, and I told him my thoughts. 
 
    It was a problem. A big problem. There were wards that could strip the supernatural of their illusions, but it meant that even their human masks would be stripped. Even though this thing would be attended by hundreds of supernatural beings, they couldn’t risk having their human looks taken from them. Even magic itself couldn’t hide them away if that many people were exposed all at once. 
 
    So we couldn’t put up wards. That left our psychics, who were warned over the open channel to keep a close eye on anyone veiled. There was silence at that, and one agent said, “Sir? That’s going to be… tricky.” 
 
    “Yes. It will.” 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered to myself. Now I was really starting to sweat. We had to convince Wendell to call this off but I didn’t think he would unless there was actual violence. 
 
    Eliana squeezed my arm, and we kept climbing. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The rooftop had four teams of two. Overkill, more than we planned for. I nodded to one of them, who turned and watched us come up and out. “Ionas. Eliana. We’re part of the Wise Fool team.” 
 
    The guard nodded back, and turned towards the parking lot below. We wandered the rooftop, drinking our coffee and ignoring the stares Eliana got from a few of the PSI agents posted up there. She was dressed conservatively. Please bear in mind I mean “conservatively for her,” which meant a knee length striped skirt and sleeveless top. I insisted on her bulletproof vest, expecting a fight. But Eliana had a sixth sense about when I needed her not to argue with me about my job, and her halfhearted comment about not being able to properly accessorize with a bulletproof vest was the only remark she made, right up to the point where we sat on the ledge of the building, looking out over the parking lot. 
 
    “Sitting in these things is not comfortable,” she grumbled. “Especially with melon boobs.” 
 
    “Your words, not mine. And it’s not melon boobs. The saying is just melons.” 
 
    She waved a hand at that. I took it and kissed it. She looked at me fondly. “We will find them.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said as another round of check-ins started. We listened, spoke our code names, and waited. Seagulls cried overhead, begging for scraps. All the rain lately left the city awash in puddles. The parking lot was full of them. One of a pair of agents roaming the parking lot and sidewalks said something to his partner, stopped, and splashed in one puddle. I could practically hear his partner calling him an idiot. 
 
    I said, “I know what you have to do in Europe is personal. I don’t want to tie you down. But if you have a day or two off, I could take some time, maybe fly out and stay for a couple days.” 
 
    Eliana turned towards me. “You would never tie me down. Unless I wanted you to.” 
 
    I laughed. “Noted.” 
 
    “I would love that. And I know my people would welcome you. You are a hero to them.” 
 
    “Then let’s count on it. You pick the days.” 
 
    One of the two PSI agents closest to us turned our way. One of his legs moved stiffly, like maybe he had a limp. I raised my hand. He raised his, but the guard next to him didn’t acknowledge us.  
 
    Another round of check-ins started. We finished up our coffee and I turned around, looking at the expanse of rooftop. The skylights could be a potential threat if Carlo came in on a helicopter or something, but there was no record of any of the Yacht Club owning one. If they could steal one, they were smarter than me, because I couldn’t figure out the logistic s on how that would happen. 
 
    The agent with the stiff leg shifted and rubbed his leg. A limp. 
 
    Another check-in. We spoke our codes into the radio, and that’s when I knew something I’d missed. Something very obvious. Something very wrong, right in plain sight. 
 
    The agent with the limp and his stiff partner on that rooftop hadn’t checked in. 
 
    I stretched this way and that, and said, “Let’s stay up here until the people start arriving. I don’t think we’re going to be much use down there.” 
 
    “Fine with me. The park smells lovely after all the rain.” 
 
    “It does,” I said, and pulled out my phone slowly. I tapped out a text message. DON’T LOOK UP. DON’T ACKNOWLEDGE THIS. THEY ARE ON THE ROOF WITH US. “Oh, Dwayne.” 
 
    “What?” Eliana asked. 
 
    “He found the kitchen… and the cheese. Posey sent a picture. Take a look.” 
 
    I held the phone out to her. She took it, read my message, and very nearly looked up instinctually anyways.  
 
    “Oh no,” she said. “They’re not serving any food at this. So that must be for Ms. Cresswell.” 
 
    “We’re in trouble,” I said cheerfully.  
 
    I waited just to be sure. The next check-in, I watched them openly. Two of the teams acted completely normally. They spoke their names on the radio and moved around a bit. But the other two teams, comprised of agents I thought were out-of-towners, didn’t check in. 
 
    Of those four, two moved like humans should, shifting their feet, shuffling a bit, looking around. Their partners, each women, were stiffer and didn’t move so much. 
 
    I took out my phone again and started to write out another text, but a familiar voice cut me off. 
 
    “The check-ins,” Carlo called to me. “Mr. Barlow told me they’d give us away, but I thought we’d have just enough time.” 
 
    Another team – one of the real ones – started to turn towards us. But Barlow, disguised as a redheaded agent, brought his hands up and started to mutter a spell. Something heavy filled the air, then there were a pair of booms as loud as a mortar shell. Holes a half-dozen feet wide cracked underneath the real teams’ feet and three agents fell, shouting. The last man standing went for his gun but Barlow sent a flick of oozing light towards him, like a rope made of kinetic energy dripping with something. It coiled itself around the man and he was flung from the roof and down into the parking lot below. 
 
    Shouts broke out over the radio but Eliana and I ignored them. Barlow turned towards us as Carlo went for a rifle propped against the low wall around the rooftop. I dove beneath Barlow’s next whip of energy and kept rolling as he cast another devastating booming spell, destroying the rooftop where I’d just been standing. 
 
    Eliana leaped too, not to the ground, but towards one of the two dead prostitutes collapsing to the ground, their illusion shattered. They weren’t wearing PSI gear at all, but shirts and shorts. Carlo got to his rifle before she reached the body and he brought it up, his finger already on the trigger. I kept rolling and drew my own pistol, aiming at him, but he let loose with a burst that clipped Eliana’s leg. She screamed and went down, and a split-second later, the roof collapsed under her, dropping her to the floor below. 
 
    But they had no idea who – or what – she was. 
 
    I fired, fired, fired, hitting Carlo twice, gut shots that would have dropped him if he was dressed as normally as the prostitutes. But when his illusion shattered, I saw he was wearing cargo pants, a tee, and worse for me, a bulletproof vest just like us. 
 
    “Motherfucker,” I said, more annoyed than angry.  
 
    One of the prostitutes jerked back upright. Barlow didn’t try to control her limbs. He simply flung her towards me, and I realized with horror she no longer had hands, but some mechanical device strapped onto the stumps where her hands should have been. At the ends of those were blades, and as she flew through the air towards me, her arm scraped across her chest and the rune underneath. The containment rune.  
 
    Oh shit. 
 
    Her soul screamed. 
 
    I shot to my feet and Carlo roared his approval, firing a spray up into the air. “Run, Mr. Levi! Sprout some wings and flyyyyy!” 
 
    He cackled as the wraith flew at me. Her corpse dropped behind her. I had to get to it but already the phantom lashed at me. My vest didn’t matter. She shredded the shoulder strap of it in a heartbeat. Her next lunge left a searing stripe of pain along my other shoulder, and I looked down to a river of blood. If she hit me deeper, she could have cut my heart. 
 
    I dove sideways, rolled, rolled. I came up and the wraith shot forward, but she couldn’t get much further from her body and snatched wildly at the air. 
 
    “Play our game,” Carlo snapped, and fired another burst at my feet. I was too busy dancing to the bullets to notice the other corpse coming at me, its own bladed hands scraping at the ward keeping its soul inside. 
 
    Someone shot out of a hole in the rooftop. Eliana. She flung herself up and landed, bad leg be damned, her eyes wild, my name on her lips. “Ionas!” The wraith shifted in midair and I didn’t think. I just reacted. Not even Eliana could have stood up to that thing so I flung myself at the wraith’s corpse. It shrieked and cut ribbons across my chest, my stomach. As it tore into my flesh, it reached deeper and into me. My soul started to rip from my flesh like carpet being yanked free of its staples. First would go my emotions, and already I could feel my fear and rage flit away from me. I couldn’t take this, but I had to. I dropped with the corpse and with my energy flagging, I pressed my gun to her chest and fired twice. 
 
    That wraith disappeared and my soul crashed back into me, leaving only a wash of pain. I tried to get to my feet, my mouth working, trying to say Eliana’s name but I couldn’t speak. My mouth was full of too much blood. She saw me, saw what had been done, and her eyes went huge. She screamed with as much fury as the wraith, and she wasn’t alone. J.G. jumped up onto the roof through another hole, eyes wild, her gun up in a heartbeat. Carlo fired at her, hit her leg too, and she went down, but she never let go of her gun. He dropped a second later, a bullet through his forehead, gone. 
 
    “I didn’t want this!” Barlow shouted at the three of us. “This was their idea! They kidnapped me. They, they, they…” 
 
    Eliana came for him. He whipped the last corpse at her but J.G. was there, snarling and taking it down in midair, the body and her massive frame colliding together like the wrestler she’d once been. And it might have been my imagination, but I think that wraith saw her, saw the mountain of muscles and the six-seven or six-eight wall of humanity, and it flinched.  
 
    The wraith flinched. 
 
    Have I mentioned just how goddamn cool J.G. is? 
 
    J.G. rose up, and with both fists, smashed the dead woman’s chest and crushed her heart. As simply as that, the wraith vanished. 
 
    Barlow squared off with Eliana, his fists opening and closing, fingers moving rapidly as he prepared another spell. Eliana’s eyes were wild, her fangs bared. He sent a lash of energy at her and she ducked it, still moving forward, a cat stalking a mouse. He shouted more lies about his innocence, then hit the wall behind him. 
 
    Like that, she was on him, a blur of inhuman speed just as fast as her old vampire days, her hands around his throat and lifting him sky high. Even at that distance, I could hear his neck snap. The light in his eyes died, and he sagged. Without a word, she flung him from the roof, turned, and came to me. I saw her lips move. I saw her shout. I saw the sick expression in J.G.’s eyes as something warm and wet fell from me.

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    I spent two weeks grumbling about how uncomfortable my bed in the hospital was. 
 
    One week, really. That first week I was unconscious. Eliana said the healers and doctors told them not to expect me to live. But I was guess I was too dumb to die. 
 
    Okay, no, that’s not true. I survived because seeded among the PSI agents that day were the Council, or at least two of its magicians. They made it to the rooftop before I slipped away, stuffed my guts back inside me, and managed to keep me on the brink with healing magics until more help could arrive. 
 
    And the truth is, deep in my heart, I don’t think they were the only ones helping me up there. 
 
    I should not have dreamed on that rooftop, but I did. I dreamed of two women standing beside J.G. and Eliana. Two beautiful young women, who had never really been given a chance, who could have been teachers, scientists, mothers, lovers, or anything they liked in another, kinder world. In a world that made a lot more sense than this one, an impossible world where parents loved their children and we fought for people who needed fighting for. 
 
    But that wasn’t their world. It wasn’t our world. 
 
    They knelt beside me as the Council members tried to save me. My lips worked, and Eliana, crying, begged me not to move. But I couldn’t help it. I had to tell the ghosts something. 
 
    “Tell Darlene I’m sorry.” 
 
    I don’t think anyone heard me. Not living, anyways. But those two nodded, and their hands went to mine. I tried to squeeze them, but that was when I dropped away for a while. 
 
    * * * 
 
    There was one aspect of the case that confused the hell out of me, and that was this – someone clearly helped the Yacht Club with illusory magic. Their fingerprints came back belonging to a Chinese man in Sacramento who owned a restaurant, a woman in Dallas who worked at a grocery store, and a ninety-year-old nursing home resident in Georgia. None of them were related to the case whatsoever. Someone, at some point, doctored not only those fingerprints, but helped Carlo disguise himself. 
 
    Lee was convinced one of the three men was an illusionist but I had my doubts. I kept them private, because those doubts also came with a lot of questions about why the Council gave me so much rope throughout the two cases. Sure enough, about two weeks after I woke from my coma, I read a headline on my phone about a man, a well-known magician among the PSI, being found dead at home, victim of an apparent suicide. 
 
    I wondered, and I never found out the truth of this, but I don’t think Carlo and his crew were the Council’s real concern. I think they knew one of their own had gone rogue, and had been playing for another team for decades. I thought the whole thing was a convenient way to sniff that magician out, and I think it worked. 
 
    I hated being used.  
 
    Two of them came to me in the hospital and told me I was invited back to the agency if I wanted in. I was eating soup at the time and once I finished giving my spoon a long lick, I said, “Eat my fucking asshole with caramel sauce, you dicks.” 
 
    I don’t think they’ll invite me back again. 
 
    * * * 
 
    I almost didn’t make the trip to Europe with Eliana. She wanted to postpone but I told her no. I was going to get better. I was going to make that trip. I fought every day to get back on my feet and walk a few inches more. Then later, a few feet. In three weeks, I was walking two miles on a treadmill, sweat pouring down my forehead. Thing in me healed but it took time even for an agent to come back from something like the wraiths. 
 
    I made that trip. Over a long weekend, I watched Eliana and her people dance when they set off the charges that destroyed the bulk of Christopher Frederic’s compound. 
 
    It was my intent to fly back before her and give her space, but one quiet evening, after she finished using my body like I was her favorite sex toy, Eliana collapsed on top of me and whispered into the dark she wanted me to stay. That she didn’t want to ever be apart longer than we had to. 
 
    I held her close, and of course I said yes. 
 
    * * * 
 
    There’s one last bit of business before I wrap this up. The two women on the rooftop were both identified. Jayna Walters and Irina Durand. Jayna’s mother, her sole parent with a father not listed, died when she was twelve. She was passed around from relative to relative until she took her GED at seventeen and disappeared from the world for a while until she was found again by Nancy and her people. Irina was a college dropout who got wrapped up in the party scene. She had no parents, only two younger siblings in foster care. From pictures shared years before on a long-unused Bottlegenie page, she liked choir and daisies. I never found out what Jayna was, be it magical or psychic, but Irina was part merfolk. 
 
    This information has nothing to do with the case. No one cared that they died. They were irrelevant. 
 
    But not to me. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading! 
 
      
 
    If you liked this series and want to keep up with me, you can sign up for my mailing list or find my work all over the Internet at the following link. 
 
      
 
    https://iansnowwriter.carrd.co/ 
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