
        
            
                
            
        

    
Dedication

To my husband, for putting up with this writing thing. You can’t be half as evil as you’d like everyone to believe.

To the members of Purgatory, for all the encouragement, and especially to Danielle DeVor, Jennifer M. Donahue, Debra Driza, Alex Harrow and Alice Loweecey. Thank you for your feedback on earlier versions of this book.

Finally, to my fellow A-Divorcees and Pitizens, for not only making misery tolerable, but sometimes even making it fun.


Chapter One

The perfect scumbag entered the bar around ten. I straightened, my bottle of cream stout pressed to my lips, and focused my gift on him as he crossed the crowded room. He blended in well. The leather jacket, tight T-shirt and faded jeans were the standard fare for a Saturday evening at Kilpatrick’s. But the malice oozing from his pores—definitely not. It tasted foul, like burnt oil. Yeah, this guy was a class-A asshole. Just the sort I was looking for to be my next soul donor.

I swigged my beer, but even old Sam Adams was helpless to defeat the nasty coating the guy left on my tongue. Luckily, the bleached blonde two tables over did a better job. I didn’t know why she was so morose, but that banana-cream sadness of hers washed away some of the guy’s foulness. Tasty and energizing, and—most importantly—guilt free.

Steph, my best friend and occasional partner in quasi-crime, returned from the bathroom and sat across from me. “Jess, you almost done with the beer? I need a smoke break.”

“I thought you were trying to quit the nic-sticks.” Much as I wished she would quit for her health, I hated when she tried. Diffuse anxiety like that was the one negative emotion—well, besides evil—that bugged me. Not only did the taste remind me of spearmint, which I couldn’t stand, it made me jittery.

“I can’t quit until Jim does. How am I supposed to give it up when he’s smoking in the apartment?”

“Fair point.” As he was the first decent guy Steph had ever dated, I couldn’t be too annoyed with Jim for the smoking thing. Everyone has their goods and their bads—something my twisted-to-hell-and-back gift had been reminding me of since I turned eighteen.

With the bottle, I motioned to my scumbag. “I’m going hunting. You in?”

Steph assessed my target, her long purple nails tapping against her lip as if there should be a cigarette between her fingers. “What’s he going to do?”

It was a good question, yet not one I could answer with certainty since my goal was to prevent the crime. Even when someone’s intent was so overwhelming I gagged on its foulness, I couldn’t always get a read on the specifics. Sometimes, though, emotions were tied to plans, and plans to images that I could tap into.

Granted, most of the time I’d be happier not knowing those details. To me, evil was evil. I’d been cursed to taste it for ten years now, and it was unmistakable. Still, if it eased Steph’s mind…

I closed my eyes and stretched out my gift toward the scumbag. My nervous system danced as a giddy energy swept through me. This guy’s cruelty could power me to run a marathon.

And that was bad. Damn it. I bit my tongue, and the pain grounded me. Furious at myself for lurking in his heart so long, I dragged my attention back to my beer. I’d need to scrub out my head with a Disney movie later.

“Once and would-be future rapist,” I told Steph. “Keep an eye on him? I have to go check for work. And don’t be so obvious that you’re staring.”

Steph’s sneer faded as she picked at the last of the French fries.

I worked my way through the chaos near the restrooms, wishing the bar was less cramped. There simply wasn’t enough room for the pool tables and the dartboard. And whose brilliant idea had it first been to give drunk people darts to throw anyway? As if using a bar’s bathroom wasn’t already an unpleasant proposition. But Steph’s cousin owned Kilpatrick’s, and he lived for the arguments and brawls. If I didn’t know better, I’d swear he was a rage addict. Really, though, he was a Boston-Irish dude with a perverse sense of humor. Almost as dangerous.

Both bathrooms were unisex, but it was the one on the right that I needed. I knocked.

“Use the other one.”

“Other one’s occupied.”

I leaned against the wall and watched my scumbag sidle up to a vanity addict at the bar. Peachy. Had my would-be rapist found his victim? If they left together, how was I going to ditch her? Targeting rapists could be such a pain, and yet it was also incredibly satisfying. Must be something in my female DNA.

Oblivious to the guy’s intentions, the vanity addict smiled at him. Shuddering, I wondered how far gone she was.

As a kid, it had been my dream to join the Angelic Order of the Gryphon and become one of those humans who cured addicts and fought the preds who enslaved them. Then somewhere along the way a pred had cursed me, twisted my magic into a lousy imitation of its own power. Because of that, I’d been denied my dream. But also because of that, I’d grown up more determined than ever to save humanity. I just got to be picky about who I helped.

The person on the right finally finished, and I prayed the bathroom wouldn’t stink worse than usual.

After locking the door, I climbed on the toilet seat. One of these days, I was going to get a better method for communicating with potential clients. Alas, it had taken a solid three years for word of mouth to spread that the mysterious Soul Swapper communicated via a plastic container hidden behind a tile in the ceiling of the right-hand bathroom in Kilpatrick’s Nutty Irishman Bar on Boylston Street.

Yeah, who was I kidding? I’d never find a different way to communicate. Not as long as what I did required anonymity.

On my tiptoes, I pushed the tile aside and grasped the edge of the Rubbermaid container. Already I could see strange handwriting on the notepad inside. Sweet. Potential client, here I come.

I skimmed the note, which was signed with only initials. Good for J.G. Some morons signed their whole names. Not that any of this business was technically illegal, but it sure skirted the line so close that I’d need a better lawyer than I could afford if I got busted.

Okay, so maybe it was a slight, eensy, teeny, nano-bit illegal. Or would be if someone had the foresight to make a law about it. But people didn’t devote time to making laws about things deemed impossible.

Things like me.

I wrote back to J.G. Monday, midnight, the Hatch Shell. Then I tucked the whole thing back in the ceiling over the toilet.

Escaping from the restroom gave my nose a new appreciation for the odor of sweat and stale liquor. My scumbag was putting the moves on the addict, and Steph was twirling her lighter around. Magical addicts and typical addicts—in some ways they weren’t so different.

Whereas nicotine was Steph’s metaphorical demon, the vanity addict’s demon was literal. Sort of. We shared the planet with five races that preyed on human weakness—anger for the furies, greed for the goblins, jealousy for the harpies, lust for the satyrs, and pride or vanity for the sylphs. Once, humanity had referred to them as monsters or demigods. Back in the Middle Ages, the Christian Church had collectively given them the name demon. These days, however, most humans just called them predators, or preds, for short.

Not that the name mattered.

In the end, all it meant was that in the vanity addict’s case, somewhere in Boston was a sylph who’d broken the addict’s soul, binding the vanity addict to itself and using that connection to drink in the addict’s negative emotions. Like me, the sylph got a magical hit from humanity’s negativity. And while Steph got miserable if she went too long without nicotine, the vanity addict had lost all ability to feel happy or good about herself without the sylph’s approval.

Sadly, in the end, both types of afflictions could be deadly.

I finished my beer and tried not to let pity bog me down. Steph would—rightfully—kick my ass if she could hear me comparing her to a vanity addict, and if I let my heart break over every magical addict I met, I’d be as wretched as they were. The problem with having magical blood was that I could identify addicts, and addicts were everywhere. Most people would freak if they realized how many prominent politicians or celebrities had a pred on their back, but there was truth to the whole cliché about selling your soul for success.

Thirty minutes later Scumbag finally made his move. Idiot, I wanted to yell at the addict. Although she couldn’t read the guy’s intentions, she had to have heard the news about a serial killer targeting twenty-something-year-old women in the area. I despised victim-blaming, but really—a little paranoia was not a bad thing to have.

Lips pursed, I watched the would-be rapist help her down from her barstool. Some people were simply too trusting. Fortunately for her, I was on the case.

Steph knew the drill. Ten seconds after Scumbag and his lady headed out the door, we followed them into the night.

 

 

The subway’s yellow lights turned everyone a ghastly hue. As much as I loathed the thought, I extended my gift toward Scumbag. The odds of losing him were too good. My mind latched on to his anticipation, and the feeling made my skin crawl, yet at the same time adrenaline flooded my veins.

I cursed the blissful rush, which was why I’d started hunting people like him in the first place. It was that or let my own shame overwhelm me. What I’d become wasn’t my fault, but the words “not my fault” were overused and hollow, however truthful they were.

Scumbag and his addict got off the train at one of the last T stops. That was going to make concealing ourselves a lot more difficult.

“How are you going to get rid of his date?” Steph asked as we hightailed it out of the station.

The night was darker along the city’s edge, and we had to hang back to stay unseen. The couple cut across the small parking lot and headed into residential streets. A few drab trees had been hacked to make way for power lines, and their unnatural branch formations seemed to flip off the neighborhood.

“Got me. Maybe I can swipe his blood while you distract her.”

“How?”

“I don’t know. Throw your wig at her?”

Steph nudged me in the ribs. Unfortunately for her, she’d begun losing her hair in college when she was still Stephen. Male pattern baldness on a thirty-year-old woman was a bit more disconcerting than it was on a thirty-year-old man.

I grabbed Steph’s arm and pulled her into the shadows with me as the addict led the way toward a house up the hill. A swarm of imps danced around the nearest streetlight. The largest of them was no longer than my longest finger, but their wings beat in an effervescent haze. Not quite glowing and not completely transparent, they caused funky shadows to flit about the houses, making it difficult to see.

I kept a wary eye on the imps as the addict unlocked her front door. Imps were attracted to magical blood, and a single sting could leave me powerless for several minutes. Neither me, nor the addict who didn’t realize she was depending on me, could afford that.

“Looks like he’s making a call. Let’s go.”

I charged across the street, Steph struggling to keep up in her three-inch heels. We weren’t going to make it. Scumbag was already putting away the cellphone.

The porch’s screen door slammed, and the light turned on. He hadn’t gone in yet. I ducked behind a scraggly rhododendron. A couple imps swooped down from the streetlamp, and I swatted them away, cursing under my breath.

What was this guy up to? He paced between the clutter and sorry furniture on the porch, playing with a knife and looking up and down the street as though he expected company. Creepy. Lights were on upstairs, and I could make out the addict moving around.

I checked my watch. Scumbag’s impatience tasted like bitter tea. The last thing I wanted was for someone to arrive as I did the magical equivalent of bashing him over the head. On the other hand, waiting around all night wasn’t going to do me or the addict any good. Not to mention I had to get up for work tomorrow morning.

“Hide if you don’t want him seeing your face,” I told Steph, then I pulled my hood around my head.

I crept to the front of the porch, gathering magic into a ball in my stomach, then cracked the door. Scumbag looked over in surprise.

“Hi.” Simple, to the point and the perfect word for exhaling a gush of power. A smoky cloud blew from my lips and coiled around Scumbag’s head. He couldn’t see it, but he felt it. His face slackened.

The smoke vanished, but my gut registered the familiar tightening that told me the magic connected us like a rope. If I were a pred, that rope would make my victim an addict. Preds had a harder time creating that bond, but when they did, they could extend their ropes for miles or give the magic a tug and send an addict’s emotions spiraling toward them. Since I wasn’t a pred, I had to rely on words to manipulate people, every bit as effective but only so long as my victims heard me.

“Come with me.”

I didn’t wait for him to follow. He couldn’t help but obey. Until I broke the tie, he was incapable of anything but lusting and yearning for me, and was thus highly malleable. Though I had to admit, the thought of this bastard yearning for me made me want to hurl.

It was bad enough that I’d been cursed with a pred’s ability to get a magical high from human misery. Talk about living with guilt. But also being cursed, specifically, with a satyr’s ability to drive people mad with lust? Definitely not something I’d have asked for. And not something I understood. If I had a deadly weakness, it would have to be rage or jealousy. I mean, I had a temper and I knew how to use it. And as for jealousy, much as I hated to admit it, the fact that I didn’t wear a Gryphon uniform constantly ate away at my insides.

So why, for the love of dragons, did I not tempt with one of those emotions? Why lust instead?

I could only assume it was some quirk in the universe, not that different from how I ended up with a mop of dark brown curls when my parents both had straight hair. In other words, shit happened. Usually to me, it seemed.

Scumbag followed me into the rhododendron’s shadow, oozing evil like an infection oozed pus. Steph was on the ball tonight and had already pulled out the blood-collection kit from my backpack. All I needed—or rather the preds I traded with needed—was a couple drops. Steph worked for a local hospital’s IT department, and she’d swiped me one of those thumb-pricking devices diabetics used to monitor their blood sugar and Gryphons used to monitor an addict’s magic levels.

Scumbag stumbled over the rhododendron’s roots and landed against me. I shoved him off, but he didn’t want to let go.

“Can I do you here, beautiful?” He had some sort of Eastern European accent, and his hands fumbled with his belt buckle.

It had to be the nature of my magic, but unrequited lust tasted like the best thing on earth to me. If I was longing for a steak, it melted on my tongue like filet mignon. If I desired ice cream, it tantalized my taste buds like a chocolate peanut butter sundae. Tonight, it filled my mouth with the flavor of a hot brownie straight out of the oven.

I gave the would-be rapist a more forceful shove, and he hit the side of the house. Scumbag was disturbed by my refusal yet undaunted. I had to be quick. I knew where those hands of his would be next, and I had no desire to see him whip out that particular weapon.

“Not tonight, thanks. What I want is a little blood.” I held out the lancet.

“What do I do with this?”

Maybe because I was a mere human wielding a pred’s power, my magic didn’t simply drive people lusty. It made them dumb to boot. “You put it like this, and press down.” I positioned it for him.

“Will you do it for me?”

Steph snorted.

I shot her a dirty look. “What’s your name?”

“Pete Donovich.”

I swallowed down my disgust and grabbed his hand. “Pete Donovich, do you offer your blood freely? Say it.”

“I give, offer, my blood freely.” His words were starting to slur.

I clicked the device and gathered a couple drops of blood in a vial. Mission almost accomplished—the quasi-legal part anyway. After all, it was perfectly legal for a pred to bargain for someone’s soul so long as the person gave it freely. The blood symbolized the contract and gave the pred a means for calling the person when the agreement kicked in.

Using my magic to convince Pete, or anyone else, to donate blood was technically legal in the sense that preds did it all the time and it was damn hard to prove coercion in any court. Ethically, I’d be the first to admit it was wrong. But since Pete intended to tie up the vanity addict in this house, rape her and do about twenty other things to her that would require serious drinking on my part to forget, I wasn’t going to lose sleep over stealing his soul.

No, if I lost sleep, it would be from the nightmares Pete gave me. And because of that, I couldn’t let him waltz into the addict’s apartment now that I was done.

“Turn around and kneel.”

If I had the power, this guy would be locked up for life. But, alas, the Gryphons considered me a failure, my gift a dud. Granted, if they knew the truth about me, they’d probably hunt me down like a pred, so life could have been worse. Yet there were times when all this secrecy got in the way of doing good deeds.

I gathered the magic once more. “Forget me.” Then I sent it shooting out through my hands and into Scumbag Pete’s head. He moaned.

With a decisive chop, I snapped the rope of magic that connected us. The pressure in my gut vanished. Pete shook himself. Before he could figure out what was going on, my steel-toed boot met his skull. He grunted and collapsed. One scumbag off the streets, if only for the night.

I fished through Pete’s wallet and pocketed his ID. I’d never remember his name without it, and the pred I traded with would need it. Besides, in the ten years I’d been passing myself off as a vigilante for the hopeless, I’d nicked quite a few souls. I had to have some way to remember the faces of those who I’d taken blood from because I could only do it once per person. After I’d handed a soul over to one pred, another pred couldn’t have it at the same time.

“Did you see that?” Steph asked.

“See what?”

“Thought I saw a shadow move.”

I scanned the vicinity, closing my eyes and stretching out with my gift. Theoretically, it was possible that if anyone was watching, they wouldn’t be miserable or frightened or nervous or angry or feeling any other negative emotion. And if that was the case, I’d miss them completely. It was damned unlikely though. Everyone was unhappy about something.

But all I picked up on was some marital discord across the street. “I’ve got nothing.”

Steph frowned. “A van pulled up a couple minutes ago. I don’t like this.”

“Well, we’re done. Let’s get out of here.”

We started down the street, and Steph grabbed my wrist. This time I’d caught it too. A flicker of black to my left. The shuffle of feet cutting through un-mowed grass. Steph’s breath rattled in my ear as I reached under my jacket for my knife.

“Stay here.”

With a dry mouth, I took a couple steps in the shadow’s direction. Yet still my gift registered no signs of life. Disturbing. Maybe whoever we saw wasn’t human? Even more disturbing. My knife would be useless, and I didn’t have a protective charm on me.

“Jess!” Steph’s harsh whisper made me jump. She beckoned me back.

I squinted into the hazy darkness and decided she had a point.

Steph relaxed once the subway’s glow encompassed us again, but I kept checking over my shoulder. That van had parked close to the addict’s house, so why hadn’t I sensed the driver? Why hadn’t I sensed anything in the bushes? I swore I felt that absence of emotion standing behind me the whole way home, but all I saw were humans.

Paranoia. If this business of mine didn’t kill me, it would drive me insane. One of these days, I’d take up a normal hobby. Something just as useful. Maybe knitting.


Chapter Two

On Monday, I didn’t get home from my craptastic job at the Tallyho Diner until nine. After work, I’d gone straight to the gym, which meant I’d been on my feet running around for about twelve hours.

And I still had to meet J.G. at midnight.

I tucked my dinner under my arm, fished for my keys and groaned. Geoff’s and Valerie’s voices were audible through the apartment door. My two roommates usually got along, so this had to be bad. As much as I could use the energy rush from their anger, I did not want to get roped into roommate arguments. Last time, Geoff and I had gotten stiffed with an extra share of the electric and cable bills when our former roommate ditched us.

I shut the door and inhaled deeply. An unexpected current ran beneath the anger. Tangy. Fear. I rolled it around in my mouth. Well, this was interesting.

“There you are!” Valerie rounded on me as I entered the kitchen.

I made a show of yawning, though the closer I stood to them, the more their agitation woke me up. “’Lo. Excuse me.”

Geoff rubbed his eyes. “You need to check your room. We were robbed.”

“What?” I clutched my sandwich tighter. Okay, now I was definitely wide awake. “When? What did they take?”

“Nothing,” Valerie said, oddly sullen. “A couple beers from the fridge seems to be all. But that’s no reason to think this isn’t a big deal.”

The last sentence was clearly aimed at Geoff. She narrowed her eyes at him, and their spat droned on. I snatched a paper towel and hurried to my bedroom, hearing just enough to learn their argument had to do with our landlord, rent increases and a security system.

I threw open my door, flipped on the light and gasped. A tornado had torn apart my bedroom. Every drawer was open. My underwear and bras were scattered across the floor, not to mention every T-shirt, sweater and pair of socks.

My laptop’s case had been turned inside out, and books strewn like flotsam. My jewelry box dripped entrails of silver and gold all over my bureau. Miscellaneous earrings studded the piles of clothes at the bureau’s feet. Nothing appeared missing, though, not even my grandmother’s opal necklace.

Weird. Had this break-in really been nothing but bored kids out to score free beer?

My heartbeat started to return to normal, but then my gaze darted toward the closet. Its door was open. Oh shit. The mini fridge.

In my closet, unbeknownst to my roommates, I kept a small refrigerator in which I stored my blood donations. At the moment, there were only two vials in it—one I’d obtained on Friday and which was already marked for a client, and Scumbag Pete’s, which I figured I’d use for J.G.

I set my gym bag on the floor and the sandwich on my desk. “Have you called the cops?”

“Of course!” Valerie yelled back. “They were here a couple hours ago when we got home from work. You were the only one not here.”

“They said you should give them a call if you found anything missing,” Geoff said. “I’ve got the guy’s card if you need it.”

I swallowed, wishing I could expel my own fear as easily as I drank in other people’s. So the cops must not have searched my stuff. That was one disaster avoided. Gingerly, I shut my door and stepped over a pile of Agatha Christie novels.

Shoving clothes and shoes out of the way, I unburied the normal mess—the one I used to disguise the fridge’s existence. It’ll be fine, I told myself. Thieves wouldn’t bother with it. Except when I yanked open the door, only one vial of blood greeted me. Scumbag Pete’s sample was gone.

No, not possible. Absurd. I shut my eyes, feeling trapped in some nightmare. Whoever broke in couldn’t have done so to steal the blood. That made no sense. So the blood should be there when I looked again.

Naturally, it wasn’t.

In disbelief, I opened the tiny freezer compartment, as if hoping I’d been so tired Saturday night I’d stuck the blood in there by accident. My hands shook and I scraped my knuckles against the ice. Empty. No surprise.

Swearing silently, I shut the fridge and noticed a piece of masking tape stuck to the door. I peeled it up, already certain of what was written on it—Pete’s name and the date I’d taken the sample.

Dragon shit on toast. However I looked at it, there was no way to lie to myself. The bottle hadn’t gotten lost in some thief’s rampage through our apartment. Whoever it was had taken the time to remove the label and leave it here. Why? To make sure I’d known what they did?

Frantic, I pulled out the leather case I hid under a loose floorboard next to the fridge, but Pete’s ID was there on top, along with all the other IDs I’d collected over the years.

Nausea bubbled up inside me. Desperate to confirm the inevitable, I lumbered into the kitchen and opened the fridge. Someone had strewn the contents every which way, and there was no need for that if our intruder was only interested in taking a couple beers from the door. Whoever had stolen my blood sample had probably searched this fridge for it first. Better and better. Between my nerves and Valerie’s, I was a couple breaths from an all-out anxiety attack. At least I wasn’t going to have trouble staying awake for my meeting with J.G.

“Are you sure they only took a couple beers?”

“Yeah.” Geoff sighed and stretched his hairy arms over his head. “’Cause the bastards took my beers.”

“So they’re thieves with bad taste? In that case, have you checked your DVD collection?”

Valerie snorted. “We should be so lucky. By the way, you have mail on the table. Stupid thieves didn’t steal any of our bills.”

I grabbed the envelopes with my name on them—a credit card bill and something from the New England Academy for the Magically Gifted. What did the Gryphons want from me? I opened the fridge again, took a can of diet soda and headed for my room.

“Hey, Jess! What do you think about asking Juan for some updated security?” Valerie asked. “With some psycho killer going around murdering women, the fact that someone could break in so easily is really freaky.”

I rested my forehead against the doorframe. Valerie’s fear was almost overpowering. “How did these guys get in?”

“Jimmied open the bathroom window,” Geoff said. “Must have gotten up the fire escape. Cops said it didn’t look too hard.”

“Great. I don’t know, Val. Let me think about it.” I shut the door and threw the mail on the bed. Must not panic. Someone knew I had the blood. How? And did that someone know what I did with the blood?

I punched my pillow. How could this have happened? I was so cautious. Well, okay, when it came to hiding what I did from humans, I was cautious. I’d never counted on it mattering where preds were concerned. Maybe that was stupid, but preds wouldn’t care how I got the blood so long as I made them a fair trade.

Besides, there was no point beating myself up about that. For all I knew, it was a human who’d broken in and stolen Scumbag Pete’s blood. Not that such a thing made this situation any better. It might just make it worse. My head was spinning. I hadn’t a clue.

Heedless to all my more pressing concerns, my stomach growled. I stretched across the bed for the sub and took a bite. The mozzarella had hardened. Mealy meat and sweet sauce stuck to my mouth. Gross.

I tossed the bill on my desk to pay later and tore open the envelope from the Academy with more violence than necessary. It wasn’t the Gryphons’ fault that a pred had cursed me, and logically I couldn’t blame them for booting me because of it, but none of that mattered. My resentment and humiliation ran deep.

But this letter was better entertainment than I could have hoped for. This was hysterical.

 

Dear Jessica,

We at the Academy are so proud to have you as a former student. Maybe you remember taking a course in your fourth year called “Thinking About the Future”? This is one of our core courses for students as they explore the options that await them when they are either chosen to join the Angelic Order of the Gryphon or leave our grounds to pursue other education or employment.

 

Translation—when they either get to join the talented few, or flunk out because their gift doesn’t develop.

 

We are introducing a new segment in this course to better explain what paths students might choose if they do not join the Gryphons, and we want to hear from you. Bridget Nelson recommended you as a former alumni in the area who might be willing to come to class and share your experiences.

 

I snorted, and Diet Pepsi shot out my nose.

What was Bridget thinking? She was my only friend left from my days at the Academy, which meant she’d known me for sixteen years now. True, I had to hide my deepest secrets from her, but still. Sixteen years was a long time. She really ought to know better.

Come talk to the potential flunkies? Yeah, I’d be a great role model. By day I dressed in a wench’s costume at a diner and asked people whether they’d like soup or salad, and by night I used my cursed—aka improperly developed—gift to run a quasi-illegal side business tracking down scum and trading their souls away. That had to be the career path called Loser.

I crumpled the Academy’s letter and tossed it at the trash can. My face clenched. Damn it, Bridget.

I’d had the most powerful gift of anyone in my class at the Academy. Every year the Gryphons had run my blood, along with everyone else’s, through their magical scanners. And every year my blood had shown massive amounts of dormant power. When I was fourteen, I’d even been invited to a special summer academy the Gryphons ran at their training center in Philadelphia. I was one of only three in my class at the Academy invited. One of only twenty-five in the whole country who got to take part. Naturally, I’d assumed my gift would develop. My dad had been a Gryphon. Magic was, in all manners of speaking, in my blood.

So if my gift didn’t mature at fourteen, it would at fifteen. Then sixteen. Seventeen definitely, because gifts that didn’t develop by age eighteen never did. The Gryphons at the Academy were in such disbelief they even tested my blood the day of my eighteenth birthday.

Then they’d kicked me out. My only consolation was that the Gryphons had simply thought my gift was dying. They never suspected the truth, and therefore had no reason to test my blood for pred magic.

Of course, the truth was that I really didn’t know what the truth was. All I knew was that I’d been cursed, and that I’d never met another person with my abilities. If the Gryphons had heard of such a thing, or if they even knew enough about the magic that they could test for it, they kept those secrets to themselves.

Taking a deep breath, I waited for the wave of resentment to pass. In the kitchen, Geoff and Valerie’s argument simmered to a lemony custard, and I tried to focus on that.

I kicked off my shoes and dug out my leather pants from the mess on the floor. They were getting worn, which was no surprise since I’d bought them as a joke on that disastrous eighteenth birthday. Steph had told me that if I was turning evil, I ought to look like a badass.

That was the same night I’d made my first soul trade. I’d saved one girl and helped Steph get revenge on the assholes who’d beaten her up. And here I was, almost ten years to the date since I’d appointed myself the Soul Swapper of Boston. I wasn’t quitting now. I liked what I did. It made me feel good to put an evil magic to a higher purpose.

So to hell with this asshole who’d stolen my blood sample. It had only been a matter of time before someone found me out, seeing as I hadn’t exactly gone to Batman-like lengths to hide my identity.

I’d go to my appointment tonight well armed. If my thief showed up, I’d be ready.

In the meantime, I had a huge mess to clean up.

 

 

Alas, no mysterious blood thief waited for me in the trees by the Hatch Shell amphitheater, but that turned out to be just as well because my charms were seriously weak. Josephine Gomes had a heartbreaking story—a four-year-old daughter with some blood disease for which she couldn’t afford the treatment. Their best hope was getting her accepted into an experimental trial, and so she’d paid the exorbitant price of her soul for a goblin to magically sway an acceptance in her daughter’s favor. Even if Josephine hadn’t offered me one hundred dollars to sort this mess out, I’d have taken the job for free.

Hey, I wasn’t a complete mercenary. I made deals with plenty of people who couldn’t pay, but I had to be utterly convinced they deserved it. If cash was in play, the person only had to deserve their fate less than someone else. And the sad truth was, there was almost always someone who was a bigger jerk than the guy coming to me for help. The world coughed up no shortage of murderers, rapists, kiddie pornographers and other people so vile that my conscience didn’t twitch when I traded their souls away.

Josephine’s anguish was deliciously genuine, and my heart ached for her. Still, thank goodness doing the job for free wasn’t necessary. New charms would easily set me back close to the amount she offered, and then there was a little problem of my twin stepbrothers’ birthdays coming up. I had no clue what twelve-year-old boys liked for gifts, but I suspected whatever it was cost money.

In short, I had a new problem—getting blood to replace what had been stolen.

That was why, despite being exhausted, I was spending my Tuesday night at Kilpatrick’s. So far I’d found nothing more than garden-variety scumminess—probably cheating spouses, shady lawyers and the justified anger of jilted exes. They gave my energy levels a boost, but did nothing for accomplishing my goals. No, I waited on the true asshole, the one whose soul could only be improved upon by a pred’s abuse.

I tapped my fingers against the sticky table. The group huddled around the bar’s television let out a collective groan as the Red Sox’s third baseman struck out.

Across the table from me, Jim swore and stood. “And they signed a new contract with this loser for how much?”

I watched Jim weave his way toward the restrooms, tracing my finger through the condensation dripping down my glass.

“So have you found a soul donor yet?” Steph asked once Jim was out of earshot.

“No, and it’s starting to bug me.” I popped a nacho in my mouth, then filled Steph in on my other news.

Her first question was also mine. “But how would anyone find out about you?”

“No idea, and it’s freaking me out.” That was an understatement. I clenched my hand so hard I crushed the chip I was holding.

Steph started to say something, then changed her mind. “Jim’s back.”

While she and Jim staked out a pool table, I finished my beer and wandered past them to the restrooms. Out of habit, I chose the one on the right.

My first move upon getting to Kilpatrick’s had been to check my box for messages, but none had been waiting. I wasn’t expecting any now, only an hour later, so my jaw dropped when I saw the ceiling tile askew. Idiot, was my first thought. Someone was going to get me caught because they’re an idiot.

Shaking my head, I climbed on the toilet and brought the container down. Yup, someone had left me a message in the past hour.

I know what you are. We need to meet. Find me at the Gryphon Tribute Thursday at midnight.

My heart skipped a beat. I clutched the sink to keep from falling over, then wiped my hand on my pants and stared at the note some more. I know what you are?

What. Not who? The who would be frightening enough, but that would almost be a relief. Yeah, someone knew who I was. The burglary suggested as much. But what I was? Was this note-writer referring to my cursed gift? Who could know about that?

With shaking hands, I tore off the piece of paper, shoved the notepad in the container and stuck the whole mess back in the ceiling.

The ceiling. Whoever—whatever?—this was didn’t just know what. They knew who. They had to. That was why the ceiling tile was askew. They knew I was here, and they left the tile whacky so I would check the box again.

That left one question—was the person who left the note the same person who broke into my apartment? One threat or two?

Finally, after gods only knew how many minutes of pondering scenarios, my bladder reminded me why I’d gone to the restroom in the first place.

“You fall in?” Jim asked as I shuffled to the pool table.

I threw him a distracted smile, my attention focused on the bar’s other patrons.

Steph moseyed up to me while Jim contemplated his shot. “Got an interesting note?”

“You could say that. Someone claims to know what I am. Hell, I don’t know what I am.”

When Steph went to shoot, I wandered to the bar. Maybe if I was alone, my note-writer would approach. If nothing else, I’d be in a better position to assess the emotions of everyone in this place. One by one, I probed the crowd for signs of unusual interest in me, but although that was enlightening in an icky kind of way, I didn’t discover anything suspicious.

Hardly surprising. My note-writer, if he or she were here, might be feeling very satisfied with themselves about now. In that case, I turned my attention to anyone who looked my way a lot, but all that accidental eye contact merely resulted in guys hitting on me.

Confused, donor-less and increasingly nervous, I left the bar around eleven. Jim and Steph dropped me off, and as I watched Jim’s car speed away, I wondered if sleep would be wise.


Chapter Three

Usually, I kept a stock of three to four vials of blood on hand, but lately business had been good. Excellent more like. I blamed it on the bad economy. In the midst of a recession, it seemed more important than ever that you landed that job, that your kid got into the right college or that Mister or Miss Perfectly Rich proposed. Then, once all those poor people got what they Had To Have, it dawned on them what they’d done to get it—traded their souls to a pred. Agreed at some indefinable point in their future to become an addict for the sake of money, ego or the hint of security. It had to suck. If they were lucky, they heard about me next and came crawling with cash or a sob story, hoping to get their souls back.

I was like the auctioneer selling off foreclosures. While the rest of the world went to hell and the poorhouse, I made a killing. That was capitalism for you.

I adjusted the protective charm attached to my anklet, and stared out the window. Like any sensible human, I tried to make as few trips into Shadowtown as necessary. Unfortunately, Monday’s burglary had ruined my plan to swap for two souls at one pass and made me eager to get rid of the lone blood vial I had left. I’d have to return when I had a replacement soul for J.G.

The very air dimmed as the train rolled into the Shadowtown station, and it wasn’t because of the setting sun. The humans on board unconsciously huddled closer, pressed their noses into their books or e-readers or fiddled with their music players. A mother tightened her grip around her infant.

Only a young magus with a crown of black feathers around her head didn’t react. At least not outwardly. Magi and preds hated each other, but if she were silently cursing Shadowtown, I had no way of knowing. I couldn’t sense emotions from any of the magical races, pred or magi. The humans, though, blasted me with their tangy fear as they tried to make themselves invisible and prayed for the train to move again.

I wasn’t the only human to get off the train—my business wouldn’t be booming, after all, if the preds weren’t also reaping the profits—but I was the only one not bothering to hide my face. Two preds got off the train as well—a large, red-eyed fury whose back and shoulder spines poked through his T-shirt, and a gray, leathery-skinned goblin. The woman sitting by the train door pulled her knees in close as they passed.

I sipped on the spark of her horror, like mango sorbet, until the train began moving again. Then I made a mental to note to buy sorbet on the way home.

Whether it was from the preds’ magic or just the aura of despair that permeated the neighborhood, Shadowtown really did exist in shadows. Grim buildings lined the streets, their dark windows stretching too tall and too thin and hiding whatever foulness peeked out from inside. Concrete stairs rolled away from heavy doors. What color survived was muted, as though its vibrancy had been drained. It was like viewing some old, grainy noir film. Any moment I’d expect to see green- or brown-scaled dragons darting across the street with kittens in their teeth, swarms of imps buzzing about my head or garbage strewn across the pavement and blowing in a cold wind.

But nope. The streets were clean, immaculate even. The buildings were ornately decorated and in excellent repair. The few cars parked along the curbs were expensive.

As for the imps, it was too early for them to come out.

To those who didn’t know better, Shadowtown appeared to be one of the nicest areas in Boston. I could only assume pred neighborhoods in other cities were the same.

And, consider it another hazard of urban life, but preds always lived in cities. Not because they enjoyed the nightlife, but because they needed access to a constant stream of human suffering to survive, which made densely populated urban areas the natural choice. Boston was no exception. In fact, this city was the pred hotspot for northern New England. Sure, Worcester and Portland had pred neighborhoods, but nothing like Shadowtown.

So who knew? Preds were nocturnal. Maybe I was wrong and they did also enjoy Boston’s nightlife.

I stepped over the outstretched arm of a ghoul and climbed the steps to a shop called Charmed, I’m Sure. Bells over the door jingled. What drew humans to shops like this one were the fifty or so colorful charm containers hanging on black leather ropes behind the counter. Each container was capable of holding one spell—or curse—probably made to order. Got a wish or a dream too expensive, or just too evil or illegal, for the magi to fulfill? This was one of those places you came. So long as you didn’t mind potentially selling your soul to get it.

“Evening. What do you have for me?” Sylla said. The sylph must have been able to sense my unhappiness because she didn’t even glance over. Her silky, snow-white hair cascaded over her shoulder as she marked a page in her book.

“A trade for Christina Perkins.” I pulled the vial out of my pocket.

“Perkins, Perkins…” She opened files on her computer.

Addicts, or blood contracts to turn people into addicts, were treated like currency by preds, who needed the addicts to live. But like any currency, some souls were worth more than others. Preds gained in power and reputation by trading up their addicts, so to speak. Powerful preds could be discerning about who they addicted, choosing humans who were valuable for more than their souls—those who had wealth, influence or useful skills that could be exploited. Most preds, however, had to take what they could get. Sylla’s dealings with me, and the humans who came to her shop, allowed her to create those “cheaper” contracts which she would then sell to the preds who were unable to find or enslave addicts on their own.

The monitor’s glow highlighted Sylla’s smooth, flawless skin and gave the impression that she was made of plastic. The image of a waifish, white-haired Barbie doll popped to mind, and I bit down a smirk. In general, I found not pissing off people more badass than me a good rule to live by. My gift might make me more immune to a pred’s power than the average human, but I had no desire to figure out exactly how far that immunity would carry me.

“All right, found her,” Sylla said. “Let me see what you brought.”

I handed over the vial. She uncapped it with long, delicate fingers and sniffed the blood. The action made me queasy, so I pretended to be fascinated by a particularly gaudy charm container. Not that I was fooling her. She’d been sipping on my unease like a fine wine since I walked through the door.

“Christina Perkins.” Sylla set the vial on the counter and peeled off the label. I stuck it in my pocket, proof of the done deal. “Standard fee for the switch?”

“Of course.” The nice thing about doing business with Sylla—if anything about doing business with preds could be called nice—was that she knew me and trusted me not to screw her over. If only I could say the same in return.

Sylla produced an obsidian bowl from under the counter, then opened a locked cabinet and took out an insulated canister. Knowing what was coming, I backed up a couple steps. Sylla sprinkled a tiny, red, seedlike object from the canister into the bowl—a salamander egg. Then she lit a match and dropped it in on top of the egg, which instantly burst.

The bowl came alive in fire as the salamander danced into existence. The red-and-orange lizard jumped and arced into the air, all snappy teeth and glowing eyes. Sylla poured Christina Perkins’s blood onto the fire, and the flaming creature leapt up and swallowed the drops. With a dousing of bespelled water, the salamander extinguished, taking Christina Perkins’s blood with it.

“And who does this blood belong to?” Sylla asked, whipping out a new label. I slid the ID over the counter so she could copy the information. “A male? How wonderful. I should waive part of the fee, but I won’t since it’s your friends’ fault I want males.”

“My friends? What are you talking about?”

“The murders. Didn’t you hear that the police discovered yet another body today?”

“You mean the so-called serial murders?” Disturbing as it was, I hadn’t paid too much attention to the three women who’d been found sexually assaulted and beaten to death. I hoped that between my gift, which allowed me to sense evil intentions, and my background in self-defense training, I could take care of myself. Ignoring the crimes entirely, however, wasn’t possible as the victims’ faces had been splashed all over the news, along with much speculation.

Sylla narrowed her silver eyes at me. “Those women were our addicts. As of this morning, there are now four people who belonged to the sylphs who are dead by sex. Not a coincidence. We’re not so dumb.”

“All of the dead women were vanity addicts?” If that was true, someone was doing a damn good job of covering it up. Gryphons, no doubt. They were in charge of any magic-related crimes, and although murder wasn’t necessarily magical, four dead vanity addicts was the kind of weird stuff that the Gryphons would investigate.

“All four. Ask your master and his horned friends.”

My stomach did something odd. Knotted up and dropped to my feet, perhaps. “He’s not my master.”

Sylla laughed. “But you’d like him to be, wouldn’t you?”

I slapped her commission on the counter and pocketed the ID. “I’m no one’s addict and never will be.”

I could hear her tinkling laugh as I slammed the door. Wonderful. Now I was going to do what I promised myself I wouldn’t. I was going to seek out Lucen.

It was just curiosity. I wanted to know what the hell satyrs had to do with dead vanity addicts. It had nothing to do with personal weakness. Oh no.

At this time of the evening, Shadowtown was coming alive. And so were the ghouls, the husks of former addicts whose misery had fed their pred masters so well that there was almost nothing left of them. They seeped into the streets, as gray and disturbing as gargoyles. Most preds didn’t let their addicts turn into ghouls. Not, I suspected, out of some secret sympathy for humanity, but simply because preds were fastidious and didn’t want the ghouls littering their streets. For that, it was hard to blame them. Personal hygiene was just one of the many things ghouls had forgotten about.

The few around this evening scarcely noticed me. Humans, like hygiene, held little interest for them. Some turned their hollow faces and pleading eyes on the goblins or harpies who strolled ahead of me. A couple crawled on hands and knees toward them, while others curled into balls and looked as though they wanted to melt into the concrete.

Once my heart had ached for these wretches, just like it had for addicts. But over the years, I’d grown a nice, thick—necessary—callus.

“Were you going to walk right by without saying hello?” asked a male voice.

I started, suddenly aware that I was passing The Lair. A few feet below me on the left, the bar’s neon lights flickered on. A satyr stood in the doorway, his two horns jutting through thick blond waves. Blue-green eyes gleamed with the mischief so typical of his race.

Lucen. I steeled myself. Here went nothing.

Despite Sylla’s taunts that Lucen was my master or my friend, the truth was far less simple. So far less that even I didn’t understand it.

The day we’d met had been the worst day of my life—my eighteenth birthday, the day the Gryphons told me that I’d never join their ranks. I’d fled from school so none of my friends would see me cry, and there had been Lucen, waiting for me when I got off the subway. He’d yanked me close, his sweet cinnamon-sugar scent sending my heart racing. “When are you most emotionally satisfied?” he’d asked. “When you’re happy, or when you’re savoring the richness of your own misery?”

He could tell what the Gryphons couldn’t—my gift was developing fine. Just evilly.

I ran from him at the first chance. Yet every time I turned around that evening, he seemed to be there, scaring the crap out of me but also whispering sense into my ears. I’d been in a bad place emotionally, and while Lucen might have been relishing every ounce of my anguish, he’d also kept me from doing something stupid. Like throwing myself in the Charles River.

Even at eighteen I hadn’t been totally naïve. After all, I’d finished the Gryphon pre-training provided by the Academy, so I knew Lucen wasn’t helping me out of the goodness of his heart. He hung around me to feed off my despair and because my gift, which was actively morphing from normal to freakish, fascinated him. That much he’d told me at the time. Still, if it weren’t for him, I might not have survived the night.

I figured Lucen might leave me alone once my mood improved, but he never had. He merely hung out in the shadowy corners of my life, tempting me silently. For all I knew, he’d been using his alleged kindness to wear me down. He could be playing a game, one in which his long lifespan gave him a major advantage.

Lucen winked at me and held open the bar’s door. I took a deep breath. Information. That was all I wanted. And by that I meant information about the murders, not information about whether he really had goatlike legs tucked into those jeans.

I climbed down the three steps, expecting the usual flirtations that required me to take a cold shower when I got home. Instead, Lucen stared over me at two sylphs on the sidewalk. The female of the pair elbowed the male and they drifted away.

Had they been watching me or him? I didn’t like this, and I definitely needed information.

I blinked as my eyes adjusted to the bar’s dim light. It was way too early for a crowd of satyrs to arrive, and the human thrill-seekers who came to Shadowtown for drinks probably weren’t as eager to flaunt their stupidity on a weeknight.

The place was classy in an old Bostonian kind of way—dark, polished wood tables, warm lighting, tasteful decorations. There were no charms here, no overt magic to lure in potential addicts.

Although I knew Lucen had a few addicts, I tried not to think about them. Since Lucen didn’t sell anything but drinks, he either had to buy his addict contracts from someone like Sylla, or he snagged his addicts the old-fashioned way—luring them in with his magic until they became dependent on it. For a satyr, that meant sex.

I tried not to think about that too.

Alas, it wasn’t easy. Like all satyrs, Lucen glowed with sexuality. Even the satyrs who weren’t traditionally attractive secreted some kind of pheromone that snared humans like peanut butter drew mice. Then snap. Down came the trap to break the human will.

“Want a beer, little siren?” Lucen slipped behind the bar and tossed his towel at the sink.

“No thanks.” Alcohol lowered inhibitions. I never accepted alcohol from a pred, especially a satyr. “Got coffee? I closed a deal with Sylla.”

“Yeah, I suspected you were working. You never come to see me.” He pouted as he flipped the cap off a Devil’s Red—a satyr microbrew—and took a huge swallow. Only in Shadowtown could a bartender reasonably hope to get away with drinking on the job. Of course, The Lair was Lucen’s place. God knew what else he got away with.

I climbed onto a stool. “I stay away from Shadowtown with good reason.”

“Terrible reasons. You’re stubborn. You know I’d always be happy to have you here.”

I rolled my eyes, not rising to the bait or the double entendre. “Sylla mentioned something about the four murdered women in the news all being vanity addicts. Is that true?”

The flirtatious expression slipped from Lucen’s face. Scowling, he poured my coffee and handed me the mug. I waited until he set it on the bar before reaching for it, not wanting to take the chance of accidentally touching his hand. “What did she say to you?”

“That, and that I should ask you about it. What am I missing?”

“Nothing you should be expected to know. You could say we don’t get along.”

“You and Sylla?”

“Satyrs and sylphs. Well, to be even more open, any of us. Have you ever noticed which races spend the most time in this place?”

Since I did my damnedest not to spend time in Shadowtown, it required some heavy thinking. “Other satyrs, naturally. Then, I guess, harpies and humans? And I think I’ve seen a fury or two over the years. Sometimes a goblin.” But no sylphs. Definitely no magi. Funny how I hadn’t noticed it before.

“Right. You see, little siren, we have a loose sort of alliance with the harpies. We’ve got their backs and they’ve got ours. But none of us, truly, get along very well. We put on a happy face of being united when staring down a common enemy, but that’s all that unites us.”

“A common enemy—humanity?”

“And the magi.”

“Ah.” I felt like I’d been let in on some big secret, only it wasn’t as cool as I thought it should be. “So…?”

“So.” He stretched, no doubt making a point of showing off the impressive pecs he hid under his tight black T-shirt. I averted my gaze into the coffee mug. “So, a few of their addicts show up dead with evidence of sexual assault, and the sylphs can’t wait to start screaming that my people are somehow responsible for stealing and using up their addicts.”

“Do you think they’re right?”

“Of course they’re not right. It’s absurd if they thought about it, but you can’t count on a sylph to think. The news said there was evidence of forced sex. When, I ask you, have my people ever needed to force themselves on someone?”

Never, I was certain. My gift was a weak version of a satyr’s, and I could bring men and women—gay or straight—to their knees with lust. It was why, no matter how much Lucen had done to earn my trust over the past ten years, he still scared me shitless.

“And,” he continued, pointing his finger at me as he reached for the beer bottle, “what good are humans to us dead?”

“Beats me. It can’t be a coincidence, though. I don’t buy that.”

“Nor do I. I think it’s the magi. Discounting the Gryphons, they’re the only ones other than us who could tell one kind of addict from another.”

Suddenly, for no good reason, I shivered. I wrapped my hands around the warm mug and savored the coffee’s heat as it slid down my throat.

My contact with the birdlike race known as magi was almost as limited as my contact with preds. I bought my charms from a well-known magus charm maker, and chatted with another magus who frequented the diner where I worked. Magi were much better integrated into human society than preds, and had been since they and the Gryphons had signed the London Accords back in the seventeenth century. Even before then, magi had good reputations. Many scholars believed those allegedly divine emissaries referenced in the Bible had probably been magi with their feathered halos and wings.

Granted, I knew all magi had a fondness for eating raw human hearts. It was one of the few juicy tidbits I’d picked up at the Academy before they kicked me out. The magi suppressed that fondness in order to fit into society, probably much the way a vegetarian suppressed a longing for bacon. They were definitely not considered predators. More like allies.

And on that thought… “Why would magi murder vanity addicts?”

“They know how much animosity exists among our races,” Lucen said. “For one group to steal addicts from another group would be enough to spawn fighting. This could start wars. They’d like that.”

“Because they hate you? That seems extreme.”

“Makes more sense than a coincidence.”

I couldn’t argue with that. Although, in my opinion, it only made a little more sense.

The bar door opened, and three more satyrs entered. The two males didn’t look familiar, but the woman who walked between them did. Her horns peeked through the myriad black braids wound around her head, and she turned a heavily lashed eye on me. If I remembered correctly, her name was Dezzi.

“Ah, it’s the girl with the satyr gift.” A slow smile spread across her face. Her strange accent—South African maybe?—was hard to decipher, but it added to her memorable appearance. “Where are you going?” she asked as I got up.

“Attending to business.” I pulled a couple bills out of my pocket and dropped them on the bar. “For the coffee.”

Lucen pushed them away. “Please.”

His hand almost brushed mine, and my heartbeat spiked so high every satyr in the bar, and probably a few outside, felt it. Flushing, I beat it out the door, leaving the money behind.

At street level, I paused to calm down and cursed myself. It wasn’t as though Lucen could addict me with a touch. It was just that he’d had this effect on me since we first met. My body reacted to his magic more strongly than it did to other satyrs, and I didn’t want to know what horrifically embarrassing things I might do if I got a zap from bare skin.

Get it together, Jess, and get out of here.

Right. I picked up the pace toward the subway. From the corner of my eye, I saw a flash of silver hair. The same two sylphs lurked across the street. A whole different sort of panic spread within me. So they were watching me, not him. But why? Nothing Lucen had said suggested they’d be interested in me. The protective charm on my anklet grew warm as my anxiety rose.

The station wasn’t far, one of the reasons The Lair was a popular destination for human thrill-seekers. I didn’t glance behind until I hit the station stairs. The sylphs hung back, but they moved with me.

What was going on lately? This was the second time I’d been followed. Coming on the heels of the robbery and finding the note in Kilpatrick’s, something was starting to stink.

I returned the sylphs’ icy stares, debating my options for all of a minute. Damn it, I needed more answers. From where I stood, I could see The Lair, not that Lucen was any salvation, but he was close enough. I did business in this neighborhood. No way was I letting myself be intimidated out of it.

My fear gave me a magical hit as I marched toward the sylphs. I was weaponless but not completely defenseless, and the sylphs gawked at my approach. It was almost funny. Neither one appeared menacing. They were dressed in traditional sylph style, which meant flowing, colorful clothes that gave them the illusion of aging flower children.

“Why are you following me? Did you rob my apartment?”

The male spat. “You stupid human. Did you think we wouldn’t recognize your magic?”

His partner glared at me. “We’ll find out who—” The male smacked her to shut her up.

“Find out what? What the hell is going on?”

Behind me came the sound of an approaching train. Distracted, I turned to see if it was the one I wanted, and in that instant let my guard down.

Big mistake. A cold shadow slid across my thoughts. I felt my soul being squeezed as the sylph plucked at my insecurities.

What a weak little girl I am. I won’t survive if the sylphs want me dead. I must stay with them, help them, confess to them. They might let me live if I do. They’ll make me better and stronger because I am nothing without them.

I grasped for my will and found the heat from my charm. Up my leg I dragged its power, felt it explode in my chest, and the cold grip around me burst. I heard the sylph stagger back but didn’t watch. The train approached, and I didn’t care what direction it headed so long as it got me away.

“Run, little girl,” the male sylph called after me. “We’ll wait.”

I hurled myself through the turnstile and inside the train. Shaking, I collapsed in a seat. In case I’d been dumb enough to think my week couldn’t get worse, here was my reminder. When dealing with preds, things could always get worse and usually did.

I buried my head in my hands and fought to control my heartbeat. Stolen blood, cryptic notes and stalking sylphs—I hadn’t a clue what the hell was going on, but I’d better figure it out before I was too arrested, addicted or dead to care.


Chapter Four

I parked my bike—a fabulous Dragon’sWing that I’d bought used—a couple blocks away from the Common on a narrow side street. The white van in front me had St. George and Sons Magical Pest Control painted on the sides. Specializing in dragon slaying, imp infestations and sprite-clogged plumbing. Huh. There were probably some useful charms in there.

I checked my watch. Twenty after eleven. Plenty of time to get to the Gryphon Tribute and case it.

My stomach squirmed. It didn’t like this any more than the rest of me, which was understandable, but I’d be feeling a lot more magnanimous toward it if I could have eaten dinner. I tucked my cellphone in my jacket pocket, sprayed my bike down with a distraction charm and double-checked my strength and speed charms. Under my jacket were my knives. Around my ankle was my protection charm. My muscles were all nice and loose from a good practice session at the gym.

Fat lot of good any of it would do me if I was walking into some elaborate trap set by the Gryphons or preds.

I wet my lips and returned the glare from some guy across the street. He dropped his gaze and increased his pace. Yeah, that’s it. Run, dude. Don’t mess with the crazy woman.

Screw this. I could handle myself. I had knives and I knew how to use them. I had charms. I had freaking leather pants. I was the damn Soul Swapper.

I was also a twenty-eight-year-old waitress who carried a chip on her shoulder for having her dreams crushed at the age of eighteen. Who was I kidding? The thing I had the most of was not mojo. It was issues. Enough to keep your average psychiatrist employed for years, probably.

My pathetic, impotent frustration warmed my core. I was such a freak I could self-cannibalize my own misery. Not even preds could do that. It was the ultimate in weirdness, but it had its positives. Already, I felt more confident and energized as I stomped down the street.

I tangled my fingers through the scarf in my pocket as I crossed into the Common. There might be no point hiding my face from this person, but in case he or she didn’t know who I was or what I looked like, I planned on wearing it. Just not yet. I liked breathing too much.

The city’s eternal glow cast the trees in long shadows that tangoed in the breeze, and swarms of imps staked out their territory by the black branches. All at once a tree might light up like Christmas as a foreign imp crossed into occupied territory and the swarm flashed a warning.

Ahead stood the Gryphon Tribute, ostensibly deserted. It was huge, the largest structure in the Common. Four granite gryphons of the mythological type stood guard, one at each corner of a roofless pavilion. Their stone beaks and wide wings jutted into the night. Their talons grasped the square bases beneath them. It wasn’t uncommon during the day to see parents lift their children onto those bases so the kids could climb on the backs of the gryphons. It also wasn’t uncommon to see kids fall off the statues and split their chins on the rock.

I circled the Tribute, probing anything that came into my awareness for signs of hostility, and found none. Yawning, I checked my watch again. My note-writer could be arriving any moment. Time to pull out the scarf. A couple minutes later it hid my scowl, and I clung to the shadows as I eased my way along the outside ledge of the Tribute.

I pushed off, folding my head against my chest as I flew the short distance through the air. My feet touched the corner of a statue base, and my hands shot out to grab the underside of the lion body. With my eyes closed, I waited until my balance returned, then slowly stood and pulled myself up.

From the back of the gryphon, I was buried in shadow with a good one-hundred-eighty-degree view of the Common. It wasn’t the best spot for mobility, but it served quite well for a hiding place. And if I had to, jumping down was a lot easier than getting up.

So let the waiting begin.

The minutes ticked down until tomorrow arrived. People scurried across the clearing, fear nipping at their heels like dragon teeth. Owls called out. Imps ignited the darkness. A couple noticed me and I had to swat them away.

One stung the back of my neck. I gritted my teeth, holding in a string of swearing and feeling my gift go dead as if someone had flicked off a light switch. Just what I needed. Much as I hated my ability to feed off misery, I’d come to rely on the sixth sense it gave me—that ability to tell when someone was near and to guess at what they were thinking. Without it, I was way more vulnerable, and that was so not good on this messed-up rendezvous.

Alas, there was nothing I could do about it now besides curse.

I rested my head against the statue and hoped the imp irritant cream I had at home was still good or I’d be out more cash tomorrow. Even with cream, I’d be scarred for months once the swelling subsided. Really, it was too bad I didn’t know how to make my own charms. The thought of grinding those magical mosquitoes to mush with a mortar and pestle filled me with delight.

“You’re here already?”

I jumped, then stiffened at the strange voice. Great. He’d surprised me—exactly what I’d been hoping to avoid. The voice came from the left, but I couldn’t see anyone yet.

He had to be standing along the side of the Tribute, around the corner and out of my sight. I peeled myself off the gryphon’s back. Crouching beneath the beast’s belly, I tried to guess how many minutes it had been since the imp stung me. Not enough to get my power back, clearly.

“Who are you?”

I heard him suck in a breath. A shadow moved around the corner then darted back behind the wall. “Finally,” the voice answered. “I knew you were here.”

“Yeah, congratulations. I got your note. That’s what happens when people leave notes for me. I show up. So who are you?”

“A nobody like you.”

“Way to flatter a girl you’re meeting for the first time. You know my name?”

“Yes, Jessica.”

Well, shit. “What’s yours?”

He laughed, and I shuddered. It was not a pleasant sound. “If you’re nice to me, I’ll tell you later.”

This was getting better by the second. “Are you a Gryphon?”

“Are you?”

Was he serious? The urge to bang my forehead into the gryphon’s muscular stone thigh was strong. “Look, you asked me to meet you here, so what do you want?”

A foot crossed the threshold of the corner. I shifted position, leaning against the gryphon’s legs and peeking beneath tail feathers for a better view. A black-clad leg followed the foot, and a second later his whole body appeared. There wasn’t much to note. Average height and build if I had to guess. The most important part—his face—was covered in a ski mask. That wasn’t promising. Though to be fair, a scarf covered mine, so I shouldn’t judge.

“I want to get to know you. I’ve never met another like me before. We’re rare and wonderful creatures. Aren’t you excited by the possibilities here?”

“Mildly curious. What do you mean like me?”

As he strode around the statue, I continued to creep along behind it so that the stone beast was always between us. My inability to taste his emotions made me want to scream.

“I mean we share a talent. A gift. A wonderful gift that means we’re not prey like the others of our race. Just the opposite—their fears and pain sustain us. They’re our prey. We’re like preds without the horns or the spikes.” He made a noise similar to a giggle.

I cringed. Okay, maybe it wasn’t so bad that I couldn’t sense him. He thought himself a predator? Nice. I had a feeling that if I could pry into his emotions, I’d be very disturbed about what I found. For reassurance, I patted the set of twin knives against my ribs.

“How did you find me or figure out who I was? Did a pred tell you?” My mind churned through all the preds who might know the Soul Swapper’s identity. Really, there weren’t many. A lot would know me by sight, but very few by name.

“A pred?” Note-writer snorted. “No, I figured this out all by myself.”

He sounded proud. The urge to bang my head against the stone grew stronger. “Good for you.”

“Thank you. I thought it quite special, but to be honest, it was mostly a lucky accident.”

“Oh?”

“That’s how fate works, you know.”

“I’m not big on fate. Tell me how you found me.” So it couldn’t happen again.

I craned my neck to look through the gap between the gryphon’s feet. Empty lawn. My heart double-timed it. Crap. Where had he gone?

“I told you—fate. Fate has great things in store for us. Why else could such rare creatures as ourselves come to be? Why else would it bring us together?” His voice was thinner, distant. He must have been searching for me inside the Tribute’s walls.

“I don’t know about you, but I was cursed.” I plucked one of the knives from its sheath. The tiny, nicely balanced handle rolled around in my hand, and the blade shone in the moonlight. I squatted and hid it between my legs, my eyes fixed on the Tribute’s doorway. “So now that you found me, what do you want?”

“To have fun. That’s why I came looking for you. I’ve had no one like myself to play with, and that sucks.” His voice changed tone again. Damn. He must have left the Tribute by some other door. This was getting annoying.

“What do you do for fun?”

“I particularly like the Meat Matches. Do you go?”

Figured. I held in a groan. “No.”

I had gone. Once. It wasn’t long after I’d turned eighteen, when my gift had first blossomed. Lucen had suggested I give it a try, and I—stupidly—had been curious enough to test the limits of my misery-sucking power.

Now, to be clear, the Meat Matches were illegal. Just witnessing them, never mind participating in or betting on them, was enough to land a person’s ass in jail. They were every cop’s and Gryphon’s nightmare.

And for a misery junkie like me, they were the equivalent of emotional crack. I couldn’t feed off the preds or their addicts, but the nonaddict humans who attended gave off enough rage and pain to reduce me to a spastic, bloody mess. Literally. Matches were not pretty. This wasn’t boxing or ultimate fighting or any normal kind of sport. This was no-holds-barred, beat-the-shit-out-of-your-opponent brawling.

Nonaddicts fought nonaddicts. Addicts fought addicts. And men and women fought their own gender. But that was about it for rules. Pretty much anything else went, and there was no guarantee that everyone lived. Lots of people didn’t, and the more horrifically they went down, the louder the furies and their addicts cheered.

In fact, it was about the time I saw some addict’s arm whoosh through the air that my gut couldn’t take it anymore. Powered by all that agony, I’d run the entire distance home. I hadn’t been able to stop shaking until I’d crumpled into a ball in the shower while hot water washed the blood off me. I’d never gone back.

I had no intention of doing so now. And though I couldn’t deny that being surrounded by so much fury and anguish was a head rush, the fact that Note-writer enjoyed the violence squicked me out.

I squeezed the knife handle tighter, sickened by the memories. Just because I relished the taste of agony didn’t mean I approved of violence. Totally different.

“We should go together sometime,” Note-writer said.

His voice was right behind me. I spun around, almost smacking my head against the gryphon’s wing. Luckily, I held the knife correctly in my hand, and I further adjusted my stance as I faced him. “I don’t like the Meat Matches. No thanks.”

His hands were clasped in front of his body, and he had no weapons on him. Brown eyes glanced between the blade and my covered face. “Why not?”

“I don’t like violence.” Said the woman holding a knife to the unarmed man. Hello, irony.

“That’s too bad. I’ve made some good money betting on them. What do you do for fun?”

Meet weirdos in the Common at midnight? “Sports. Sports bars are okay. Hanging out outside Fenway after a Sox loss is better.” Hey, there was nothing illegal, immoral or even icky about that, and the buzz from thousands of disappointed fans was wonderful. Not to mention guilt free and not in violation of anyone’s privacy.

Nonetheless, Note-writer’s eyes seemed disappointed. He rested a hand near my boot. I flexed my foot and placed the tip of the knife by my heel.

“I never thought about that. I’m not into sports. There’s a Match coming up soon. You should come with me.”

“I told you—I don’t like violence.”

“Maybe you’ll change your mind by then.”

“Don’t count on it.”

He sighed. “I thought you’d be more fun, all things considered.”

“Sorry to disappoint. I’m not fun. No one who knows me thinks I’m fun.” Alas, when you got a buzz from other people’s unhappiness, it put a crick in your social life. I’d all but given up on dating, and Steph was the only person I hung out with regularly. Probably because she had as many issues as I did.

“That’s a shame.” Note-writer backed up, staring warily at the knife.

It crossed my mind that I could jump down there after him. I wouldn’t need a weapon to knock him to the ground, yank off his mask and search for a wallet. But it would take violence and I’d feel like an utter hypocrite. My only other option was to use my gift to magically seduce him, but even if the imp’s sting wore off in the next couple seconds, it would be of little use. If this guy was like me, and it sounded like he actually might be, he’d have more resistance to magic than the average human.

So I remained where I was, squatting in the gryphon’s shadow, wondering if my reluctance was a mistake. But after all, the worst thing this guy admitted to was discovering my identity by accident. Besides, a guy who enjoyed the Meat Matches was not a guy who’d turn me over to the Gryphons.

“I’ll call you later about the Matches,” creepy Note-writer said.

“You know my phone number?”

“No, but I know your name. I’m sure I can find it. Or you could give it to me.”

“Nope, I don’t give out my number to guys whose names I don’t know.”

He failed to take the hint, not that I’d planned on giving him my real number anyway. “You’re pretty psycho to be carrying around so many weapons, you know.”

I rested the knife’s blade against my chin. “Smart. I’m pretty smart.” Especially when such a creepy guy discovered my identity. Even creepier, he might not be the only one.


Chapter Five

Bridget was late. I’d scored us a tiny table by the coffee shop’s window, and leaned back in my seat to better observe the crowd. Gryphon headquarters loomed across the street, loomed being subjective. It was shorter and squatter than the buildings surrounding it, yet it gave off a kind of presence. Maybe it was the Doric columns or the enormous granite statues of the half-lion, half-eagle creatures. Maybe it was just knowing that Boston’s bureau of the magical FBI was contained within those walls, lots of people with power, both literal and political.

Lots of people who once rejected me for not being normal.

Lots more who wouldn’t want me roaming the streets if they knew what my gift gave me the ability to do.

I balled the paper from my sweetener packet into a hard nub and squeezed until my knuckles whitened.

The tall buildings surrounding us trapped the street in shadow this time of the morning. Combined with the coffee shop’s tinted windows, everything took on a dreary, gray hue. I wouldn’t have been surprised if half the people passing by were depressed. Mmm…sweet depression.

When the guy at the table nearby left, I reached over and grabbed his copy of the Globe. The front-page article on the serial murders contained nothing new, alas. No mention of addicts or anything else of that sort. The only interesting tidbit was a photo of the newest victim. She resembled the other three—twenties, average-to-slender build, brown hair. Good thing I wasn’t a vanity addict or I’d start worrying.

“Sorry I’m late.” Bridget startled me as she dumped a Gryphon-issued messenger bag on the chair across from me. “I’m going to grab something to drink. Be right back.”

She didn’t leave me any chance to acknowledge her. The line at the front of the shop wormed and wiggled as she joined it. A customer or two offered up their spots, but Bridget dutifully took her place at the end. I snorted into my latte. Gryphons—half the population feared them because they wielded magic, and the other half worshipped them for it. Personally, I’d yet to meet one sporting a halo.

Not that the name Angelic Order of the Gryphon had anything to do with some divine mission. Not these days anyway. During the Middle Ages, the Gryphons had started out as a religious order—priests with swords—and no women or infidels allowed. There was no pretense of law enforcement then, no attempt at preds and humans living in anything other than a state of perpetual war.

It wasn’t until the Gryphons signed the Accords with the magi that they were forced to acknowledge that women and non-Christians could wield magic. And that those groups had been doing so quite successfully, thank you, in their own villages and countries for hundreds of years without Gryphon interference.

Even then, Gryphons continued to act more like loose societies of warriors than the international magical law enforcement agency they were today. It wasn’t until the twentieth century, when the U.S., Britain and other democratic societies bent under pressure to acknowledge that preds deserved some basic rights, that the Gryphons had reorganized. The Accords had been amended, spelling out what constituted legal versus illegal uses of magic, granting preds the right to contract with humans for souls, and codifying the purpose, structure and legal reach of the Gryphons. Now, everyone had to at least pretend to play by laws.

These days, all magically gifted humans, which accounted for about one fiftieth of one percent of the population, were tagged by age six, regardless of religious affiliation. Those whose gift developed properly—that is, didn’t disappear around age eighteen—became Gryphons. No one knew why for sure. The predominant theory was that the first humans obtained their magic from the magi under the condition that they could only use that magic for humanity’s good. It made as much sense as anything since gifted children invariably wanted to be Gryphons when they grew up. Those whose gifts faded ended up being happy doing something else.

Me and my cursed gift were the exception.

“Finally!” Bridget flopped in her seat and pulled a clump of mousy brown hair out of her face. “You should try the vanilla green tea chai here. It’s fantastic.”

“Now you tell me.”

Bridget smiled, a gesture that never quite extended to her eyes. Dear, quiet, serious Bridget. She didn’t have much of a sense of humor, which was why she was my only friend from our days at the Academy whose company I could tolerate. Melanie, Julie, Kevin, all my happy friends? I’d cut them out of my life in one giant hack job the day I’d been kicked to the curb.

It wasn’t their fault. They weren’t bad people. Just the opposite. Their love of life made me ill. They’d gotten the dream—wore the black-and-gold uniform, learned the secrets of magic, and were held up as saviors of my race. All because no one had screwed with their gifts.

Really, the way I blasted my misery to the world it was amazing a horde of preds didn’t hang around me like groupies. No wonder Lucen encouraged me to stop by more often. I was an emotional feast for the taking.

“What?” I’d totally missed whatever Bridget had said.

“I asked how are you, but it looks like you’re as tired and out of it as me.”

“Too many long hours chasing this serial killer?”

Bridget didn’t move as she stared at me for a good five seconds. “I didn’t think the cops were officially calling it a serial case yet.”

“I don’t think the cops are working on it anymore.” I raised an eyebrow.

“Ah. So this is what you wanted to discuss? Jess, come on.”

“Come on what? Look at the photos of the four victims. I could be any of them.” If I were an addict, that was.

“So could I. So could a thousand other women. You’re not worried about this. Aren’t you a black belt or something? What do you really want to know?”

I sipped my coffee, trying to decide on the best way to tackle this. Subtlety had never been one of my strengths. Meanwhile, Bridget was watching me expectantly. No sense hemming and hawing. “Rumor has it that the victims were all vanity addicts. True or false?”

“Where did you hear that?”

“At the diner. We get a lot of cops in there.”

Bridget borrowed my stalling technique, taking long sips of her chai. A twinge of something, annoyance or general unhappiness, had zipped through her mind when I mentioned vanity addicts. She was trying to decide whether to tell me the truth.

No matter. I could sense her deception, but I’d prefer if she simply admitted everything. To that end, I put on my best somber, responsible and concerned face. Probably, I just looked constipated.

Bridget’s shoulders slumped as she relented. “Yes, they’re all vanity addicts. But please, don’t go around confirming those rumors. The less the public knows, the less crazies we’ll have coming forward to confess. It’s one of the reasons we haven’t been releasing all the information we have.”

“Gotcha.” I twisted the ring I wore around my middle finger. All the information, huh? “Anyway, someone choosing to target the sylphs’ addicts could have serious repercussions, I’d think. Do you know if all those addicts belonged to the same master, or were they spread out? ’Cause I can’t imagine the sylphs taking that lightly.”

“They had different masters, so far as we can tell. The sylphs aren’t exactly cooperating with our investigation.”

That was hardly any wonder. The only times Gryphons ventured into Shadowtown were to rescue ghouls and addicts, arrest or kill preds, or bust illegal magic operations. Humans and preds might be living uncomfortably side by side these days, but relations were hardly cordial. At least half the Gryphons I’d met during my time at the Academy longed to return to the good old days when the Order had the right to kill preds on sight. Many preds, I suspected, wouldn’t mind the same arrangement, just with them doing the killing.

“You’d think the sylphs would want to cooperate if those were legally obtained addicts.”

Bridget shrugged noncommittally. This wasn’t getting me anywhere. Subtlety could bite me. “So what other information aren’t you releasing to the public?”

“I could hardly tell you, could I? But that’s about it.”

“Nothing else earth-shattering?”

“Nothing else earth-shattering.”

Everyone’s anxiety rose when they lied. Not consistently, and not always the same way, which was why polygraphs weren’t perfect. But it rose, and the taste of that particular anxiety was one all of its own. Kind of like burnt toast. I didn’t care for it, but I could identify it better than any polygraph. And the bigger the lie, the stronger the flavor.

Which meant Bridget was holding back at least one huge piece of information. That couldn’t be good.

Most importantly, did it have anything to do with why the sylphs had harassed me?

Despite my best attempts to focus on the murders, Bridget cleverly directed the conversation to other topics, mainly the possibility of me returning to the Academy to discuss life outside of the Gryphons. I told her I got the letter and would think about it.

I exited the coffee shop without much more insight than I’d entered it. In a pissy mood, therefore, I set off for my next errand—new charms.

I’d meant to get them refilled on Wednesday, but one of the Tallyho’s waitresses had called out sick and I took an extra half shift instead. Charm refilling cost money, and I could use the pay. Truthfully, though, I never enjoyed going into The Feathers, so I’d procrastinated.

Stepping out of the human-dominated areas of the city and into The Feathers was every bit as jarring as stepping into Shadowtown, albeit for very different reasons. No lack of color or life here, and no lack of garbage. The wise and allegedly benevolent magi were slobs.

Slobs with tacky taste in décor, mind you. I stepped around a pancaked rat and crossed under the grand arch that read The Feathers.

Colorful storefronts stretched up the long, straight street. The streetlights were painted red, and flags with pictures of crows, owls and falcons flew from them. Street vendors hawked their wares from gaudy carts. In the intersection ahead, a young magus on a bicycle and a human cabbie started shouting as they almost collided. Distracted by the near miss, I stuck my foot in a patch of something wet and sticky.

Swearing, I scraped the side of my sneaker on the curb. No one with half a brain wore sandals in The Feathers.

As I removed the crap from my sneaker, someone else—also on a bicycle—hit a bump, and his bags smacked me in the back. I stumbled into a magus purchasing something from a street vendor.

“Sorry,” I muttered, hoping the guy who hit me rode into a light post.

“Not a problem,” the magus said.

We stared at each other. The magus was an owl shifter, and a couple feathers around his pointy ears twitched. He had deep-set but kind eyes. Familiar eyes.

“Ms. Moore, a pleasure.” The magus extended a four-fingered hand toward me. “I didn’t recognize you at first.”

Olef—my brain dredged up the name at last. He frequented the diner every Tuesday morning on his way to some business meeting, buying a cup of coffee and a walnut Danish to go. Seeing him outside of the Tallyho was weird. I didn’t think I’d ever run into him before.

“You mean because I’m not dressed in some ridiculous wench uniform?” I asked, relieved that I wasn’t the only one surprised into stupidity.

“Exactly. Funny, isn’t it, how we come to associate people with certain transient qualities?” Olef handed a five to the street vendor and took something warm and wrapped in a puff pastry in return.

I repressed my gag reflex. Alongside the usual fare of coffee, pastries and hotdogs, in The Feathers one could purchase earthworm pie, mouse kabob and seven-seed pizza. At least that last one didn’t sound inedible.

“What brings you to this part of town?”

I finished cleaning my sneaker. “Charms.”

“Indeed?”

Most humans didn’t buy charms—or any sort of magic—except for special occasions, so Olef’s curiosity had good cause. Not to mention the type of charms I bought weren’t the usual ones. Among those who didn’t shun magic entirely, humans favored things like good-luck charms or protective charms. Or for those with medical issues, an all-purpose healing charm or a fertility charm could often produce better results for a lower price than traditional treatments.

“One of my roommates is paranoid about the recent murders. So I volunteered to get us some magical protections.”

“Oh dear.” The brown and white feathers that passed for Olef’s hair ruffled. “I do believe we have a serial killer on the loose, though I don’t expect the police will admit it for some time. It would explain the strange visions I’ve been having.”

“Visions?” Some magi were well known for their clairvoyance and often worked closely with the Gryphons in magical crime-related matters.

Olef nodded. “I’ve had a few. This killer targets women in your age range, it appears. You’d do well to take care, Ms. Moore.”

I didn’t like the sound of that, but before I could ask more, Olef indicated he was heading into the library down the next left. I filed my questions away and waved goodbye. It was probably best to concentrate on where I stepped anyway.

I walked—dodged obstacles might have been more accurate—my way down the next block with my gaze cast resolutely on the ground. In that way I managed to avoid a steaming pile of dragon crap, a newspaper filled with rotting fish, and a stream of something purple leaking from a trash bag. The Feathers was dangerous in its own I-should-get-inoculated-before-entering kind of way. It was almost enough to make me long for Shadowtown’s evil fastidiousness.

Outside the charm shop, I paused. The peculiar minty and citrusy taste of agitation headed my way. I glanced behind, and sure enough, two uniformed Gryphons were crossing the street.

The magi stepped aside as the Gryphons passed, but they snuck glances at the humans’ backs. Some faces were scared. Others angry. Most were distrustful. Weird. The expressions on those birdlike faces made me feel like I was back in Shadowtown where dislike of Gryphons was the norm. But in The Feathers? No way.

I didn’t recognize either of the Gryphons, and neither one gave me a second glance as they strode down the tiny, gritty side street. That was when I noticed the blades dangling along their legs. Gold symbols decorated the black sheaths, but those weren’t ornamental swords. The symbols on the sheaths were magical glyphs, and the blades inside had been forged in salamander fire—a technique that made the metal particularly lethal to preds.

No wonder the magi appeared unhappy. This was no social or consulting visit.

I peered around the corner. What looked to be a restaurant had propped open its door, and the Gryphons climbed down the five stairs and went inside. Curiouser and curiouser. What could possibly be going down in The Feathers that would have all the magi on edge and Gryphons brandishing the threat of lethal weapons?

My mind immediately jumped to my conversation with Bridget and her monumental lie. Something earth-shattering. Something that might be related to all the serial-killing victims being addicts, a fact that only a few races would know. Like the magi. I sucked in my lip. Yeah, magi involvement would be earth-shattering and worthy of a cover-up until the Gryphons had a better grasp of what was happening. It might even explain Olef’s strange comment.

I ducked down the street and jogged to the staircase. Piles of trash blew about the asphalt. My sneakers crunched over sand and broken glass, and the stench of piss rose into the air. The street was deserted, and yet I recognized the restaurant’s name painted on the glass over the door. If I wasn’t mistaken, this was a well-known and supposedly excellent—if you were of the feathered races—place to eat.

Since there was no one around and very few windows to allow anyone to spy on my spying, I crept down the first two stairs, my back against the restaurant wall. Down here, the yeasty scent of baking bread overpowered the less pleasant reek at street level.

“Damn it, Xander. You know what this suggests.”

Xander. I recognized that name.

“It suggests nothing,” came a deep voice. “We do not appreciate your insinuation, Gryphon.”

A delivery truck roared by, blocking out the Gryphon’s response. I bent my knees, trying to lop a few inches off my height so I could fit under the restaurant window, a move that would bring me closer to the door.

“—better spent questioning the others instead of marching around here with your weapons hanging out.”

“The council’s authorization—”

“Means nothing to me. I cannot speak for—”

Again, traffic. This time horns interfered with my hearing. But council triggered my memory of Xander. Unless I was getting my names confused, he was a very influential magus, a member of the Boston Magical City Council, advisor to the mayor, occasional magi representative to one or both of Massachusetts’ senators, and the owner of The Nest, the dining establishment by which I was currently crouching. Well, that explained a few things, and opened up a whole ’nother can of worms.

Worms. Magi. I killed myself sometimes.

A young dragon skidded across the sidewalk and stared at me from atop the steps. Go away, I willed it, returning my attention to the barely audible conversation.

“—with the preds.”

“Get off it, Xander. Their hearts were missing. We all know what that means. No one’s persecuting—”

Fuck! I snapped my wrist violently, and the reddish-brown dragon flew into the concrete steps. I doubled over in pain, blood oozing from between my fingers where it had bitten me.

Goddamned, scaly, oversized, fire-breathing rats! Unable to hold in a scream any longer, I dashed up the stairs.

Sometimes having magical blood sucked. First the imp sting and now this. I stole a look toward the restaurant’s steps. The dragon had climbed to the top, shaking its head as though attempting to shrug off the impact. It flapped its wings a few times and stumbled forward.

I had half a mind to run over and punt it about like a soccer ball, but I didn’t dare. The Gryphons could be leaving The Nest at any time, and I didn’t want to get caught nearby. I had no business skulking in the alley, and abusing dragons wasn’t a sport anyone thought highly of, even if they were foul sewer scum.

Gingerly, I pulled my uninjured hand away and examined the damage—blood and two tooth marks on the fleshy part of my left hand between my thumb and index finger. Peachy. It wasn’t an easy spot to bandage. Maybe Vekta, the charm shop’s owner, could help. I didn’t look forward to bleeding all the way home, and I was going to need ointment for this as well. I’d probably spend all of J.G.’s money before I even bought my stepbrothers’ gifts.

Sure enough, fifteen minutes later, I was bandaged, charmed and eighty-eight dollars poorer for it. On the other—not bitten—hand, holy mother load of conspiracies. Once I had a moment to mentally replay the conversation with Xander, I couldn’t wait to share it with Lucen.

Vanity addicts plus missing hearts equaled one hell of a scandal for the magi. The Gryphons must be trying to strong-arm Xander into helping them catch the killer. So my only question was—had that been Bridget’s big secret, or was there more? Either way, Lucen was going to be thrilled to discover his theory wasn’t entirely crazy.

Not that I was thinking of excuses for why I should go tell him about it. Of course not.


Chapter Six

After my crappy day, Friday night should have been spent with a glass of Shiraz in one hand, a novel in the other, and the rest of me submerged in a bubble bath. Alas, I had to earn Josephine Gomes’s hundred dollars, especially considering I’d already spent it. That was why I was following my asshole of the night into his apartment in nearby Somerville.

Even if this guy hadn’t coated my mouth with evil burnt oil, he’d have deserved a good kick to the sac. It wasn’t the blond highlights, or the baby-blue polo shirt, or the babbling about his personal training business. It was the ego that went with them.

“What happened to your hand?” Asshole, aka Greg, asked as he unlocked the apartment.

Sheepishly, I tucked my left hand behind my back. Vekta had indeed given me a bandage when I’d burst into her shop bleeding earlier, but the bandage she’d given me had dragons on it. Magi humor—ugh. I’d meant to exchange it for something less humiliating but had completely forgotten. “I cut myself slicing vegetables and had to borrow a bandage from a friend.”

“It’s cute. I love dragons.”

Oh great. He was evil and patronizing.

Greg flipped on the lights to reveal a typical bachelor pad. An overstuffed blue sofa faced a huge television, cheap lamps stood on cheaper end tables, and the walls were bare. Decorations aside, it wasn’t a bad apartment. The personal training business must be booming.

“You live alone?”

He grinned, a skeevy expression that made me think of fast food gone bad. “I wish. My roommate’s out.”

I snuck a glance down the hallway toward what must be the bedrooms, curious about Greg’s intentions.

Unlike with the would-be rapist Steph and I had nabbed recently, I couldn’t get a good read on Greg. I tasted the burnt oil, all right. He was definitely up to bad things. But what those things were? I hadn’t a clue.

Why I could read some people clearly but not others was just another mystery surrounding my freakish nature. I had theories, of course. The most promising one being that the more specific the asshole’s desire, the clearer I could read it. But, as with many things about my gift, the truth was something I was reluctant to uncover even if I could.

“Can I get you a drink?”

“Sure.” As soon as Greg turned, I pulled my blood-collection kit from my purse. Despite his three beers, Greg wasn’t acting at all buzzed, and I’d rather him have a bit more alcohol in his system before I mind-fucked him. It would make his memories all the fuzzier in case my magic was too weak. Baring my face like this always made me nervous.

“Jamie?”

I blinked, momentarily forgetting the fake name I’d given him. Greg handed me a drink that smelled like one of those margaritas made with powdered mix. His own drink appeared to be straight tequila or something equally colorless.

I took the glass, and the change in his emotions was so strong it almost bowled me over. His intentions sent my nerves dancing. Lurking evil had become anticipating evil. The foulness in my mouth made my stomach turn, but I merely smiled and raised the glass, pretending to sip.

Greg wet his lips, his eyes focused on my drink. So that was his M.O., huh? I wondered which particular drug he’d added to my cocktail.

All at once images flashed through my mind. Hazy, blurred images, but it was a read nonetheless. Ropes. A bed. A camera. If my theory about why I could read some people was correct, then Greg was making plans for me.

Yuck. I’d had enough of this. We weren’t going to get any more alone, so it was now or never. I gathered my magic in my stomach and exhaled it in his face.

Greg’s will crumpled to the floor. Much better. Burnt oil vanished, replaced by the taste of my mother’s chocolate buttercream icing. Excellent.

Greg dropped to his knees. Not excellent.

I pulled on the misty magic. “Get up, lover boy. Let’s have some fun.”

“Yeah, fun.” Even trapped by my magic he gave me the creeps.

Trying not to touch him, I sashayed down the hallway. Greg’s bedroom was disturbingly normal—a computer on the desk, blue blinds in the window, the usual piles of dirty clothes on the floor. “Where’s the camera?”

“Camera?”

Oh for the love of dragons. I hated how dumb they got under my influence. “Yeah, the camera you were going to use to record me.”

Greg pressed himself against me, fumbling for the closet door, and his erection poked me in the abs. Ew. I pushed a finger into his chest, and he took a step back.

“No touching me.”

His agony grew all the more profound, and he whined.

I pulled open the folding doors on his closet. He had a camera screwed to a tripod, and it was already aimed at the bed. Sighing, I inspected the attachment points. “Screwdriver?”

“But I want to photograph you.” He reached for me, and I smacked his hand.

“You’re a nasty boy, Greg. You don’t deserve a camera. Give me a screwdriver.”

A few minutes later, I had the camera off the tripod. Its memory could be destroyed, and the camera donated to some school or organization that would appreciate it. No doubt Greg would buy another one and use it for his vile purposes, but maybe I could spare a few women in the meantime.

Greg followed me back into the living room where I dropped the camera by my purse and pulled out my blood-collection equipment.

“Greg, what’s your full name?”

“Gregory Penfield. Are you going to finish your drink? I want you so bad.”

I held out the lancet. “All in good time. Doesn’t waiting make the anticipation sweeter?” It sure did for me. I was getting a huge craving for my mother’s chocolate-raspberry cake with buttercream frosting. I’d need to get dessert when this was all over.

I took his hand, and he moaned. “Gregory Penfield, do you give me your blood freely? Say it.”

“Rub me more.”

“Say it first. I, Gregory Penfield, give my blood freely.”

“I, Gregory Penfield, give my blood freely.” He cried out when I pricked him. Wuss.

I got my drops and dug my nails into his hand when I finished. It was supposed to hurt him. Instead he fell to his knees again, moaning in pleasure.

Double yuck. It was time to ruin his memory and get out of here. Greg grabbed my hand, though, as I reached for my bag.

“Don’t leave yet, baby.” Before I could stop him, he stuck my hand in his mouth and started sucking on my fingers.

“Bastard! Ew!” I yanked my hand away. His saliva glistened on my skin. Holding my hand away from my body like it was diseased, I picked up the drugged drink and gave it to him. “Finish this, then take your clothes off and lie down on your bed. I’ll be right there.”

I turned on the bathroom light switch with my elbow and doused my hands under the water. I’d cut the connection with him as soon as he drugged himself. Whatever he put in the glass was likely to mess up his memory far worse than anything I could do.

The soapy water turned my bandage to mush. I dried my hands off on my shirt and gave the bandage a good squishing into my skin, but the adhesive wasn’t happy. I took a couple deep breaths. My reflection stared back at me from the bathroom mirror, not looking half as haggard as I felt.

“Where are you, Jamie baby?”

I gave the bandage a last smush. “Coming.”

Greg was lying spread-eagle on his bed, stark naked, something I could have lived without seeing. Still, I had to admit he made an impressive advertisement for his personal training business.

Stifling a smirk, I walked to the nightstand and checked the glass’s contents. All gone. Happy news at last. I dug through his pants pockets, found his wallet and pocketed his driver’s license. A coil of rope lay tucked under his bed, and I considered tying him up but ultimately decided no. It would require touching him some more.

“You here?”

“I’m here.” He snatched my hand and pulled me onto the bed. Grunting, I yanked it away. “That was very bad of you, Greg. Now close your eyes.”

He did.

“Now imagine me naked.”

“Yeah.”

“Don’t move.” I rested my hands on his head and aimed my magic through the palms. “Now forget me.”

He jerked. My hands sizzled. Nonetheless, I suspected that jolt wasn’t strong enough to make him forget everything on its own. After all, I could only make suggestions that he’d want to obey, and Greg had seen and talked to me for too long for those suggestions to win out over his memories. But combined with the drug, I prayed it would be enough.

The magic tightened in my gut, stretching thin, as I retreated into the living room. Eyes closed, I reached my gift out toward him and sensed his consciousness retreating.

With a sigh of relief, I snapped our connection. My stomach eased. Greg whimpered. I paused, my hand on the doorknob, listening for whether he’d get up. Silence came from the bedroom.

But not from the front door. I heard the click just in time, the sound of a key sliding into a lock. Shit. His roommate.

I dove behind the sofa as the front door creaked open. Sweat beaded on my neck. This new person gave off the same icky malice as Greg. Maybe they were in the rape-and-record business together? Nice.

“Greg? You back yet?”

I bundled my gift, ready to charge if the noise brought Greg to consciousness, but I didn’t hear him stir. Footsteps retreated down the hallway, and a door opened. Judging from the sounds that followed, the roommate had gone into the bathroom.

I bounded for the front door, threw it open and bolted outside. It was a good thing Josephine Gomes deserved my help because one hundred dollars just did not cover the pains I’d gone through tonight.


Chapter Seven

Sunday morning meant the Tallyho’s cooks had the kitchen radio tuned to a talk station. The Todd and Tina Show, the bane of my weekends, sputtered at us from the ancient speaker. Tina was, supposedly, an actual reporter, while Todd provided color commentary. Or as I thought of it—failed humor.

I listened halfheartedly as I filled bowls with creamer containers. My hand was still sore from the dragon bite, and it interfered with my serving. Annoyed, I rubbed my new bandage. That hideous one from Vekta had fallen off somewhere on the journey home from Greg’s apartment Friday night. Thankfully.

World news switched to local news, and my ears perked up.

“Somerville police found the bodies of two men murdered in their home very early this morning, although they estimate their deaths occurred late Friday night or early Saturday morning. Neighbors aren’t recalling any disturbances—”

Damn. That was about when I’d been in Somerville.

“Their names are not currently being released, but neighbors report a lot of commotion surrounding the crime scene, including several Gryphons who were brought in. From what we can gather, there are commonalities between these murders and the recent murders of those four young women—Melissa Buteau, Leslie Liu, Amanda Miller and Maria Gallagher. Rumors were circulating this morning that the victims had been mutilated, although it’s not clear what that might mean.”

I dropped a creamer. Mutilated—like a heart removed? And were these new guys vanity addicts? I scratched my healing neck, feeling the lump where the imp’s stinger had gotten me. Yet still, serial killers tended to concentrate on one gender. Weird.

“Stay with us, Boston,” Tina said over the airwaves. “When we return from commercial break, we’ll be interviewing Doctor Diane Potter, a forensic psychologist who’s going to tell us more about serial killers and speculate on what the police and the Gryphons haven’t been sharing.”

My cream tower collapsed. Scowling, I stuffed the remaining containers into bowls and stuck them in the fridge.

That a magus would target humans for their hearts made sense. Sort of. Serial killers tended to stick to their own kind. Magi murdered magi. Humans murdered humans. Preds murdered preds, although I’d never actually heard of a pred serial killer. They tended to kill each other for more practical reasons.

So the question was—would a magus murder humans merely so he or she could eat their hearts? Well, maybe. Something similar had attracted Jeffrey Dahmer, after all.

But my main sticking point was the vanity-addict part. Why would a magus target such a specific group? That didn’t make sense, and I’d bet my Dragon’sWing that it was a sticking point for the Gryphons as well. Possibly it was the reason they were leaning on Xander to help them out.

Lost in my thoughts, I started for the coffee station to begin my rounds, but Rich, the morning manager, beckoned me over.

Now what? With his thick black hair, pointy beard and beady eyes, Rich looked like a caricature of Satan. Minus that whole red-skin thing, that was. Not that he let that cramp his style.

Those beady eyes were currently regarding me as if I were something nasty burnt to the grill.

“I was only resting for a second.”

“You have a phone call.”

I must have stared stupidly because he repeated himself and waved the phone at me. Who would be calling me at work? We weren’t supposed to receive personal phone calls, and if anyone I knew wanted to reach me, they’d call my cellphone. Rich glared at me before straightening his purple-striped tie and stalking away.

Anxiety bubbled up in my gut that had nothing to do with my boss’s warning look. “Hello?”

“Hi, Jessica. Do you know who this is?”

My instinct was to respond with something like “the asshat calling me at work”, but I held my tongue. I did recognize that voice, but placing it was another story. The slight lilt, the timbre that reminded me of a humming guitar string… Oh shit. Note-writer.

“Yeah, I know who you are. Don’t call me at work.”

“I called your apartment first, but you weren’t there.”

I squeezed the phone until my knuckles turned white. What was wrong with this guy? “Don’t call me at home, either. Goodbye.”

“Wait! There’s a Meat Match in Hartford tonight. I wanted to ask if you’d go with me and some friends.”

Once again he made me want to bang my head against something hard. “I told you before, no.”

“Please. Think very, very carefully before you answer this time.”

“No.”

The creepy guy on the other end of the line sighed. “I’m disappointed. I didn’t want it to come to this, so I’m going to ask one more time. This is your last chance, Jessica. Will you come to the Matches with me?”

“Go to hell, you fucknut.”

“All right. I warned you. I wanted to be your friend, but that was a bad idea. I should have listened to them.”

Listened to them? This conversation did not bode well for my state of mind. I had a feeling I’d better get a few things straight. “Who are you?”

“Someone like you, Jessica. Remember that when the time comes.”

“When what times comes?” Yeah, calling him a fucknut probably hadn’t been wise. In fact, ditching him like a bad date was probably also not wise. I might have a genuine psycho stalking me. “Look, if you want to tell me your name and we can meet again—”

“Too late. I’m not interested anymore. I thought you’d be more like me. Instead, you’re like them—prey.”

“I—” But the phone clicked.

I stared at the wall in the brief seconds of silence that followed. Then dial tone broke my stupor. Just freaking peachy. A possibly insane, anonymous, misery slurper was pissed at me. I didn’t know his name, his face or whether he was the same asshole who’d broken into my apartment. At this rate, I should plan on bargaining with a pred for some serious protective magic when I went soul trading after work.

 

 

Alas, before I could bargain for protection, I had to bargain for directions.

“Wanda’s Wishes,” I told Lucen. “I’ve been walking up and down the main drags for an hour and I can’t find it. Do you know where it is?”

I’d checked the phone book and the Internet before leaving for Shadowtown, but the shop didn’t appear in either place. I hadn’t worried. Preds who did business with humans tended to keep shop along one of two major streets. The first one ran straight by the T station. A block up from Lucen’s bar, the second street cut perpendicular. I’d since hiked my way along both of them to no avail.

Maybe I should have searched harder before leaving, but not finding the shop hadn’t been a big surprise. Preds didn’t advertise much, and most of them had unlisted phone numbers.

“Hold on. Paulius is running bar for me. Let me ask him.” It sounded like Lucen put the phone down.

I sat on the stoop of Wyrdd Words, a goblin-owned bookstore chain, and tried not to stare at the ghoul hunched over on the sidewalk. Someone must have taken pity on her and bought her a real dinner, in so much as fast food could be considered real food. The aroma of burger and fries made my stomach rumble. It was almost seven o’clock, and I hadn’t eaten since ten.

“You still there, little siren?”

“Nowhere else to go.”

“Could perhaps your client have meant Wenda’s Wishes?”

Yeah, that would make more sense. Wenda was not an uncommon goblin’s name. “Could be. You know where it is?”

“Not exactly. It’s off the main roads, sort of across the street from the produce market.”

I ground a pebble into the concrete with my heel. “That doesn’t help me. Street name? Directions from Wyrdd Words or the T?”

“I’m not exactly sure what cross street you need. Where are you?”

The ghoul stuffed a fry in her mouth and offered me the box. I shook my head. “I’m at Wyrdd Words.”

“Good. Hang on a minute, and I’ll be there.”

“You don’t need to—”

“It’s a good idea anyway. Hang on.”

Well, it wasn’t like I had many other options. I stuck the phone away. The ghoul offered me her fries again, this time with a grunt in lieu of words.

“No thanks.”

Dirt filled in the lines of her face. Even the whites of her eyes looked gray. Greasy strands of formerly blonde hair framed her face. She reached for a fry with a hand so filthy she might have been wearing gloves. Chipped red polish stood out on her nails like splattered blood.

I left her to her dinner and poked around inside the bookshop for a couple minutes, flipping through a tome called The Care and Feeding of Addicts. At first, it was fascinating to peruse a pred’s perspective on humans, but when I stopped skimming and started reading the introduction, my blood pressure rose so fast the goblin behind the counter picked up on it. Embarrassed, I shut the book and trudged back outside.

Lucen had just turned the corner, so my timing was good. He had on black pants, his plum button-down shirt was tucked in to show off his waist, and his sleeves were rolled up. Although I preferred my guys in jeans or leather, my body perked up nonetheless.

Think of the horns, I told myself. But that made me wonder about the goat legs again and that never led to pure thoughts.

Lucen smiled at me and then down at the ghoul. Familiarity flooded the ghoul’s eyes, and longing replaced some of the emptiness in her hollow face.

“You know her?” I swore if she’d been one of his addicts, I was going to kick Lucen in the nuts whether I needed his help or not.

“I don’t know whose she was, but she’s been around for a bit.” He knelt next to her. “Someone buy you dinner, Laura love?”

The ghoul nodded.

“Good.” He patted her cheek in a fatherly way. Red bloomed in the spot where Lucen touched her and spread out in a pink wave across her features. Down to her toes, I’d have been willing to bet. For that second, life returned to her, and I got a glimpse of the normal thirty-something woman she’d once been.

Had she still been an addict, Lucen couldn’t have had that effect on her. Addicts were tied to their masters, and although one pred could steal another’s addicts, doing so wasn’t easy. But a ghoul was a discarded addict, the magical bond had been broken. She was fair game. Not that anyone would want her.

Lucen straightened. “I try to feed her when I see her around, but I guess someone else got to it tonight. You ready?”

“Yeah.” I clomped down to the street, hands in my pockets.

“Why are you so angry all of a sudden? I didn’t leave her like that.”

The joys of Shadowtown. Might as well wear a neon sign on my forehead to advertise my feelings. “I didn’t say you did.”

“But yet you’re mad at me.”

“I’m feeling annoyed in general.” It was true enough that he might believe it. But Lucen was right. For some reason, my anger was directed at him. I hadn’t lost that urge to kick him, and I hadn’t the faintest idea why, nor did I want to ponder it. “I was reading a book before you got here, and the authors were suggesting that a human’s natural state was as an addict. They felt humans had to be constrained for their own good, that we only create havoc and ruin the planet otherwise. Do you actually believe that?”

He shrugged. “It’s a controversial opinion.”

“You think?”

A smirk flickered across his lips and disappeared. He stopped at the intersection and looked in both directions. “One more block.”

We walked in silence until I couldn’t take it anymore. A weird range of emotions played out over Lucen’s face—the hint of a smile that faded to pinched lips that turned to a frown and sullen eyes. It was as though he was having some conversation in his head. “What?”

“You still haven’t explained why you’re angry at me.”

“I’m not.” Dragon shit on toast. It was pointless trying to lie to a pred. “I don’t know why.”

“Don’t you?”

“No. I suppose you think you do know.”

“Yes.”

“Great. Care to share your theory?”

“No.”

I crossed my arms. “Why not?”

“Because I like you, little siren, and so I try not to pry too deeply into your head.”

“But you’ve already pried.”

“Not this time.” He pointed left. “You wear your emotions close to the surface.”

I refused to follow. “Look, I’m already having a crappy day, so if there’s anything you need to say to me, then say it.”

“Jess, relax. I have nothing to say. You’re the one trying to pick a fight. We’re almost there.” He walked on without waiting.

Strangling him would be nice. Then I thought of all the negativity I was projecting and all the preds, seen and unseen, who were soaking it up. I stormed by Lucen and saw the sign for Wenda’s Wishes. “Thanks for showing me the way.”

Lucen didn’t leave. He continued with me down the sidewalk, and I frowned at him by the shop door. “I’m fine. Go back to The Lair. I can find my way to the T from here.”

“I’m sure you can, but I think it’s safer if I stay.”

“Why?”

He motioned over his shoulder. “Because the two sylphs who were watching you at the bookstore are still on your tail.”


Chapter Eight

“What?” I spun around, almost smacking into Lucen. He flinched. I flinched. No doubt our reasons were very different. I lowered my hand carefully before it brushed his chest.

Two sylphs—the same two from earlier in the week—hung back at the corner, looking our way.

“They’ve been following us?”

“You, I think,” Lucen said. “They were watching you from down the street when I arrived. You probably couldn’t see them.”

I swallowed. “Why?”

“I imagine we’ll find out. With me around, they shouldn’t be dumb enough to try anything.”

“Great. Can’t wait.”

The shop door was propped open, and the scent of incense wafted through the doorway. The inside was dark, and colorful jewelry hung from the walls. Charm vials, I realized. The walls were covered in thousands of different styles of charm vials, most no larger than an innocuous-looking necklace bead. An unscrupulous person could so easily hide a curse in something like that, or string multiple curses together. One bead for a migraine, another to attract imps, a third for general bad luck. Wicked.

The goblin behind the counter cleared her throat. She glanced between me and Lucen, obviously confused about what a satyr was doing in the company of a nonaddict human. Lucen pulled a cellphone from his pocket and stepped away, making it clear which of us the goblin should deal with. “Can I help you?”

“Yeah, I’d like to make a trade.” I set the blood vial on the counter. “You have a contract with the soul of a Josephine Gomes. I’d like to offer you this soul in exchange. Plus commission, of course.”

“Ah, you.” The goblin—Wenda?—narrowed her large eyes at me. The wrinkles that formed on her grayish face made me think of elephant skin. “You’re the one they call the Soul Swapper, are you?”

“I am.”

She made a purring noise in the back of her throat. “Wondered when I’d be getting a visit from you. What’s the commission?”

“Ten percent of whatever I’m getting for the job, but no less than ten dollars, for your time.”

“And this one’s worth?”

“Ten dollars.”

Wenda snorted. “That’s not a lot for my time.”

Damn goblins. They always wanted to bargain.

Lucen hung up his phone. “All you have to do is test the new blood and turn over the old.”

“Test the new blood to your satisfaction, then destroy the old,” I corrected him.

The goblin gave me a questioning look.

Once again, I wished to kick Lucen, this time for interfering with my business. But this wasn’t worth the risk of touching him, especially his genitals, even with a steel-toed boot.

“I could have destroyed it,” he said.

“This time you could have. Normally, I work alone.” And you’re undermining my authority. Back off. I turned toward the goblin and held up the vial.

Wenda gestured for it and pulled out a monocle. With her tiny fingers, she unscrewed the cap and squinted with the monocled eye into the blood.

“Eh?” She brought it over into the light by the windows and inspected it again. I was starting to get annoyed by this super-careful examination when she shook her head at me. “No good.”

“What do you mean no good? What’s wrong with it?”

“I can’t use that soul. Its owner is dead.”

“What? He can’t be dead. I got this from him on Friday.” Even as I said it, I realized how stupid that sounded. A lot could happen since Friday.

Wenda placed the vial back on the counter and raised her hands in front of her face, a goblin’s way of saying no harm meant but not my problem. “He is now.”

Lucen reached around me, took the vial and overturned it onto his finger. I wrinkled my nose as he rubbed dried blood between finger and thumb. “Sorry, Jess. She’s right. This guy’s dead.”

The goblin’s ears flattened against her head.

“I’m not doubting her.” I snatched the vial. The last thing I needed was Wenda thinking I was challenging her. She’d refuse to do business with me, and then I’d have no chance of finishing the job for J.G.

“You have another trade?” Wenda asked.

“Not with me.”

“You may come back when you do.”

“Thanks.” What a way to make a first impression. I threw the worthless blood vial back in my bag. “I don’t believe this,” I said to Lucen as we left the store. “I don’t keep blood lying around for long because I know this sort of thing happens, but he was alive less than forty-eight hours ago. And seriously? After what I endured to get this guy’s soul, I could scream.”

“Was he young? Healthy?”

“So far as I could tell. I’m not about to go around nicking the souls of octogenarians who could die before someone has a use for them. I’d run out of people willing to trade with me if that happened too often.” I grunted, scanning the sidewalk for something to kick, but nothing was around. When was this patch of bad luck going to move on?

Somerville police found the bodies of two men murdered in their home very early this morning.

I stumbled to a stop. Dragon shit on toast. Of all the men in that town—was one of the murder victims my blood donor? And could that possibly be a coincidence? Somehow I suspected not. How long would I have to wait before the police released their names so I could check?

I started to say something to Lucen, but his attention was fixed on the two sylphs heading our way. Here we went again. I tensed. Probably sensing it, Lucen stepped in front of me.

The silver-haired sylph sneered at us as they approached. “We’ve been wondering who your partner was, Soul Swapper. Guess we know now.”

“My partner in what?” The protective charm on my anklet flared to life. Stupid thing. It wouldn’t do me any good unless they planned a mental attack, which didn’t seem likely in the middle of the street with Lucen at my side. That the charm sensed danger, though, suggested the sylphs’ magical hackles were raised.

Lucen was smiling in a cold way at the sylphs. “Have you gone from accusing my people of murdering your addicts to accusing a defenseless human then? Very tough of you.”

I wasn’t completely defenseless, but this didn’t seem like the time to point it out.

The white-haired sylph rested a finger on her lips. “We have reason to believe she was involved, yes. But you’re not in the clear, satyr. We also know she’s not working alone.”

The other sylph jabbed her in the ribs with his elbow. “You be careful,” he said to me.

“Why in hell do you think I was involved?” I tried putting a little edge in my voice, as if that would cover up the knot of fear growing in me.

Instead of answering, the sylphs exchanged glances and backed away. Lucen shifted from foot to foot, suddenly pleased about something. Only then did I spin around and discover we weren’t alone on the street anymore. Five new satyrs were marching toward us—four of whom were the big, brawny type who looked like they could tear the delicate sylphs limb from limb. So that must have been what Lucen was doing on the phone at Wenda’s. He’d been gathering a posse.

The sylphs linked arms and picked up their pace in the opposite direction.

“Damn it.” I stuffed my hands in my pockets. “I want to know why they think I’m involved.”

“No, you don’t. It’s not worth your concern, little siren. They’re pissed and looking to take it out on someone, and you make an easy target. That’s all.”

“Why?”

“A group of them tried to intimidate Dezzi the other day,” said one of the new satyrs. I’d never seen him or any of his friends before. He had rich, dark skin and an almost effeminately lovely face, which he no doubt put to use on humans all the time. He certainly beamed at me with an intensity that made me squirm.

I took a step forward in the direction of the T station, hoping they’d follow. I needed to move, to expel the energy building inside me. Being around Lucen could be tough enough. Being around Lucen plus five other satyrs who’d just been primed for a fight and were reeking with power was almost too much to handle. It was either hustle or start stripping in the middle of Shadowtown.

Powered by sheer will, I busted ass because my body would much rather have stripped and discovered what six satyrs could do to one woman.

“So the fighting has already begun?” I asked, hoping to distract myself from my own lascivious imagination.

“In a way, yes,” said another satyr, this one with curly black hair and disarmingly blue eyes. Like Dezzi he had an accent, though his was clearly British. He was also the only one of the group not built like he belonged in a protein supplement advertisement. He slid up beside me, close enough that his shirtsleeve brushed my arm. “Dezzi ordered retaliation.”

On some level my brain realized I should be frightened, but desire was winning out. I didn’t dare look anywhere but at my feet. “Dezzi can order you guys around, huh?”

“She’s our Dom,” Lucen explained.

Ah. Pred society was strictly hierarchical, a remnant from earlier times when they and humans hadn’t precisely coexisted in peace, and a lone pred was far more vulnerable than most humans would have believed. Within any locality these days, each race of preds still had a Dom they answered to, the head of an internal council of sorts. I hadn’t known Dezzi was the satyrs’ Dom. “What happened?”

“We made it clear to their Dom’s second that they’d better lay off with the accusations.”

“So they must be switching their aggression to you,” the black-haired satyr said.

“But why me?”

Lucen shrugged. “Don’t know.”

“Unless it’s because…?”

I couldn’t help myself. I looked up at the black-haired satyr. “Because of what?”

He wiggled his eyebrows. “You’re known to be a friend of Lucen’s, and he’s Dezzi’s third. Possibly they think you’re a friend to all of us, and attacking you would be a form of revenge.”

Lucen was a third? I’d always assumed he was nothing more than a bar owner. All these years and he’d never given me a hint of how much influence he had.

We’d hoofed it so fast we were already by The Lair. The station was a short block away. The group paused by the steps down to the bar.

“Come in.” Lucen’s comment was ostensibly aimed at all of us, but he looked at me when he said it.

“I think I’d better leave.”

“You’d better talk. If this is a sign of things to come, you could be in danger.”

Gee, I didn’t know you cared. The words stuck in my head. I tried to wet my lips, but my mouth was dry. I couldn’t talk, not with all these satyrs around. My hands were just itching to pull off my shirt, and they weren’t even trying to seduce me. This was insane.

“You won’t be the only human inside,” Lucen said.

I grimaced. They were all tasting my fear and lust. For the love of dragons, this sucked. I might as well take off my clothes because I was completely exposed.

Yet Lucen had a point. I could have a serious problem. “Great,” I muttered. “First a crazy note-writer, now angry sylphs. What did I do to deserve this?”

“What crazy note-writer?”

I clomped down the steps behind him, relieved that all but one of the satyrs were waving goodbye.

The Lair was packed. As Lucen had suggested, the crowd contained a good mix of thrill-seeking humans amidst the satyrs and twiggy harpies. I kept my chin high, preferring none of these people to assume I was some dumbass human chasing death and sex for fun on the weekend. Apparently, that made me the minority. Although some humans huddled together, hoping for safety in numbers, others courted danger or were simply too bespelled to resist it. They hung over the satyrs, seemingly unable to keep their hands or mouths to themselves. Not all the satyrs returned the attention. A couple looked downright bored despite the various levels of undress and stages of sexual activity occurring around them. Shame for my own race and disgust with the satyrs helped me keep my gaze focused ahead.

The rest of the bar’s atmosphere was more typical. Classic rock spilled from the speakers at a reasonable volume. Candles on the tables added to the low light. The smell of food hit my nose and reminded my stomach that it was hungry.

The satyr that had come in with us wandered off to talk to friends, so I followed Lucen to two empty stools at the end of the bar. The satyr pheromones, or whatever it was they exuded, were in better moderation over here. Some of the tension lifted from my shoulders.

“Drink?” Lucen went behind the bar.

“Water, no ice.” After this evening’s disasters I could use something stronger, but I wasn’t about to risk it.

He filled a glass and slid it toward me. “Have you eaten?”

I shook my head.

“What would you like?”

“I didn’t realize you served food.”

“Bar food mostly. But name it, and I’ll have it whipped up for you.” Lucen poured himself a beer.

“Whatever’s good but not too expensive.”

“You really don’t like to live it up, do you, little siren?”

“I live it up plenty. That’s probably why I’m in this mess.”

Lucen left by the door behind the bar. I clutched my drink. I shouldn’t be here. I should be out, tracking down a new soul donor to replace my dead one. Behind my eyes, a headache threatened. I’d better think before it arrived.

A dead soul donor. A murdered soul donor? Could this be a coincidence? Could it be tied to the why the sylphs thought I had something to do with the vanity-addict murders?

Now there was a thought. There were alleged similarities between the Somerville men’s murders and the addict murders. The men’s murders could be—were likely to be?—the work of a copycat killer, but if so, a copycat killer who had done something to get the Gryphons involved. That meant magic played a role. And that meant the sylphs would be looking for someone with magic in the blood that could tie the murders together. Okay, that could be me since I was among a handful of the population with magic.

But that didn’t explain why they thought of me and not a pred or the magi. Unless it was like the black-haired satyr suggested—a result of me being friends with Lucen and the sylphs looking for an easy target. Or unless a sylph had seen me with Friday night’s soul donor. That was far-fetched but not impossible. Hell, it made more sense to be guilty by association than for the sylphs to think I was close enough friends with Lucen to make a good target. For that to be true, Lucen would have to give a damn about me, and I didn’t buy for a second that preds gave a damn about any human. The satyrs as a whole had no clue who I was, and as for Lucen… Nope, I didn’t imagine that was likely. He might be bummed if I was killed, but only in the way a child was bummed if a toy he played with got destroyed.

Maybe not even that since I’d never let Lucen play with me.

The headache officially declared itself. Perfect. I was not making sense of anything tonight.

I rested my head on my arm, praying I gave off a strong enough “go away” vibe that no one, particularly nonhumans, would approach. The bar hummed with energy, a lot of diffuse anxiety from all the dumb humans. Spearmint. Gross. The preds must be sucking up any of the more powerful emotions before I could get them. Feeling even less thrilled about my decision to come here, I reined in my gift to the best of my ability, but the taste of spearmint lingered in the back of my mouth.

Salmon. Suddenly, the alluring aroma of salmon replaced the spearmint. I blinked, until that moment unaware that I’d shut my eyes.

Lucen sat next to me. A plate filled with crisp greens and a salmon filet on top was in front of me. “That’s bar food?”

“For the patrons I like.”

My stomach rumbled. “I thought I said nothing too expensive.”

“On the house.”

Not this again. “No.”

“I owe you. The whole reason the sylphs are picking on you is probably my fault.”

“I’m not sure about that.” The salmon’s aroma tempted my nose. My stomach voiced its approval. Tempting was what a satyr did best, after all.

Damn. I took the fork and ate.

“So what’s this about a note-writer?”

Between mouthfuls, I filled Lucen in on everything that had happened between me and the creepy note-writer since I got his message at Kilpatrick’s.

“He claims he can feed on misery like you? Fascinating. Is he a siren, as well?”

In other words, did he have a screwed up satyr’s gift like me? To Lucen, my minimal—by comparison—ability to inspire lust in people by breathing on them was amusing. When I was first learning to control how I expelled the magic, he’d suggested I sing. Concentrate my breath and focus on exhaling. It had worked, and since then I’d become “little siren”—the human who could tempt others with her voice.

I stabbed the last piece of salmon and swirled it around the plate. “I don’t know if he has any kind of gift or what it would be. What do you think?”

“Beats the hell out of me. Until I met you, I’d never heard of such a thing.” He savored his mouthful of beer, frowning. “We should find the goblin who claims to know about your gift and see what’s possible. It must be rare, so if there’s more than one of you floating around this city, there’s good odds you owe your origins to the same person. Do you know the name of the goblin who put the curse on you?”

I shook my head. “Just who it was that told me I was cursed. I don’t even know if it was a goblin that did it.”

“It’s a start. We can begin tonight.” He slid off his stool, his attention ensnared by something across the bar.

“You need to tell me what’s going on with the sylphs first, and I have news about the murders.”

“Yup. Just finish up and give me a minute.”

I picked at my dressing-soaked lettuce, watching Lucen from the corner of my eye. An addict had entered the bar. And not any addict, a lust addict. One of his?

A pit opened up in my stomach. In the ten years I’d known him, I’d never once seen any of Lucen’s addicts. I didn’t even know how many he could afford to keep. It required a bit of magical effort for a pred to bind a human, so the number of addicts they had at any given time was a proxy for how powerful they were. Meanwhile, because they fed off the addicts’ misery, they gained power from each one they had. It was a bit of a Catch-22—the more addicts they took on, the more energy was required, yet the more energy they could reap. I remembered learning something way back when I was in school that the average pred could only keep three to five addicts at once. But if Lucen was the satyr Dom’s third, he wasn’t average. He was way more powerful.

Wasn’t that a happy thought.

The woman’s face lit up when Lucen approached. Yup, she was definitely one of his. She had long dark brown, almost black hair like me, although hers was less a tangle of curls and more shiny waves. Her black shorts rode up to her butt, and the waistline drooped so low in front that she couldn’t possibly be wearing anything beneath them. Her tight button-down shirt was bursting at the breasts, and the heels on her sandals had to be at least three inches. Classic hooker attire. I hated her.

No, I should pity her. She was a victim.

The victim tossed her hair and pouted at Lucen.

Nope, screw it. I hated her. She was just another weak-willed, fake-boobed woman with terrible taste in clothing.

The harpies had to be arousing my jealousy, I realized. Ridiculous, really, because I could pull off that outfit too.

Lucen kissed her then patted her on the butt. Even in the darkness, the ecstatic expression on her face was obvious. She touched Lucen’s arm again, but he shook her off and said something to her. The words didn’t cut through the noise, but her face fell and she waddled that butt behind the bar and grabbed a serving tray.

All the wonderful salmon threatened to return to my plate.

“Sorry, little siren,” Lucen said, taking the empty stool again. “She was late, supposed to have been here half an hour ago. Don’t come whining to me that you need a job then not show up for work on time. No wonder she got fired from her last one.” He shook his head. “So what did you find out about the murders? Anything that will help unknot the sylphs’ knickers?”

Yeah, the information about the hearts and the magi would if I could prove it. I just couldn’t stand the thought of talking to Lucen right now. I couldn’t tell if I felt more sick, angry or…what? Hurt?

Whatever. Lucen could probably pick apart my turmoil like a chef dissecting a recipe—a little garlic, some parsley, a hint of resentment. To a pred, humans must seem pathetic.

“I’ll tell you later. I just realized the time, and I need to go find another soul donor to replace my dead guy.”

“It can’t wait?”

“No.”

He stared at me, expressionless, and I tried not to dwell on all the crap he was sucking in. “All right.”

All right? That was it? “Good. Thanks for dinner.” I grabbed my bag and hustled out the door.

Well, what the hell. It wasn’t like I expected him to apologize for what he was. It wasn’t like I hadn’t known. It wasn’t like it should piss me off.

And it sure wasn’t like I had nothing more important to worry about.

Nonetheless, an imp followed me all the way to the train station, and I took great satisfaction in smashing it into the wall.


Chapter Nine

I never got a replacement blood donor last night, which meant I was going to have to bust ass the next few days searching for one. I felt like crap about it too. It was coming up on a week since I’d agreed to take Josephine’s case, and that was the longest I liked to let things go. My business spread through word of mouth, and my clients were always nervous. Not getting them results right away made them more nervous and less likely to think positively of the experience.

I stuffed my wench’s uniform into a duffel bag in the Tallyho’s bathroom and headed home. Above, the sun played peek-a-boo among heavy, gray clouds, and I hoped a thunderstorm was brewing. Weather was the perfect misery inducer.

As I walked, I considered sources for soul donors. Maybe it was time to try a new venue. Kilpatrick’s had been giving me nothing but bad luck recently. Malls, on the other hand, could occasionally cough up gems, as could parks or kid-themed restaurants. Come to think of it, I was sick of rapists. Nabbing a child molester would be good. I hadn’t gone after one of those types in a while because they squicked me out so, but that was all the more reason why someone should be doing something to stop them.

Making that mental note, I turned the corner and froze. My apartment building was surrounded by cops and Gryphons. There were at least two black-uniformed figures that I could see, so gods only knew how many I couldn’t.

Had there been another murder, and in my building? After all that had been happening lately, it sure didn’t seem impossible.

I charged forward to investigate then skidded to a stop three buildings away by the convenience store, overwhelmed by the anxiety radiating from the people around the building. It left me disoriented and a little giddy—not an image I wanted to project as I neared a crime scene. Maybe it was best to hang back for a moment until I calmed down.

Shifting my bag on my shoulder, I tried to tune my gift on a single individual. The gawkers and their confused nervous tension got in the way at first. Finally, when a Gryphon came out to talk to one of the cops, I managed to focus completely on her. Her emotions were a mess of confusion, nausea and extreme tension.

One of our downstairs neighbors jogged by me. The police had set out barricades, and as he neared, an officer waved him away. The guy pointed to the building, and yet the cop continued to shake his head. Cursing, my neighbor stormed back in my direction.

“Hey,” I said, as the guy pulled open the convenience store door. “What’s going on?”

He wiped the sweat from his brow on his T-shirt. “I recognize you. You live upstairs, right?”

“Yeah. They not letting you in?”

“Nope. Don’t even bother asking. Christ, I need to go shower and meet my girlfriend, but they told me not to go anywhere far. They want to ask me questions.” He grabbed a sports drink from the rack.

“But they gave you no idea why?”

“Not a clue. Saw the Gryphons carrying a cooler into one of the apartments on your floor. You tell me—what’s that about? Something’s messed up.”

“Yeah, no doubt.”

I rested against the ice cream freezer and got out my cell. Come on, pick up.

“Bridget Nelson speaking.”

“Bridget, hey. It’s Jess. I’m try—”

“Jess! Hi, where are you?”

My stomach clenched. I despised phones for many reasons, but the biggest one was that I lost my emotion-sucking advantage with them. There was clearly something off about Bridget’s voice. It was almost perky, a kind of forced cheerfulness that no more fit Bridget’s personality than it did mine. “I’m around.”

Downstairs neighbor had already chugged half his drink and was now paying for it.

“I ran into a neighbor and he told me there’s all this commotion going on in our building. Gryphons and cops. What’s up?”

“Why don’t you ask the ones who are there?”

“Because my neighbor said they wouldn’t tell him what was going on. So I’m asking you.”

There was a long pause on the other end. “Jess, you’re on our side, right? You were almost a Gryphon.”

My hand tightened around the phone. She’d better be going somewhere good with this, or I was crossing her off my holiday card list. “Yeah?”

“Then do the right thing and turn yourself in.”

Okay, that was unexpected but definitely not good. “For what?”

“I’m sure you didn’t do anything deliberately wrong, but…”

“But what?” Oh shit. My stomach was clenching so hard it felt like concrete in my abdomen. Adrenaline flooded my bloodstream. What kind of insanity was this? Had they finally figured out the identity of the Soul Swapper? Could my creepy note-writer have blabbed, after all?

“We got a tip. I didn’t know it was your apartment until we got there. I would have called you, but—”

I lowered my voice. “Damn it, Bridget. Spit it out. What are you talking about?”

“We got a call about something in a fridge in your bedroom, something that shouldn’t be there.”

I grasped the freezer’s handle for support. “And you found…?”

“You know what we found.”

“Blood.” Blame it on shock, but the word slipped out. I’d thrown Greg’s useless blood in the fridge last night, figuring I’d get rid of it today while my roommates were at work and I could clean out the vial. Flaming dragon shit on toast. Note-writer had blabbed. “Look, I can explain—”

“And the heart, Jess? You can explain why a murdered woman’s heart was in your fridge?”

Now would be a good time for hysterics. “A heart? You’re telling me there was a heart—some human woman’s heart—in my fridge?”

“A heart. Who did it belong to?”

Well, wasn’t that a good question. “How should I know? I don’t even know what one might be doing in my fridge.” I probably shouldn’t have said any of that so loud. I probably also shouldn’t be having this conversation with Bridget. If this were true, the only person I should be talking to was a lawyer. A damn good lawyer.

“We’ll find out soon enough, and we’ll find out if that blood really did belong to one of the men who was murdered on Friday. We already know you left Kilpatrick’s pub with him that night.”

Do not puke in the middle of the convenience store. Do not.

“Make this easy on yourself,” Bridget continued. “Turn yourself in, give us a blood sample, tell us which pred you’re working with and it’ll—”

“Blood sample? Pred?” Run, my brain screamed. But Bridget was spewing a lot of information, and I had a feeling it would be wise to learn as much as I could. I’d already decided I was not turning myself in. Not yet anyway. Not until I had a nice, long time to think things through. Someone had framed me, and even if I cleared my name, I feared what the Gryphons would do when they discovered my affinity for pred magic. Kill me? Force me to live as an outcast among the preds? Hell no.

“If you turn yourself in, I’ll help you find a lawyer.”

Despite my panic, I snorted. Yeah, I’d trust her help now. “Why a pred? Why not the magi? Aren’t they the ones who like human hearts?” I was thinking aloud, but Bridget responded.

“We found traces of pred magic in some of the blood, and I know you wouldn’t do this on your own.”

Ah, so was that why they wanted a blood sample? Would my blood show pred magic? Or was I overlooking something more simple? I rubbed my bandaged dragon bite. Oh crap. The old bandage had fallen off Friday night. I’d assumed I lost it on my way home, but what if it had come off in Greg’s apartment? That would be pretty damning evidence against me. That could be why the Gryphons needed a blood sample for matching.

Like finding Greg’s blood and a woman’s heart in my fridge wouldn’t be damning enough? I was so screwed a satyr would be jealous.

I grabbed a water bottle and dug two dollars out of my wallet for the cashier.

“Jess, you there?”

Bracing myself, I stuck the change in my pocket. “No, Bridget. Not anymore.”

Then I hung up and ran like hell.

 

 

The train doors opened at the Shadowtown station, and I launched myself out of the car, desperate and stupid. On the ride over it had occurred to me that I was not exactly equipped for this. I had no charms and no weapons. All I had was the cash in my wallet, my phone and the Tallyho’s uniform in my duffel bag. Yeah, I’d thought this through real well.

What I wouldn’t have given for my bike, my knives and my anklet. Hell, I’d have been happy with my leather pants. Since I’d bought them when I was in a bind, they’d become comfort clothes. And damn it, I needed comfort.

Barring that, I’d take a relatively safe place to think.

That was why I’d chosen Shadowtown. It was the one neighborhood in Boston that the Gryphons wouldn’t just sweep through looking for me. They’d come eventually if they believed I was here, but it would be a while before they gathered a small army. Whatever vendetta the sylphs might have against me aside, no pred liked a Gryphon invasion.

So I hoped.

I clattered down the steps to the street and checked the time on my cell. I’d gotten off shift at three. It was now almost four. The Lair wouldn’t open for another hour, but Lucen should be up. Yesterday, I’d promised myself I wouldn’t show my face to him for at least a week. So much for pride.

He picked up on the fourth ring as my panic began anew. “After ten years without a phone call, this is the second time in two days you’ve called me, little siren. Have I finally started growing on you?”

“Yeah, like a tumor. Um…” I collected my thoughts. All around me, a quiet, sleepy Shadowtown was awakening. Thunder rumbled overhead and the wind picked up, scattering leaves near my feet. A couple humans, nonaddicts, were hurrying my way, high-school-age guys by the look. No doubt they were testing their burgeoning manliness by exploring Shadowtown during a time when most of its inhabitants would be tucked in bed. I waited for them to pass.

They gave me furtive glances, probably assuming I was an addict. I rolled my eyes and adjusted the phone against my head. A shadow flickered from the corner of my eye, and I saw the back of a sylph’s head as he or she entered a house. There was a flash of silvery white hair then the door shut. I had to get off the street.

“Jess?”

“Sorry. I’m having a little problem and could use a spot where I could lie low for a bit. Out of the Gryphons’ reach.”

His tone changed. “What’s going on?”

“I’d rather not say in the middle of the street.”

“Can you get to The Lair?”

“I’m looking at it.”

“I’ll be right down.”

Lucen hung up, and I jogged the rest of the way down the block to the bar. He was already outside by the time I got there, looking freshly showered in jeans but no shirt or shoes. His blond waves dripped water on broad shoulders. I winced. He’d better put on a shirt soon or I was going to have a hard time concentrating. Yeah, being framed for murder sounded like it should easily take precedence over a chiseled chest and a six-pack, but only to someone who never spent time around satyrs. I couldn’t take my eyes off him.

Lucen stood on the stoop next to the bar, holding the front door open. “Come on in.”

“I didn’t know you lived above The Lair.”

“There’s lots you don’t know about me because you’re always running away.”

I squeezed past him, getting a good whiff of his cinnamon-tinged skin and undoubtedly a good dose of his lusty magic. My hands twitched, eager to attach themselves to that broad swath of chest and trace every contour of muscle, to follow that thin line of blond hairs on his stomach to where it disappeared into his waistband and beyond. I dug my nails into my palms. The pain helped, but not as much as usual. “I hate to be rude since you’re doing me a huge favor, but could you put on a shirt?”

“If you insist, or you could take off yours and call it even.”

“I’m being framed for murder. I’ve got more important things to worry about than whether I’m wearing my pretty bra.”

Abruptly, some of my lust subsided, pulled back almost as though a blanket had been tugged off my skin. Lucen gaped at me, his eyes filled with shock.

Could he do that? Keep a handle on his power if he wanted to? Granted, not all my desire had disappeared, but the worst of it had. Damn it, if I didn’t need his goodwill right now—whatever little goodwill a satyr might have, that was—I’d want to kill him for never bothering to do this before.

“Have a seat. I’ll be right back.” He disappeared to the right, and feet pounded up some unseen stairs.

I wandered deeper into his apartment, not expecting to find it so light and airy. The kitchen was immediately to my left. Through a doorway I could see steps, and beyond that a small, tastefully decorated living room. Muted sunlight seeped into the joint kitchen and dining area through linen drapes. I pulled them aside and discovered sliding doors leading onto a small deck that overlooked a parking lot. All in all, not a bad spot. But then, rents in Shadowtown were cheaper than almost anywhere else in the Boston area. For all I knew, Lucen owned this entire building.

He was right in that regard. I’d never bothered to learn much about him. Prolonged conversations had always felt like an invitation for trouble.

With that thought in mind, I plunked myself down at the kitchen table, wondering whether this had been a bad idea of Biblical proportions. Until now, I’d never exactly sought out Lucen’s company. Since the beginning of our relationship, it had always been the other way around. After all, most of the major religions taught that preds were on this planet to tempt humanity to ruin, and I usually saw no point in throwing myself at temptation.

“Cruelty” by The Crüxshadows blared from my duffel bag. I jumped so that I banged my knee on the table. Fingers trembling, I reached for my cell, expecting it be Bridget again. She’d called twice while I was on the T. Instead it was my mother.

I hit talk, cutting off The Crüxshadows mid-beat. “Mom?”

“Jess, is everything all right?” My mother sounded relieved. Nice that one of us was. Her calling now, of all times, set off alarms in my head. Whatever this was about, I’d have to lie to her, and I hated that.

“Everything’s fine.” I took a long drink of water.

“That’s a relief. Bridget Nelson called me a minute ago, and—” I didn’t hear the rest of her sentence. Shit. Already the Gryphons were leaning on my parents, probably worrying my mother half to death. “Anyway, she sounded concerned and wanted to know if I knew where you were. Are you sure everything is okay?”

I clenched my teeth, silently cursing Bridget. “Yeah, I’m sure. I’ll give her a call.” Not. “And, uh, while you’re here, could you do me a favor? Prod Sam and Jaime a bit to see what they want for their birthdays. I don’t have a clue what to get them.”

Good one, Jess. Almost as potent as a distraction charm.

My mother would have a heart attack if she knew half of what was going on in my life, current day’s events aside. She’d been relieved when I’d been denied entry into the Gryphons. Although I’d been too furious to get it at the time, I understood now that she’d lived in fear of me following in my father’s footsteps—right down to the whole dying-in-the-line-of-duty part.

Her reaction to me being framed for murder was something I didn’t want to think about.

“I’ll see what I can do,” my mom said. “We’re getting them their own phones. I think twelve’s young still, but Nick’s adamant it’s a good idea.”

No surprise. Nick, my stepfather, was a tech junkie. But this was not the time to debate the proper age for giving kids their own cellphones. I was simply grateful my distraction worked.

Lucen thudded back downstairs and watched me from the kitchen doorway. I swallowed. “Thanks. I’ve got to go. Let me know if Bridget calls again, will you?”

“Sure. But you should call her. She sounded worried.”

“Right. I will. Bye, Mom. Love you.”

“Love you too. Bye.”

Great. I might have fooled her until the end, but saying “love you” was a sure tip off that something was up.

Lucen switched on the ceiling fan and sat across from me. His T-shirt did a fine job of hiding his skin, but his power had returned with him. Maybe it was only the shock then that had numbed it. Maybe I’d get the guts to ask some day.

“Turn off your phone. It makes you traceable. Then tell me what’s going on.”

“It does?” Guess that explained why Bridget kept calling. I powered down the cell and threw it in my bag.

Fifteen minutes later I’d related everything that happened that afternoon.

Lucen drummed his fingers on the table. “So you think the heart they found belongs to one of the murdered addicts? I don’t understand. Why would someone want to frame you for those murders? I can understand that if you lost a bloody bandage at a guy’s house the night he was murdered that might make you a suspect. But the Gryphons are obviously not certain it was your blood on the bandage. And then someone broke into your apartment and hid a heart in your fridge and called the Gryphons on you? That’s just bizarre, even for humans.”

I shrugged. A stray thought itched at the back of my mind, but I was too drained to figure out why. “Who said it was a human who did it? Anyway, what am I going to do? It was probably stupid not to turn myself in, but crap. This looks bad. I can’t afford a lawyer.”

“Don’t turn yourself in, not until we work this out. Really, though, it’s too bad you hadn’t gotten rid of the vial yet.”

“Not sure how much of a difference that would have made given there was a freaking heart in my fridge.”

Lucen ran his fingers through his hair. “Well, it helps connect the crimes. So that doesn’t look good.”

“No. What about what Bridget said about the pred magic in the blood?”

“What about it?”

“Could I have traces of pred magic in my blood? Or does it mean that maybe the sylphs are trying to frame me? Shit—a sylph saw me when I got off the train. What if they discover I’m wanted and decide to turn me in?”

“Not likely, little siren. But if they did see you… Hand me my phone.”

I pushed it across the table.

“I had a discussion with Dezzi last night about this sylph issue. Give me a second?”

What was I going to say? No? I spun the empty water bottle around on the table while Lucen called his Dom.

He didn’t say much after giving her the highlights. “Dezzi and some others will be coming by The Lair in a few. We need to figure out how to handle this.”

Shit. A lair full of satyrs and me without any protection. Giving myself up to the Gryphons might have been the wiser choice. “We?”

“We. Remember what I told you last week? Someone’s trying to start a war. I don’t know how you got dragged into it or why, but it concerns all of us.” He opened the fridge and took out a container of ground beef. “I’ve got to feed Sweetpea.”

I followed him into the living room, wondering who and what Sweetpea was, while he mused. “Any traces of our magic could be yours, but that’s easy enough to find out.” He laughed. “That ought to confuse the Gryphons—human blood with satyr magic in it. It’s more likely than the sylphs trying to frame you. I’m not sure they’re bright enough. The magi, though… The heart really suggests something there.”

That had been his theory before, and my brain itch revealed itself. Of course. I’d never shared everything I overheard in The Feathers because I’d gotten irrationally angry yesterday.

Lucen cursed triumphantly after I informed him of how the Gryphons were hounding Xander. “So that’s why you think the heart belongs to one of the vanity addicts. Dezzi’ll flip.”

Even better—I was going to be surrounded not just by satyrs, but by excited satyrs. More thunder sounded outside, and the first drops of rain hit the windows. Nature was providing a great soundtrack for my mood, but being in Shadowtown meant I wouldn’t be around enough humans to get a buzz from their annoyance.

My fingers clenched and unclenched incessantly as my nervousness swelled. There was no point in feigning confidence, so I opted for distraction. If it had worked on my mother, maybe it would work on me. “I can’t believe you keep a dragon for a pet.” Sweetpea was more attractive than your average scaly sewer rat, but still.

Lucen dumped a clump of the raw meat in Sweetpea’s cage. “Dragons are handy to have around when working charms. Hell of a lot easier to keep one on hand than trying to catch one each time.”

I grunted, unwilling to admit he might have a point. “Do you think—?”

A pounding on the door downstairs interrupted my embarrassing question about protective charms. The entire building shook from the violence. “Open up, Lucen!” someone shouted. “We know she’s in there.”

I froze. Lucen swore. My first wild assumption—that the Gryphons had found me and come to arrest me already—was soon dismissed. My gift could detect no sign of human emotions. That could only mean one thing.

“Sylphs.” Lucen snapped up his cellphone again. “Come on.”


Chapter Ten

“Come where?” I demanded.

“Downstairs. I’m calling Dezzi. We’ve got to have this out.”

I gripped the doorframe in the hallway. “I can’t face down a horde of angry sylphs plus a gang of satyrs. I don’t even have a protective charm on me!”

“You don’t need one. I’m protecting you.”

Oh great. And who was protecting me from him?

Since Lucen’s face was tight and his eyes glowed brighter than usual, I decided to keep my comment to myself. Lucen was right. Best to face this all down.

I’d once read some proverb that said courage wasn’t about not feeling afraid. Courage was about being scared shitless and doing what needed to be done anyway. I wasn’t so sure. In my case it wasn’t courage. It was resignation.

A bread knife sat on a recently used cutting board. I stole it as we passed through the kitchen. Resignation wasn’t always bloodless, and damned if I was going down without kicking and screaming. Of course, if the sylphs got their magic around my soul, the knife would be pointless. But, hey, I could pretend.

I followed Lucen, who was on the phone rounding up Dezzi’s council, into a pantry off the kitchen. He unlocked the deadbolt on a door and led me down a flight of narrow, dark stairs into a dingy storeroom. Cases of beer, wine and liquor sat on the floor, and the shelves were filled with packing boxes. Lucen unlocked yet another door, and we popped out in a small industrial kitchen.

The Lair, I realized. We were in The Lair’s kitchen.

We came out behind the bar into the empty pub, and Lucen switched on the lights. Through the shadowed glass, I saw slender silhouettes had gathered out front. They huddled close to the building under the tiny awning. I attempted to count their number, but it was impossible.

“Our council is coming,” Lucen said. “Relax.”

“You’re kidding, right?”

He threw me a wry glance and unlocked the final door. I braced myself and hid the knife behind my back. The angry voices subsided.

“Why hello, Sylla, Felice, Assym…” Lucen rattled off the names of several sylphs I didn’t recognize. “How kind of you to drop by. If you wanted an inter-council meeting, you really should have contacted Dezzi first or given me some warning. Dropping by like this could be construed quite aggressively.”

“Shove it, Lucen. Are you letting us in to get the human or not?”

Lucen glanced toward me. “I can let you in. Handing over the human is something else. But please.” He gestured elaborately. “Come on in.”

I tightened my grip around the knife handle as ten sylphs poured into The Lair. They all turned their smooth, plastic-like faces and icy eyes on me. Mentally, I prepared myself for an attack, but none came. Perhaps it was more fun for them to drink up my fear, or perhaps they hadn’t yet sorted out who would get me if I was addicted.

Just one freaking protective charm. I couldn’t have worn one freaking protective charm on a regular basis? But no, I couldn’t have. The longer it touched my skin, the faster my body would use up the charm’s magic, and I didn’t have the money to replace charms that often.

Lucen hadn’t moved from the doorway. “What do you want with Jessica?”

One of the sylphs, probably an older man although it was hard to tell, tossed his silver hair. “She is wanted for murder by the Gryphons. We intend to turn her in.”

My jaw dropped. Even Lucen started. That had to be a lie.

Hadn’t it? Would sylphs really cooperate with the Gryphons? And how had they found out so fast?

Two sylphs approached me, and I stepped back.

“She is not yours to take,” Lucen said. His voice had lost its gentle mockery. “She’s under my protection, and any attempt to take her will be met with force.”

“A human is under your protection?” Sylla smirked.

I flushed, recalling her comment about Lucen being my master. Obviously I was no addict, but I couldn’t understand Lucen’s attempt to protect me any more than the sylphs apparently could. Not to mention I had a strange feeling that I was missing something. There were too many shocked expressions on those flawless faces.

The older sylph raised an eyebrow. “Does Dezzi approve of this?”

“Of course she does.” Dezzi’s accent cut through the murmuring. She’d appeared in the doorway silently. Her black braids were piled so high on her head that she was nearly Lucen’s height, and her voluptuous figure swayed to a silent music as she entered the room. Her power swept over me, leaving me dizzy and conflicted. Fortunately, it was not on me that she concentrated. A couple of the sylphs shrank back.

Behind Dezzi, more satyrs filed into the bar, including the black-haired one I’d met the other day. He winked at me but stayed close to Dezzi. They were all armed, as was Lucen who must have grabbed a gun from somewhere.

“Assym, it was very rude of you to bring your council here without giving me notice.” Dezzi approached the older sylph, and the other sylphs retreated behind him. “Rude, and I might say unwise unless you wish to incite a war.”

Assym, who must have been the sylphs’ Dom, smoothed invisible wrinkles from his bright blue shirt. “We were not aware this concerned anyone but the human.”

“When you’ve been harassing us for weeks?” Lucen slammed the door. “That’s funny.”

“And now,” said Assym, “we have word that the true culprit was the human, so we are here to collect her.”

Dezzi waved a hand, and the satyrs began shuffling tables around. “Is it true that you’re wanted for the crimes?” she asked me.

I braced myself. “It’s true the Gryphons want to arrest me. I didn’t kill anyone, though.”

Lucen crossed the room to stand closer to me. “You can tell she’s not lying.”

“Well, one of you is.” Assym banged his fist on a table. “We demand justice. The human must know something. Turn her over to us, and we will turn her over to the Gryphons.”

“Since when do you cooperate with Gryphons?” I asked.

“For once our interests align.” He sneered at me, and I felt a brush of insecurity as he whipped my mind with his magic.

Suddenly I was self-conscious, horribly so, aware of every fault and flaw—a human so easy to break, mentally and physically. My fighting skills were terrible. I could never land a decent left-handed punch. Freckles marred my face. My nails were brittle, my knees too thick to be attractive. My magic was too weak to be classed among the preds, and too freakish to earn me credit among humans. I was puny and pathetic. I’d be nothing without Assym’s help.

My will shuddered, then the connection was blasted apart by a wave of knee-weakening lust. I staggered back into a table. Heat swept over me, leaving behind the vivid sensation that Lucen was pressed against my body, every bare-skinned inch of him seeping into my flesh, filling my head with his scent, parting my lips with his tongue and my legs with his hands.

Then the power withdrew. Shaking, I inched away from the real Lucen who hadn’t shifted position by Dezzi. Logically, I knew he’d been trying to break Assym’s hold on me, but I couldn’t be thankful when it meant he’d exerted his own power in Assym’s place.

My kingdom for a protective charm.

Assym’s smirk morphed into a frown as he realized he’d lost his grip. The sylphs and satyrs had pulled two tables together and sat facing each other like opposing tribunals. I stood off to the side, unsure what was going on other than the fact that I was deep in the salamander shit.

“The Gryphons believe her responsible for murdering our addicts,” Assym said, folding his hands. “They will soon trace her to Shadowtown. We do not want her here, nor them. I demand you hand her over before the Gryphons harass us all. If you don’t, we will stand by our original assumption that you’re involved in the murders too. Now, more than ever, it seems likely. Why else do you protect her?”

Dezzi pushed braids over her shoulder, never once losing Assym’s gaze. I held my breath. She had no reason to defend me other than the satyrs’ own issues with the sylphs. “None of my people will hand over someone who has been placed under our protection until I investigate the matter myself.” Behind Dezzi, Lucen flinched but remained silent while his Dom spoke. “Your accusations and harassment of my people have been baseless from the beginning. The human remains under our care until we decide otherwise.”

“You are thieves and murderers.” Assym stood, and the rest of the sylphs followed his lead. “If you want a fight with us, Dezdemona, you have one.”

The satyrs mirrored the sylphs’ action, and I tensed, sensing a coming magical shitstorm. Both sides were lost in a shouting match, their words indistinguishable above the thunder rumbling overhead.

What would happen if a fight broke out? Besides the fact that I’d be toast? Screw this, I had to do something. “It’s the magi!”

I had to yell it twice before I got anyone’s attention, but finally they quieted. “The dead addicts all had their hearts removed. I overheard the Gryphons telling that to Xander the other day. It must be some magus who’s responsible.”

Dezzi turned to Lucen. “Did you know this?”

“Jessica told me a few minutes before you arrived.”

The satyrs’ Dom pressed her lips together and glared at Assym. “There, you see? You should gather your facts before you start making accusations.”

“Prove it,” the sylph said. “The Gryphons believe you’re guilty, and that’s good enough for me. My people’s addicts have been killed. No one but a satyr or a satyr’s pet would do that.” A couple sylphs chuckled. “So you prove it to me, satyr pet, or even the Gryphons won’t be able to protect you from us.”

Unfortunately, Lucen wasn’t crazy enough to use a salamander fire-forged bread knife. Too bad, because if I’d known the blade would kill him, I’d have been tempted to see how close I could get it to Assym’s heart before his posse stopped me.

Satyr’s pet, my ass.

“Prove it how?” I demanded.

His ice-gray eyes froze mine. “That’s your problem. You apparently have access to all sorts of information. Very convenient. I’ll give you three days then my patience runs out.”

“Three?” Impossible. My lungs constricted at the mere idea.

Murder gleamed in Dezzi’s eyes. I suspected she would have liked to kill Assym, me and Lucen all about now, but her voice remained steady. “Why bother, Assym, if you are to be that unreasonable? We need a week, minimum.”

“Four days.” Assym narrowed his eyes.

“Six.”

“Five.”

“Agreed.” Dezzi held out a hand.

I exhaled, feeling sick to my stomach. Nice to give me a say in the matter.

Assym took Dezzi’s hand, and they shook like kindergartners being forced to make nice on the playground. “Prove it or we come to collect you, satyr’s pet, and I don’t give a damn about your protection.” He snapped his fingers at the other sylphs. Together, they walked single file out of the bar.

As soon as the door shut, Dezzi shoved Lucen into a seat. “You got me into this problem. I don’t know why you offered our protection to this human, but you see the consequences? I expect you will both get us all out of this mess in the next five days, or you will be the first I send to meet Assym’s warriors.”

 

 

The black-haired satyr, whose name turned out to be Devon, hung a “closed until further notice” sign on The Lair’s front door while Lucen set beers on the tables. Desperation drove me to accept one. My end was nigh. What the hell.

Most of the satyr council had disappeared. Dezzi had just left her first three—Lucen, Devon, who was her lieutenant, and a woman named Lucrezia who was her second. Dezzi said she’d be back later. She had other business to attend to, but she wasn’t about to trust the fate of Shadowtown to a human. The tension in the bar was thicker than a dragon’s hide. Whatever else Dezzi expected to blow up in the course of a fight, she’d predicted a large part of Boston would go with it, especially if the magi were involved.

The rest of the council had gone to rally their people for imminent war.

Obviously they had a ton of confidence in my ability to figure this crap out.

I swigged my beer, grateful at least that Lucen’s protection afforded me one benefit—the satyrs weren’t working their magic on me. Lust stirred within when they got too close, but it was nowhere near as bad as I’d feared. Either they were trying to leave me alone, or they were too distraught about the coming magical apocalypse to exude pheromones. Probably the latter.

“So how many of their addicts have been killed?” Lucrezia asked.

“Four that I know of.” I slumped in my seat. “The bodies haven’t all been found in order of death, though. Could be more that haven’t shown up.”

“Where are the other three hearts then?”

“Eaten by whatever magus is committing the murders?” Lucen flipped the cap off his bottle. It went flying across the bar, bounced twice before hitting the end, and fell into a trash can. Not a bad trick if I’d been of a mind to appreciate it.

Devon tapped his fingers together. “Jess, do you have any enemies among the magi? We do, so it figures they might want to start fights with us, but it’s odd that they’d pick on a human.”

“Until today I didn’t think I had any enemies period. I guess people I took blood from for soul swapping would hate me, but only if they knew it was me and remembered what happened, and I did my best to prevent that.”

“It might have nothing to do with Jess anyway,” Lucen said. “She could just be a convenient scapegoat.”

“After all that’s been going on lately, somehow I doubt I’m a random pick.” I rubbed my tired eyes. “Focus. Who could pick a vanity addict out of a crowd?”

Lucen stretched. “Any of our races.”

“You,” Devon told me.

I scowled. “Me and the creepy guy like me. And the Gryphons.”

“Good thought with the Gryphons.” Lucrezia tapped a blood-red nail to her lips.

I doubted they were involved, but whatever. Unfortunately, my mentioning of creepy note-writer guy needed explanation, and the conversation was derailed for five minutes while I provided an abbreviated version.

“There’s someone with a motive,” Devon said. “We are allowed to discuss motives now, aren’t we? You said he got mad at you.”

“Yeah, but that seems a bit extreme.”

“But it’s a possibility, and if he knows your name, he could know where you live. Write it down.” He motioned to Lucen, who’d gotten out paper and a pen. “Who else?”

“We’re back to the magi.” Lucrezia ran a finger through the condensation on her beer bottle. “They hate all of us.”

Lucen pushed his seat back. “Agreed. Consider, the Gryphons put pressure on Xander because of the missing hearts. Xander put pressure on everyone in The Feathers. And whoever is doing it looked for a convenient human to blame. It’s not impossible that a magus could discover Jessica’s side business in trading souls.”

“No.” Devon threw his bottle cap at Lucen. “But would they be dumb enough to pick a fight? They’d know what they were doing by targeting the sylphs’ addicts.”

Lucrezia smiled. “Maybe the type of soluble magic in their blood gives the sylphs’ addicts the best-tasting hearts. All this killer wants is a tasty meal.”

I held the beer bottle high above my mouth, but it was empty. Just as well. I really needed something stronger.

The satyrs, Lucen and Lucrezia especially, were dead set on the magi being responsible. As they talked in circles over the next half hour, they could generate a million motives from the simple—one of them couldn’t suppress their appetite for human hearts—to the ludicrous—a war would boost the magi’s charm businesses and increase their influence with the Gryphons.

I listened quietly, my throbbing head in my hands. The more I thought about it, the more convinced I became that Devon might be right about my creepy note-writer. Although I had a hard time believing my refusal to attend the Meat Matches with him could have driven him to frame me for murder, the facts pointed in his direction. Mainly that he was unstable and he knew who I was and could thus handle the logistics. How he knew about the addicts’ hearts, or if he was even involved in the addicts’ deaths, was unclear. But it was possible that he’d killed the Somerville men, and right now possible was the best I had. After all, somehow this guy had found out about me once, which meant he could have followed me before and done it again on Friday.

Chances were, he would enjoy killing people too. I wouldn’t put it past anyone who got off on the Meat Matches. They proved sadism was alive and well.

I raised my head when the satyrs’ conversation dulled. “We need the Gryphon reports. Bridget was hiding stuff when I talked to her about the murders. It could be the missing hearts, but it could also be more. We should also check my blood for magic.”

“That’s the easy part.” Lucen searched through a drawer by the cash register and tossed me a box cutter. “You’re right about the reports, too, but how are we going to get them?”

I flipped the cool steel over in my hands. Add another item to my list of things I wished I had with me—my lancet. Less blood loss, less pain.

“This Bridget—she’s your friend in the Gryphons?” Devon said. “Can you get the information from her?”

“I doubt it now. Bridget’s a very law-and-order kind of person. She’ll urge me to turn myself in and trust the Gryphons.”

Lucrezia yawned. “Tell her you’ll meet her. We’ll come along and convince her to help. Gryphons are resistant to persuasion but not unbreakable. Three of us together and it will be over like that.” She snapped her garish fingers.

“No.”

The keen expression on Devon’s face fell. “What’s your idea then?”

“I don’t know.” I just knew there was no way in hell I was turning a friend—even one who wanted to arrest me—over to the satyrs to break. They all seemed way too fond of the idea. Turning a Gryphon into an addict was rarely accomplished, but it gave a lot of prestige to the pred who managed it.

Of course, an addict Gryphon didn’t stay an addict Gryphon long because either their friends discovered it and healed them, or they mysteriously disappeared from the Gryphons, called into the depths of Shadowtown to be at their master’s side. Kind of like a living, breathing piece of edible art.

“Are you going to bleed for me, little siren, or no?”

Grimacing, I slid the razor from the safety and drew the blade along my fingertip. Lucen handed me two tissues. I smeared the results along one, and washed my finger off in the bar sink while the satyrs examined my blood.

“Ah, will you feel that,” Lucrezia said. “Velvety.”

I shut off the tap and applied pressure to the cut with the second tissue. The satyrs were rubbing their fingers together over my blood. Each pred race seemed to have their own methods for sensing magic—satyrs felt it, goblins saw it, sylphs smelled it and harpies could taste it. I had no clue how or if furies could detect it because I’d never traded for a soul with one. Gryphons, on the other hand, had to use a complicated system of spells to parse blood’s magical properties. “What do you mean velvety?”

“Your magic gives your blood a different texture than Gryphon magic.” Lucen wiped off his hand. “Gryphon magic leaves the blood silky. Yours is soft but rougher. Velvety, as Lucrezia said. It’s different from theirs and different from ours.”

“But will it show up as pred or human magic when the Gryphons examine it?”

“Depends on what kind of analysis they do,” Lucen said. “It’ll confuse them for sure.”

Interesting. Bridget had accused me of colluding with a pred, so what kinds of magical traces had they found in the victims? And could they tie any of it to my blood directly—say, if my bandage had been found in the Somerville apartment? Or was the blood sample I’d taken from Greg their sole connection between the vanity-addict murders and the Somerville murders? The throbbing in my head picked up the tempo. “We need those reports.”

“We gave you an idea for how to get them.” Devon gave me a pointed look.

“No.” I met Lucen’s eyes, and he shrugged. Anger surged through me for a second. Why was I looking to him for help? He was just like them. Given that he was now on Dezzi’s shitlist for offering me the satyrs’ protection without her consent, he could probably use the prestige of addicting a Gryphon. If I wanted to save Bridget’s uptight ass, it was up to me.

“Fine. I’ll ask for her help.” And if that failed, I needed to come up with a better idea fast.

“Keep your conversation quick,” Lucen warned me. “And turn off the phone again when you’re done so it can’t be traced.”

Bridget picked up on the third ring. “Jess! Where are you?”

“In hell. Look, I need your help.”

“I’m trying to offer it. Turn yourself in and—”

“That’s not an option. Bigger problems are brewing. I need you to do something for me.” There was shouting in the background, male voices, crashing and banging. It sounded like the building was collapsing. “What’s going on?”

“A salamander got loose in the charm lab, and it’s streaking through the building, setting everything on fire.” In typical Bridget fashion, she made it sound no more annoying than a hangnail. “Jess, I can’t do anything for you until you come in.”

“Not happening. I need the files—”

“Where are you? Tell me. We can help. Did a pred make you do this?”

I hung up.

Lucrezia absently braided a clump of her hair. “Should have told her you’d meet her.”

“I’m not letting you turn her into an addict to get these files. My ass can rot in jail before I betray a friend like that.”

Devon coughed. “Although your ass is very nice, and I’d hate to see it locked beyond my reach, it’s not the only one on the line.”

“Yeah, I’m aware of that. But just because I didn’t make it into the Gryphons doesn’t mean I’m about to stand by while you plot to enslave humanity.”

“Humanity’s going to be screwed far worse if we don’t figure this out before the fighting begins,” Lucen said. “You’d be sacrificing one to save many.”

“And you’d enjoy every moment of it.”

He leaned toward me. “Be wary of anyone who prefers fighting and violence to sex.”

Much as I had to admit there was logic to that, it didn’t sway me.

I held the phone close to my chest, scrolling through my contact list. What else could we do—break in? Even if we could, the files were probably locked in some database inside Gryphon headquarters.

“The database!” The satyrs all turned to me like I was nuts. Steph’s name and number stared at me from my phone. Of course. Before she’d gone to work for the hospital’s IT department, Steph had worked for the data security company that managed the Gryphons’ IT needs. It was a long shot, but maybe Steph could hack into their servers or something. I’d never understood the appeal of sitting in front of a computer for hours, but back in college Steph and her friends had made a sport out of it.

Aware that I was being stared at, I bit my lip while Steph’s phone rang. As soon as she picked up, I cut her off. “Steph, hush. I have a huge favor to ask.”

“This can’t be good. What kind of mischief are you up to now?”

“I’ll explain in person. Can you meet me?”

Steph whined. “I have to finish making dinner so Jim has it when he gets off shift. I’m making chicken Florentine and apple dumplings, and they’re highly temperamental.”

“I’ve been framed for murder. Your chicken can’t possibly be as temperamental as I am.”

“What? Are you in jail? Have—?”

“Not in jail yet. Can you meet me at a bar called The Lair? Like now?”

“You’ll have to give me an hour.” Steph swore. “Where’s the bar?”

“Shadowtown.”

“Whoa, wait a minute. Nuh-uh.” In my mind’s eye I could see Steph shaking her head at me, brown hair and earrings flying. “Shadowtown? Are you out of your evil little mind? No way in hell—”

“You’ll be safe, I promise.” I glared at Lucen, who rolled his eyes and gestured for me to get on with it. “I’ll meet you at the Shadowtown T stop. Please.”

“Shadowtown. You want me to enter Shadowtown around sunset? You’ll be in my debt for three forevers if I live.”

“I know. But you’ll be fine, I swear.”

Steph sighed. “All right. Because I owe you still. I’ll see you at the T in about an hour. Anything I need to bring besides enough firepower to take down a small country?”

I closed my eyes and thought of everything I wished I had on me. It was all locked in my apartment. “Just your fabulous self, your laptop and any of your old hacking crap.”

“I haven’t hacked anything worthwhile in years. I’m a good girl now. What do you need me to do?”

“I’ll tell you when you get here.”

“Fine.” She sighed again, more heavily if that were possible. “But this had better be fun.”

“More fun than Boston going up in flames, which could be your alternative.”

“What?”

“See you.” I hung up to the sound of Steph yelling at me. Well, that ought to keep her from chickening out.


Chapter Eleven

Devon and Lucrezia took off with the promise of returning in an hour or whenever my friend arrived. They didn’t like my plan—not that there was much of one—but only because it meant they couldn’t go after a Gryphon. At least that appeared to be the crux of their grumbling.

The bar door shut with a clatter, leaving behind a gust of wet air that blew through the room and sucked the last bits of life out of me. I stared at my hands, at the bandage covering my dragon bite and the blood drying in a crusty line around my fresh cut. If I was a wreck already, what kind of shape would I be in by Friday?

“Coffee?” Lucen didn’t wait for my answer but started preparing it.

Dazed, I wandered to the bar. I set the bread knife down, and he tossed it in the sink. If he found my paranoia funny, he kept it to himself.

“I know you’re all hot and bothered about a magus being behind this, but I think my creepy stalker is the most likely culprit.”

Lucen said nothing, just set two mugs on the bar. The coffeepot chortled away. It was such a relaxing sound, especially combined with the light rain falling on the windows.

I wrapped my fingers around an empty mug, lulled for the moment by the peaceful noises into believing I could catch a killer that had eluded the Gryphons, a killer that possibly wasn’t even human. “You said the magic that would be involved to warp my gift would be rare, and so it’s likely that whoever cursed me might have cursed my note-writer. I should find them.”

I let go of the mug so Lucen could pour the coffee. The steam rose and engulfed his head. “I’ve been suggesting you look for years. There’s so much we don’t know about your abilities.”

Once again, I had to wonder what this we stuff was.

Lucen and I had been through this conversation before, and I was certain my emotions on the topic conveyed all he needed to know—I hadn’t searched for the answers because I was afraid of what I might find.

Afraid to discover just how pred-like my magic could be.

“It could be good news,” Lucen said, clearly getting a read on my inner turmoil. “You’re afraid of becoming an addict, but it’s possible you have an even greater resistance to it than most gifted humans.”

“I’d rather not test that theory, thanks. Besides, I already know you all can get into my head.” I inhaled the scent of the coffee, trying to relax. “I just want to see if I can find my note-writer this way.”

“All right, little siren. But assuming your stalker is responsible, I still don’t understand why he would target the sylphs’ addicts.”

“Neither do I, but didn’t Ted Bundy kill women who resembled his former girlfriend? Maybe this guy’s ex became a vanity addict? It could be nothing more than that.”

“Could be.” Lucen didn’t sound convinced. “We’ve got time before your friend arrives. Let’s go find the goblin who told you what happened.”

“You don’t need to come. Shouldn’t you be open for business?”

Lucen made a noncommittal noise. “Looks like I’m closed indefinitely for the time being. You heard Dezzi. She’s going to expect me to do nothing but fix this mess.”

“At the expense of your business?”

“If fighting breaks out, business will disappear regardless. Just the word spreading is going to have an effect. Watch and see.” He took a long, thoughtful swallow. “And you shouldn’t be out and about alone.”

“It’s across the street. Besides, I thought I was under your protection.”

“All that means is that no one will hurt you while one of us is looking. Come on, you’re going to trust the sylphs will keep their word, but not me? They want to kill you. I only want to get you naked.”

Coffee ran down my throat the wrong way. Damn him. I hacked until the irritation subsided, drawing out my coughing fit as long as possible while my brain wrestled with how to respond. Sure, Lucen was a satyr—he should be expected to say stuff like that. He’d just never said it to me before. Not so blatantly. Not in almost ten years.

Whatever. The words should not have caused my face to burn. That was ridiculous.

Lucen was grinning, obviously pleased with having unnerved me. Peachy. Why was he trying to screw with me when I needed his help? I could only assume it was his way of demanding payment for providing it.

Cautiously, I took another sip of coffee. “Blame it on my Puritan background. Us humans, American ones anyway, are far more comfortable with violence than sex.”

“I’ve noticed. It’s part of the reason your race has so many problems. You don’t see my people plotting against each other.”

“Yes, satyrs are so superior to us. Happy now?”

“Actually, no. Because you still have your clothes on.” Lucen drained his mug. “Are you ready to leave?”

 

 

Ten minutes later and sufficiently caffeinated, I sprinted across the street. The rain had prematurely darkened the sky, and the wind cooled the air too much for comfort. Newest item on my wish list—a jacket.

A couple of sprites played in a puddle on the sidewalk. As I approached, they dove into the shallow water and disappeared. Sprites, like salamanders and gnomes, were elemental creatures, formed by cataclysmic magic eons ago and not entirely sentient. The only reason two could have ended up in a puddle was because some mischievous person dropped their eggs there, probably hoping an unsuspecting pedestrian would step in the puddle and all hell would break loose as the sprites tried to drown the person in two inches of nasty water. Sounded like the kind of prank a fury would pull.

I dodged the puddle and opened the goblin’s shop door, Lucen on my heels.

It had been three years since I’d last stepped foot in this particular shop to barter for a soul. Seven years before that, I’d made my first visit.

At the time, it hadn’t even been two hours after my dismissal from the New England Academy for the Magically Gifted. Lucen had coaxed me into Shadowtown to prove to me that my gift wasn’t fading, merely twisting and growing stronger for some reason neither of us understood. As I’d refused to listen to him, I’d seen a girl about my age, scared and hopeless, enter this shop. Determined to help and prove my worthiness to myself, I’d run after her.

But I’d failed to stop her from selling her soul for magic. The only help I’d been able to provide came after the deed had been completed. Mai had been a student at MIT, suffering to study a subject she hated in order to satisfy her overbearing, overproud parents. Later that night, when the horror of what she’d done had dawned on her, I’d schemed a way to get her soul back. It was my first swap, and it was when the goblin proprietor had informed me that my gift had not gone rogue on its own. I’d been cursed, he said. Then, in typical Goblin fashion, he’d refused to say anything more without some kind of payment. Payment I wasn’t about to give. Thus, the how and why of my curse I’d never discovered.

It was time to discover things.

The shop’s interior hadn’t changed since my first visit. This was a charm shop only, and not one that tried to appeal to the masses. The walls were bare and painted black. On the counter sat skulls, human and others—one with a satyr’s horns, another with a fury’s ridges and more that I couldn’t identify. They each had glyphs drawn on them.

Charm and curse making had their own alphabets, and though I could recognize the glyphs, I only knew the barest of what they stood for. The ones Vekta had drawn on my knives stood for power, strength and truth. Or so she claimed. Without anyone to teach me charm making, I had to take her word for it, and given what I’d paid for them, I would pluck her like a chicken if I found out she’d lied.

Candle flames shuddered as the door shut behind Lucen, and shadows undulated along the walls. I rang the bell.

“Coming!” came a wheezy voice from the backroom.

The goblin proprietor, whose name I didn’t know, emerged from the back a moment later. He was about my height, which made him tall for a goblin. The candlelight reflected off his tan head, and his beady brown eyes, so dark as to be expressionless, took me in slowly.

“Ah, it’s you again. Fancy that.” He smiled. It wasn’t welcoming. “Looking for a trade, are we?” He began opening his leather-bound register.

“Not this time. I have some questions that I’ve been meaning to ask.”

He raised a bushy eyebrow, and his gaze flickered in Lucen’s direction. “I see. Questions about your unusual heritage, I assume?”

“Heritage? You said I was cursed.”

“You believe you are; therefore, you are. Curse, heritage, tomato, tomahto.” His left ear twitched, and his gold hoop earring caught the light from a candle flame. “I’ve been waiting for you to ask.”

“Yeah, well, the wait is over.” I leaned on the counter, making a show of not being intimidated by his inhuman mannerisms. One thing I could say for satyrs—they could drive you mad enough to strip in public, but they were too human to truly creep you out. At least, most of them were. “I want to know who did it.”

The goblin waved his hands in front of his face. “Sorry, can’t help with that. Not anymore.”

“For the love of dragons. You just said you were waiting for me. So you can’t help or you won’t?”

“I can’t. And all I said was that I’d been waiting for you to ask. Not that I was willing to provide answers.”

I gritted my teeth, trying and failing to suppress my frustration. Feeding negativity to the guy pissing me off only upped my annoyance. “I’m willing to pay.” Depending on the price, that was.

Lucen threw me a sharp expression as though he wanted to object, but he had to have known a goblin wouldn’t give information away for free.

The goblin tapped his fingers together. “Unfortunate. Am I to understand that you are now under the satyrs’ protection? Suspected of murdering the sylphs’ addicts? That you have allied yourself with the enemies of my friends?”

Lucen muttered something, threw open the door and stormed outside with a disgusted expression on his face.

I leaned so far over the counter I almost met the goblin nose to nose. “I’m being framed for crimes I didn’t commit. This information could help me discover the person truly responsible. I’d think your friends should want the truth. You were willing to trade souls with me, but you won’t help prevent a war?”

“Trading is business.” His ears flattened. “But you raise an interesting point because war is bad for business. Oh, decisions.”

I held my breath. The satyrs had suggested that the goblins would side with the sylphs in any conflict, just as they counted on the harpies to side with them. But the goblins’ loyalties were more fickle than most. Greed could do that to a person.

At last, the goblin straightened. “You believe you are telling the truth, so I will do what I can. These are secrets, you see, Miss Moore.”

I flinched at the use of my name, and the goblin smiled thinly. It was far creepier than when he didn’t smile at all.

“Secrets few know cannot be divulged easily, especially not at a time like this when our races stand at a precipice. But I will raise the matter with our Dom. If Gunthra decides to share, we will contact you.”

My lungs, like the rest of me, deflated. “The sylphs are only giving me five days to sort this out.”

“Come back tomorrow, and I’ll have your answer.” The goblin held out a leathery hand, and I shook it, feeling his cold power work its way up my wrist. I dropped my arm quickly.

“Well?” Lucen asked as I joined him outside.

“I’ll find out more tomorrow if their Dom feels like sharing.”

A car sped past, its tires flinging dirty water on my sneakers and ankles. I chased Lucen across the street. The Lair looked wrong without the neon liquor signs lighting up the windows and the warm glow of the lamps by the door.

“If she’s willing to share, and if you’re willing to pay her price, I’m sure. Better hope your stalker has nothing to do with this and that we can get those reports.”

The price. Right. I’d momentarily forgotten about that part in my worrying that the goblins wouldn’t cough up the information for any price. I had a feeling as to what this Gunthra person would want, and I wasn’t trading away my soul for any information. Not yet, at least.

“We’d better hope the reports have useful information in them.” I tugged at the wet jeans sticking to my legs. Life was getting rosier all the time.

While Lucen disappeared upstairs, I checked my wallet for money. Thirty-three dollars. Not as bad as I’d feared, but not good. There was a few hundred more in my checking account, but surely the Gryphons would know if I tried to access it.

Outside, the rain tapered off, but Lucen had checked the forecast earlier, and the radar showed another line of storms approaching. I hoped Steph got to the station before then. I was just starting to dry off. The storms had brought cooler temperatures, which was nice, but combined with wet skin and jeans it left me chilled.

“Is there any place around here where I can order something to eat?”

Lucen thudded down the stairs and appeared in the kitchen with some clothes draped over his arm. “There is, but you can eat here. What do you like?”

“I don’t want to take your food.” Bad enough that I was taking temporary shelter here. Assuming I survived until the end of the week, I didn’t know how I was ever going to pay off this debt. I only knew how I wasn’t going to do it, but if he pressed the issue, my will would crumble like a burnt cookie. It was why I’d never wanted to owe him for anything.

Lucen tossed me the clothes—a dry T-shirt and a sweatshirt. “Where else are you going to stay, little siren? You’re safest here until fighting breaks out. Might as well make yourself at home.”

I shivered and pulled the sweatshirt on. Dragon shit on toast. I hadn’t thought about that. Where else could I go? My mother’s home was out—Bridget had already called her, and it would be the first place anyone would search. Same with my cousin’s or my aunt and uncle’s. I had no close friends except Steph, but I didn’t want to put her and Jim in the position of harboring a fugitive. I was already planning on asking her to break the law for me this evening. A hotel room would require a credit card or a trip to the ATM, either one of which could spell my arrest. Steph wouldn’t have enough cash to lend me, and there was no point in asking Lucen when he was willing to let me stay with him.

The unfortunate truth was no one would look for me here. The Gryphons wouldn’t have a clue, and if they came searching, the satyrs wouldn’t simply hand me over, arrest warrant or no. They wouldn’t give a dragon’s fart about breaking the law. What they would care about was kowtowing to the Gryphons, something that every pred in Shadowtown would know about within twenty-four hours.

Defeated, I slumped in a chair. Lucen’s sweatshirt smelled lovely, a combination of freshly washed fabric and mild cinnamon. Breathing it in made me feel like I was wrapped in his warmth. My mouth watered. My body perked up.

Maybe repaying him wouldn’t be so bad. God knew I burned at the thought of it. He’d treat me well as an addict too. I was sure of it. Most preds treated humans like sentient cattle, yet Lucen had always been strangely nice to me for reasons I didn’t get and he never explained. Still, even if he didn’t treat me better than the average addict, it had to be worth it to trade this cotton for his actual skin on mine, or to run my hands and lips over his hard muscles. I wondered if he’d taste like cinnamon too.

I drove my fingers into my bandage, making my healing bite squeal in pain. Apparently, no washing could get rid of years of satyr pheromones staining the sweatshirt. This arrangement was never going to work.

Caught by the Gryphons or caught by a satyr’s pheromones. Either way I was screwed.

 

 

I led Steph down the steps into The Lair thirty minutes later. Her face was pale and her lips thin, but she was dressed in her best ass-kicking style—all black with combat boots and Jim’s handgun concealed in her trench coat pocket. Skull earrings bounced against her cheeks, and a heavy cross on a thick silver chain hung around her neck. She looked intimidating, but only to someone who couldn’t feed off her emotions.

To me, the taste of her fear was tart and buttery on my tongue like a hot, lemon poppy seed muffin. If Lucen and the others didn’t behave, I’d kill them.

Well, try to anyway.

“This is a satyr bar?” Steph asked. “Not too busy, is it?”

“Be glad it’s not hopping. It’s closed because of the situation.”

“I am glad. Very glad. Trust me, Jess. You need to fully explain this so-called situation because I’m one glad breath away from getting the hell out of this place.”

Lucen, who’d been watching us from the stoop, got off the phone as we entered. He smiled broadly at Steph. “Nice to meet you.”

Steph grasped his hand only for a second then set her laptop bag on a table. “Uh-huh. Jess, explain. Now.”

“Right, in a second. First, I want it to be clear that Steph is here helping me, which is helping you, and that she’s perfectly safe here.”

“Of course.” Lucen swung his leg around a chair and sat on it backward, looking smug and charming. “You see how she even dared shake hands with me and nothing bad happened? Steph, are you an addict now?”

“What?”

I squeezed her shoulder. “Ignore him. He’s taunting me.”

Lucen held out a hand to me, and I turned my back on him. Yup, he’d obviously chosen tormenting me as his method of payment.

I sat next to Steph. “Here’s what’s going on.”

She listened, alternately horrified, disgusted and worried as I explained. Her emotions danced around my mouth, a smorgasbord of flavors. Normally, I hated prying into my friends’ heads like this, but Steph’s feelings could be no secret, and frankly, I needed the energy. It wasn’t late, but I’d been on my feet since five this morning and was starting to feel it.

As I talked, the satyr posse arrived. Luckily, Steph’s back was to the door, so she didn’t see how many were among the gathering crowd. If she had, I probably wouldn’t have been able to get my story out uninterrupted.

By twos and threes they came. Devon showed up with the satyr with the effeminate face. Then Dezzi arrived with Lucrezia and another male. Finally, two harpies appeared. The female harpy I recognized because I’d done business with her before, but the male was a mystery. He had shockingly red hair and, despite his greater height, was every bit as twiggy as his companion. Dezzi and the male harpy shook hands solemnly.

“Lucrezia filled me in on your discussion after I left,” Dezzi said when I finished speaking. “I agree that the Gryphon reports will be useful. I tried obtaining them myself before coming here, but the Gryphons are not sharing information with anyone it seems, and particularly not with us or anyone associated with us.”

“Not a surprise,” the male harpy said. “They don’t understand the situation. Had you tried explaining—”

“No. I did not like to explain too much as yet. The Gryphons will use it as an excuse to conduct raids, and if my people press too hard, it will focus the Gryphons’ attention on us particularly. Likewise, any talk of potential threats will bring the Gryphons and the magi into a closer alliance. This is a Shadowtown issue and will stay that way for now.” Dezzi crossed her legs and gestured toward me. “This is Jessica. She’s an old friend of Lucen’s. Jessica, this is Eyff and Lei.”

The two harpies inclined their heads, and I returned the gesture, grateful they didn’t want to shake hands.

After I introduced Steph, Dezzi cocked her head in Steph’s direction. “Jessica has explained the situation to you? What can you do?”

Steph rubbed her hands along the laptop case as though it were a protective talisman. “Seeing as Jess just explained the problem to me, not much. You’re asking me to break in to the Gryphons’ database. That’s not going to happen. Maybe if I had weeks to do some research…”

Chairs squeaked, legs uncrossed and recrossed. The preds’ displeasure was obvious, and Steph’s anxiety was building in my mouth.

“I thought you might know of something since you used to work for that security company.” I wished my voice didn’t sound as desperate as I felt.

“I was low level, very little to do with the Gryphons’ account. I went to their headquarters once or twice to do work, that’s it.”

“So you can’t do anything?” Lucen asked.

“Well, no, that’s not entirely true.” Steph looked like she was silently cursing me with each breath. “If I could have ten or fifteen minutes alone with their servers, sure, I could probably get you what you want, assuming you tell me exactly what that is. But hacking in from the outside? No way. It’s not as easy as they make it look in the movies.”

“So we’d have to steal their server?” Eyff said.

“Servers. I’m sure they have more than one, and we have no idea which one has the information you’re looking for.”

I ran my fingers through my tangled curls, frizzy thanks to the rain. “Maybe we don’t need to get the servers out. Maybe we can get you in.”

“That would be easier.” Steph pulled a pack of cigarettes from her pocket and caressed them. “Most security systems are meant to be wicked hard to crack from the outside, but if I can get up close and personal, I can carve myself a back door in. I’ll need about half an hour to pull together a few programs here, then ten minutes tops inside. Then I can get access to whatever files you want remotely. So you get me in, and I can get you access. And now I really need a smoke.”

The group was silent while Steph wandered outside to light up. I shifted in my seat, thinking it would be nice if I could read pred emotions the way I read human ones.

“Breaking your Gryphon friend would be easier,” Lucrezia said.

“Forget it.”

Eyff cleared his throat. “Actually, I like this better. If Jessica’s friend hacks their server, she leaves behind a security gap we can continue to exploit.”

A murmur of consent rippled through the group. Ah, crap. I’d have to take care of that somehow. My alignment with the satyrs was only temporary. Soon, I hoped, I’d be back protecting humanity, and that meant keeping the Gryphons around.

“How is she going to get past security?” Devon asked. “The Gryphons use magical and non-magical methods, and she can’t break charms.”

“Jessica can, though,” Dezzi said. “She has enough magic within her blood.”

Assuming someone taught me and I was capable of learning, but I didn’t see a reason to point that out yet, all things considered. “If I go, they’ll arrest me on the spot.”

“We can disguise and equip you.”

“It’ll never work. They have magic-detecting charms at every entrance, right next to the metal detectors. I’ll never be able to smuggle them in. If one of you went…”

But Lucen shook his head. “Once you get past the magic detectors, you’d be fine. We wouldn’t be. They’d sense us. If it were only a couple Gryphons in the building, it might be worth the risk, but there’ll be too many. We’d pass too close.”

I swore. Lucen was right. Once I’d been able to detect a pred’s cold magical aura from across a crowded train station. No more. I’d spent enough time in Shadowtown that I’d grown numb to it. A Gryphon, however, would have trained that sense until it was as sharp as their vision.

I checked my watch. It was just after seven. Gryphons worked around the clock, but their headquarters was only open to the public until eleven, mostly to accommodate the magi or the occasional pred on business for the magical council. Once they locked down, getting in would be even more difficult, and already it was sounding impossible.

Yawning, I rubbed my eyes. Looked like there would be no rest for the weary.


Chapter Twelve

At ten o’clock, the streets around Gryphon headquarters were deserted. The sky was an ugly gray, dulled by the heavy cloud cover and whitewashed with light pollution. Thick air weighed on my shoulders. I felt coated with rain, though it had stopped falling an hour ago.

“I cannot believe I’m doing this,” Steph said through tight lips.

“I know. You’ve mentioned it a thousand times already. Look, we can still call if off. I don’t want you to get arrested or anything.”

“It’s not the arrested I’m worried about.” She grimaced. “You’re my best friend, Jess, and I owe you. But to be frank, I’m doing this because I don’t need a bunch of preds getting pissed off at me.”

“This isn’t their first choice of plans.”

“Now you tell me.”

In the Gryphons’ massive building, lights burned in the windows, cold and garish. If I focused, I could sense the buzz of hundreds of people’s emotions swirling about inside. The entire building felt tense. I wondered if Bridget was in there, working overtime and using what she knew about me to try and figure out where I might be hiding.

With that in mind, I breathed deeply of the anxiety, anger and fear in the vicinity. It helped, but my exhaustion lingered. I couldn’t possibly suck in enough negativity to keep me awake, which was why I had a charm from Dezzi. Hell, I—and Steph—had charms from the satyrs and harpies for everything, or so it seemed. I carried a small magical armory. It remained to be determined, however, whether I could smuggle them inside.

“Ready then, baldy?” My duffel bag let out a high-pitched shriek and bumped my leg. I whacked it, and it settled down as I turned to Steph.

“Call me that again and I swear I will choke you with my wig.” She gave me what I called her Medusa look, the one that should have been capable of turning mortals to stone. Alas for Steph, guys with androgynous faces, male pattern baldness and what could be mistaken for a bad case of man-boobs just didn’t look threatening. For once, Steph was incapable of parting a crowd, never mind sending tender souls cowering. She wasn’t likely to forget it any time soon, either. I hadn’t seen Steph go out in public as a man in years. Assuming we lived through the week, I was never going to hear the end of this.

Especially since I was wearing her wig. I scratched behind my ears where the netting irritated my skin. I just hoped that between the wig and the distraction charm I dabbed on my neck like perfume I’d be so completely unmemorable that no one would take a second glance.

Steph muttered a string of bizarre curses as I started forward. “If it makes you feel better, the hair looks a lot better on you.”

“Of course it does. Those red highlights are not your color.”

I snorted and climbed the steps. The gryphons’ stone faces around the portico leered at us in the hazy light. Imps fluttered about their heads, casting shadows and making the granite manes seem to undulate in the breeze. But the imps got no closer to the building in spite of the magic contained within. The Gryphons undoubtedly had strong anti-imp charms around the perimeter, which would make what I planned to do all the more chaotic.

Steph had been trailing me up the stairs, so I paused. “Take the lead.”

“Right.” Her jaw set with grim resignation, Steph pushed open the door.

I hadn’t been inside Gryphon headquarters in ten years, and I’d forgotten how grand the lobby was—the marble floors and columns, the bronze gryphon statue and the art that included a reproduction of Michelangelo’s Triumph. The enormous painting hung on the far wall, depicting three guardian priests—how gifted humans used to be known—defending a group of traumatized men and women from several “demons”, mostly satyrs and furies. Golden light emanated from the priests’ heads and hands, and it evidently blinded the preds, who shrank away. Entirely fanciful. Even the horns and legs on the satyrs, and the furies’ red ridges and spines, had been exaggerated to make them appear more evil. In all, it was a lovely piece of sixteenth-century church propaganda.

Which brought me back to what I hadn’t forgotten in the past ten years—the two rounds of security checks. The first wasn’t the problem, a standard metal detector and an x-ray machine.

Once a visitor passed through that check, they faced the problem that was setting my stomach aflutter—the magical screening. That station appeared far more benign than the metal detector, but all those magic-detecting charms needed to be disabled or avoided. Preferably both.

My bag twitched against my leg, and I squeezed the handle tighter.

Neither of the two security guards ahead were Gryphons because magically gifted adults were just too rare to be wasted on mundane jobs. Both men sat up straighter as Steph approached. Unlike me, she wore no charms. In order to protect her from prosecution if we were caught early in the operation, I was taking all the risk. After all, my ass was already toast.

“What are you here for?” one of the guards asked as Steph emptied her laptop case to go through the metal detector.

“We’re from Bay Tech. We got a call to come check on some equipment that might have been damaged by the salamander this afternoon.” She flashed him a hastily doctored ID badge.

“Yeah.” The guard chuckled. “What a mess that was.”

I waited for a sign that the guards were going to verify our status with someone, but neither one made a move to do so. Word of the salamander fire probably hadn’t spread far so it, plus the doctored IDs, gave our credentials the whiff of veracity.

If the guard had attempted to check on us, I was prepared to bludgeon him over the head with my magic. Then pray the Gryphons couldn’t detect it because I’d never tried magically seducing someone when a Gryphon was nearby. For all I knew, that sort of trick would make me give off the same cold power that preds did naturally.

And there were so many reasons I didn’t want to discover if that was the case.

Steph passed through the detector. I set down my bag on the machine belt and slipped through behind her. Maybe fifteen feet ahead of me was the second gate, this one not controlled by electronics but by several strong charms designed to change color from green to red in the presence of magic. Too many more steps in their direction and they could pick up on my stash.

My bag didn’t arouse any suspicion from the monitoring guard, which wasn’t surprising. In all likelihood, they were only trained to use the electronic machine to search for guns, knives or anything weapon-like. I carried none of those, and the guards showed no intention of doing a more thorough hand search. That meant I’d have to do the next part manually. As I grabbed the bag and swung it over my shoulder, I slid the zipper open.

For a second nothing happened. I held my breath.

One of the guards indicated I should step toward the magic detector. Steph bit her lip, her surge of fear so strong that the taste of sour orange made my lips pucker. There was a backup plan for this too. If I gave the signal, she directed me to get something out of our imaginary van. Her lips moved silently, reciting the words.

I jostled the bag with my elbow.

Still nothing happened, then the bag burst to life with movement. Out flew instant chaos in the form of an imp swarm. Okay, not a full swarm, which would require at least twenty of the stinging bastards, but eight of them. They shot upward in a blaze of lights. Furious about their temporary imprisonment, they took off like bullets, zigging and zagging across the lobby.

The guards swore. Steph swore. I shrieked, pretending as though I hadn’t purposely released the things. For ten or so seconds, long enough for one of the guards to whip out his walkie-talkie, the imps zoomed around our heads, the metal detector, the massive columns and the statues in an erratic flying disaster. We ducked, dodged and cursed.

I dropped to my knees as two swooped down on my head. A breeze from their wings sent strands of hair flying in my face. I clutched the wig, praying I wouldn’t knock it off. Damn it, my anti-imp charms should have repelled them. If I ended up with multiple stings because of this, I’d have to kick myself. This whole plan depended on me being able to work magic. We didn’t have time to wait out my recovery if more than one zapped away my power.

Inspired by the rogue salamander Bridget had mentioned, this had been my idea. It had seemed brilliant at the time. An imp invasion—what could go wrong? Besides everything.

Get on with it, I willed the creatures.

As though they’d heard me, the storm blew over. All at once, the imps stopped their senseless flying. Crouching by the x-ray conveyor belt, I watched as each one caught wind of the strongest magical presence in the immediate vicinity.

Thank goodness, and the anti-imp charm I wore, that it wasn’t me for a change.

Glowing with excitement, the imps gathered into a faintly buzzing cloud and descended in a blur on the magic detectors. One of the guards yelled and charged forward, swatting futilely. The imp swarm dove into the charms, which swelled from red to green as they attacked. Sparks shot into the air. Charms burst.

The other guard was on his walkie-talkie, alerting the Gryphons. Cursing, Steph dashed for the elevator. I detoured around the malfunctioning magic detector, which was now buzzing louder than the imps, flailing my arms and feigning horror.

I ran smack into the back of the elevator, and Steph jammed the button for the basement. Too slowly, the doors closed. I rested my head against the wall. Plan stage one was a success.

“Well, that was easy,” I said, searching my bag for the distraction charm.

Steph grunted and sucked on a polish-free nail. “Right. Angry imps. Easy. I ought to do more favors for you, Jess.”

“I said I’d be forever in your debt. What do you want? Me to pledge you my firstborn?” I pulled out the charm vial, and she dotted her neck with some of the contents.

“Hell no. One of you in my life is enough.”

I couldn’t blame her for that, especially right now.

I dug into the bag a second time and took out another charm. “Here’s a little extra speed for you. And you know, it just occurred to me—what if the salamander really did screw up their servers?”

“Then we’ve got problems.”

With a ding, the elevator door opened.

I attributed the blissfully empty basement hallways to the imp attack. There was no way the two security guards could control the situation on their own. They’d require serious Gryphon assistance. If we were lucky—which seemed unlikely—the imps would get in a few good stings on the Gryphons before they were contained. The fewer people around with functioning magic, the better.

Most of the doors we passed were labeled—Storage 1, Storage 2, Boiler, and so on—so I supposed we had a fighting chance if Steph’s memory led her astray. I kept my eyes open for any hallway cameras, but none were obvious. The hidden boilers hummed a dreary tune.

As I made note of an open custodial closet on my right, Steph came to a sudden stop. I walked straight into her back.

“Here we are. Do your thing.”

“It’s not my thing.” I swallowed. Although Lucen promised me breaking charms was infinitely easier than making them, my lack of practice or knowledge with either skill didn’t fill me with confidence.

After I shooed Steph down the hall with all our other charms in tow, I held a magic detector to the door. Naturally, it glowed bright red. I’d expected it but swore nonetheless.

Starting at the top left corner, I held the magic-detecting charm centimeters away from the door and inched it across. It was a slow process, but the charm finally deepened in color by the door handle. Well, that made sense. If you were going to put a magical alarm on a door, stick it someplace where it was guaranteed to be triggered.

I stuffed the magic-detecting charm in my pocket and beckoned Steph back. It was time for the hard part.

More was involved in the making of charms and curses than mixing together the appropriate ingredients and learning the meanings of various glyphs. That much I’d learned in school. Except in the most basic sense, magic was not a recipe because no two ingredients were identical. The charm maker had to sense the magical properties they were dealing with and adjust proportions accordingly. It took practice and a certain sensitivity to magic, which was why magi and preds, with their longer lives and greater innate gifts, excelled at it.

Not that a Gryphon with any skill was a slouch, a fact that I was counting on. As Lucen had explained, perversely enough, the better made the charms on the door, the easier a time I’d have breaking it because the counter charms I’d been supplied with were of high quality. For someone as unskilled as me, figuring out which counter charm I needed was a matter of aligning opposing magical energies. So if the protective charm on the door was “hot”, it would break with a counter charm that was “cold”. If the protective charm was poorly made, however, it might only resonate “warm”, which would make the counter charm less effective.

At least, that was how Lucen had described it. The actual energies themselves were nowhere near as clearly defined, and I hadn’t the faintest idea if I could detect the difference.

I rummaged through the duffel bag and pulled out five supposedly all-purpose charm-breaking spells. One of them had better work.

My right hand hovered as close as I dared leave it to the door handle. I closed my eyes and stretched out my gift like I was trying to read someone’s emotions. At first, I felt nothing. Steph’s nervousness overpowered every other sensation. I took a couple deep breaths, imagining my consciousness being forced into my hand. My head fuzzed. My hand shook with irritating tremors. But gradually, I sensed something emanating from the door handle. Something not quite warm and not quite, well, hairy. Something thick and powerful like my skin was brushing against a tangible vibe or a feeling. I had no better words for it, nothing to relate it to. How the hell then was I going to determine its opposite? I only had one chance to get it right. If I used the wrong charm breaker on the handle, I could trip the alarm.

“First,” I said, my mouth dry.

Steph pressed a vial on my palm. Its magic was contained within the glass, and it took longer to force my consciousness through the container. Not to mention I still held the sensation of the door’s charm in my other hand. I couldn’t lose that feeling searching for the counter.

When the new sensation settled in place, my insides twisted in fear. I felt nothing, no relation between the two sensations. Either this charm breaker simply was wrong, or there was something to this process I didn’t grasp. If the protective charm on the door was “hot”, this counter didn’t even have temperature.

“Next.”

The next fared no better.

“Next.” I tried to hide it, but my voice wavered with anxiety.

Glass dropped on my skin. I was getting faster at the sensing bit. My fingers curled around the third vial and something inside my head clicked. This counter charm had heat, or rather lack of heat. Like the spell on the door handle, it wasn’t quite warm or hairy, but it wasn’t quite those things in a very different way, in a way that felt like it opposed the door’s charm. Magic and anti-magic. That had to be it.

“Got it.”

“Are you sure?” Steph asked.

I opened my eyes. “No. But I’m as close to sure as someone who doesn’t know what she’s doing can be. Let’s find out.” I unscrewed the vial’s cap and spilled the contents on the door handle.

Nothing happened.

Steph cringed. “No alarms. That’s got to be good, right?”

“No alarms that we can hear. Take the magic away again. Time to test.” I held the magic-detecting charm to the door, and this time it didn’t change colors. “Hallelujah, and praise dragons. We should be in. It was just the one.”

I turned the handle, and the door popped open. Not even a human lock to pick.

A gust of cold air blew in my face. The room was freezing and buzzed with the sound of machinery. Three tall shelves were filled floor to ceiling with flat, black boxes. Some had lights flashing, others appeared dead.

I stepped aside. “After you, geek girl. I’ll stand guard.”

“And you’ll do what if someone comes?”

“Hide?” I was of no use to Steph, and I didn’t want to hang out in the cold server room.

While she went to work, I hunched over the duffel bag, searching for anything useful in case trouble arrived. We had another speed charm, a disorientation charm—or curse rather—in case we needed to make an escape, two curse grenades that I had no intention of using, and the unnecessary counter charms. Missing was the one sort of magic I wished we had—disguise charms. Although they existed, they—unfortunately—took a long time to prepare, and good ones required personalization. One of the harpies had taken a hair sample from me this evening to begin making a few, but they wouldn’t be ready for at least twenty-four hours.

Among the mundane items in the bag, I had a flashlight and a lock-picking kit. Nothing that would make me useful to Steph.

I tossed the speed charm about in my hand. “Hurry it up.”

“I can only go as fast as the files will move.”

I fingered the disorientation curse and decided to hold on to it for easy access. As I zipped the duffel bag, the sound of footsteps appeared in the hallway. “Incoming,” I whispered. I started toward the server room then caught sight of the janitorial closet.

Much better. I dove inside and shut the door all but a crack.

The footsteps grew louder. Through the crack, I saw a Gryphon appear around the corner. She yawned and paused outside the server room, her brow furrowed. Butterscotch confusion mingled with Steph’s tangy fear. Nasty combination.

I took a cautious step backward and bumped a mop handle. The plastic stick wobbled, and I snatched it before it fell, my heart pounding.

“Hello?” The Gryphon’s upper torso disappeared from view. I held my breath.

“Hi,” came the sound of Steph’s voice.

“I see you got into the room,” the Gryphon said. “Security told me people from Bay Tech were here about the servers. I didn’t realize—”

“Oh yeah, someone already let me in.”

“Who?” Something darker, bitter, like rich chocolate, emerged within her. Suspicion.

Come on, Steph.

“Sorry, didn’t catch the name. Tall guy, brown hair. I’m almost done.”

“I wasn’t aware anyone had called you. Do you know who placed the service request?”

“Nope, I don’t. I just go where they tell me.”

I wet my lips. If the Gryphon asked to see Steph’s credentials, we were screwed. The fake ID might have been waved off by tired security, but a suspicious Gryphon was bound to take a closer look.

The Gryphon reappeared in my line of sight. She scratched her neck. “All right. Thank you.”

My fist tightened around the disorientation curse as she left. How long had Steph been working? She’d said she’d need ten minutes. It couldn’t have been more than five. Unless the curse was wicked powerful, there was no way it would last that long.

Once my awareness of the Gryphon subsided, I stepped out of the closet and peeked in on Steph. “Well?”

“Almost done. I thought for sure I was busted.”

I rested my head against the wall and exhaled heavily. That made two of us.

I did my best not to bug Steph, knowing that would only slow her down, but the close call with the Gryphon wore on my nerves. The next time I stretched out my gift, I noticed something was different. More emotions. Suspicion. Annoyance. An authoritative anxiety competing with Steph’s furtive anxiety.

Two or more people were on the move, heading our way. Shit. I glanced down the hallway in the opposite direction, but it was a dead end. So this was what it would come to—a showdown in the basement.

“People are coming.”

Swearing, Steph popped out of the server room and shut the door.

“Did it work? They know something’s up.”

“It’s good. We’re good.” She swung the laptop case over her shoulder.

I ran my fingers over the disorientation curse. “We’re not good. They’re coming this way.”

Whoever had made the disorientation curse had stuck it in a small spray bottle. Convenient. I positioned my finger on the trigger.

“You sure they’re coming about us?”

“Pretty sure. They must have checked with Bay Tech, or figured out no one called.”

“Great. Now what? Despite what I said earlier, I really don’t want to get arrested.”

“You don’t want to get arrested?” I grabbed her arm. “Walk. Look confident.”

No sooner had the words left my lips than two Gryphons—the woman from earlier and a man—turned the corner. I marched straight toward them, balling my magic in my gut as a last, most likely useless, resort. I’d never tried ensnaring a Gryphon before, and I doubted I was powerful enough.

“Excuse me.” The male Gryphon raised an arm to stop me, and I sprayed the curse in his face. He stumbled backward.

His companion reached for something on her belt. A gun? A stunning curse? Whichever, I got to her first. Two more sprays each and they were clutching the wall for support, the world probably spinning beneath them. Too bad it would be over in minutes.

I hightailed it to the stairs, hearing Steph pant as she brought up the rear. We tumbled out of the stairwell into the quiet lobby. The two security guards stood idly by while Gryphons disentangled dead imps from the defunct magic-detecting charms. I held my head high and strode to the doors without giving the Gryphons a second look. Between their fighting with the magic detectors and our distraction charms, they probably never noticed us.

The anticipation of freedom tortured me as I fought to keep my steps unrushed. I opened the front doors and sucked in a mouthful of night air. A great deal of Steph’s tension lifted, leaving me listless. Slowly, step by step, we descended the front stairs. Any second I expected the doors to burst open, to see Gryphons come flying out to grab us.

At street level, I turned to Steph and nodded. Then we made a mad run for half a block to where Lucen sat in his car waiting to make our getaway.


Chapter Thirteen

“Got it,” Steph said. “What was the last guy’s name?”

I dredged the name from the depths of my memory. “Gregory Penfield.” Had it really been only three days since I’d taken blood from him? Yawning, I glanced at my watch. Okay, technically it was now four days. No wonder I felt at death’s door.

I sipped my coffee, but caffeine was failing me. Adrenaline had come and gone. Once Steph had established she could get into the Gryphons’ system, I’d crashed. Utterly. She, on the other hand, had perked up considerably from the challenge. We were on borrowed time. Steph didn’t think it would be long before the real Bay Tech closed the breach, and she had to rush. Not even Lucen, Dezzi and the two other satyrs watching over her shoulders could spook her.

Well, not too much, anyway. Steph shifted closer to her laptop as Dezzi rested a hand on the back of her chair. “Here he is. If I send you all this information, can I go home now? Jim’s probably freaking out.”

“Of course,” Dezzi said. “Lucen, call her a cab.”

Scowling, Lucen shuffled through slips of paper by the bar. “You’ll have to meet them at the T stop. Human cabbies don’t venture deeper into this neighborhood at night.”

“Not the smart ones,” Steph muttered.

Lucen hung up the phone after explaining three times to the dispatcher that the cab was for a human who was heading away from Shadowtown. From the sound of it, there was going to be an extra fee added to the ride for hazard duty.

“Jessica needs sleep,” Lucen said. “She’s been up way too long.”

A protest formed on my tongue and died of its own absurdity. Lucen was right. Yet as exhausted as I was, I didn’t believe I’d actually get any sleep tonight. For one, I’d be in Lucen’s apartment. Two, the clock was ticking. Sleep wasted valuable thinking hours.

Dezzi nodded. “We will reconvene the whole council tomorrow.”

 

 

I shuffled upstairs, weirdly conscious of Lucen behind me and a thousand other random thoughts. To distract myself from visions of him sleeping mere feet away, I gave voice to one of the less bizarre ones. “I don’t have a toothbrush.”

“I have unused ones.”

“You keep unused toothbrushes lying around?”

He unlocked the apartment door. “I don’t like my visitors to have morning breath.”

“You mean your addicts?”

He didn’t contradict me. Feeling more ill than tired, I followed him through the kitchen and to the second floor.

“Spare room,” Lucen said, opening the door at the top of the steep stairwell and turning on the light. “You can use it as long as you need. I’ll get the toothbrush.” His voice was flat. I thought maybe he was tired too, but he had no reason to be.

The room was small with barely enough space for the bed and a dresser. The two doors on the right led to a closet and a bathroom. I checked over my shoulder then sniffed the bedsheets. A hint of detergent tickled my nose, but no cinnamon. That was a relief.

The sheets were a navy satin, cool and slippery under my thumb. I shuddered to consider how many other people might have enjoyed themselves beneath them. Thank whatever that satyrs, like all preds, kept their world clean.

“Your toothbrush, little siren. And a towel.”

I jumped and slid the blanket back in place. “Thanks.”

“Do you always sniff where you’re going to sleep?”

“Yes. I mean, no. Your, uh, clothes had a certain scent to them. I wondered if your linens had it too.”

He raised an eyebrow and seemed to be fighting a smirk. “I think you need your rest. I’ll probably be sleeping when you get up. Feel free to make yourself coffee or toast or anything when you do.”

“Thanks.”

I brushed my teeth, sat on the edge of the bed and kicked off my sneakers. The mattress was soft. The pillows felt like down. My body craved sleep, yet my brain wouldn’t shut up. Through the open drapes, the clouds rushed by, occasionally revealing hints of a black, star-filled night. By tomorrow, the sky would be clear and sunny. By tomorrow, my own dilemma would still be murky. And I’d have less time…

I could hear Lucen moving about downstairs. My mind raced with the clouds. I needed sleep, but I was restless. I needed answers more. Especially needed to know tonight’s mission had accomplished something.

Lucen had left me a pair of shorts and a T-shirt on the bed. I slipped them on. The shorts were absurdly large, but the drawstring waist held them. I threw his sweatshirt on over them and went downstairs in my bare feet.

He sat in the living room, staring at his laptop. “Problem with the toothbrush?”

“The toothbrush served its purpose, but I can’t sleep. Are you looking at the files?”

“Yeah. Come take a look if you like. It’s weird stuff. No surprise the Gryphons are grasping for anything they can find.”

I flopped on the sofa and curled my legs under me. Lucen had set his laptop on the table. Stretching toward him, I could see he’d been busy. Several files were open, and he’d been making notes.

He shifted next to me as he reached for his glass, and his leg brushed against mine. Chills broke out on my back as I realized how close I’d sat to him. Perhaps it was a testament to my tiredness or Lucen’s preoccupation with the murder cases, but my body only reacted with the faintest stirrings of lust. More than anything, I was possessed by a desire to rest my head on his shoulder and close my eyes to sleep. I didn’t like that any better than the lascivious urges that normally came in his presence. It suggested that after not even twelve hours in his company I was becoming complacent around him.

I sat up straighter and inched away. “What’s so weird?”

Lucen brought one of the files to the forefront of the screen. “The magic patterns. This is Leslie Liu’s case file. You see those lines on the graph there?” He pointed to something that looked like an EKG printout. “They ran some very sensitive magic-detecting spells on her blood. The top line indicates how the spells reacted to the levels of soluble magic in her blood. The bottom line indicates the levels of non-soluble magic.”

“That has something to do with her being an addict, doesn’t it?” I’d heard the phrases bantered around at the Academy, but if anyone had explained them, I’d since forgotten all but the most general stuff. “Or is that because she’s human?”

“You’re thinking natural and unnatural magic. Natural magic is what you or I have, but a normal, non-Gryphon human doesn’t. Unnatural magic refers to magic that’s left in the blood by someone else, and anyone can have it. Soluble and insoluble magic are both unnatural.” Lucen pointed to the line again. “This is the soluble magic. If she wasn’t an addict, most likely that line wouldn’t even show up.”

“Okay, but we already knew she was an addict.”

“Right, but that doesn’t explain the lower line.” He pointed at it.

“So what does insoluble mean?”

“It’s more like an imprint. Someone who’s around magic will show traces of it in their system even if it’s not affecting them. Think of it as magic dust settling in your blood. You would show very strong signs of it right now simply from being here so long. It would fade after you’d been away a while.”

I wet my lips. “So she was around a pred when she died?”

“Not necessarily.” He pointed to more notes below the graph. “The Gryphons were able to determine that the insoluble magic in her system was pred in nature, but that’s it. Your magic, little siren, would probably show up much like that. Notice the strength of the insoluble magic is much weaker than the strength of the soluble magic.”

“That could only mean time had passed. Right?”

“Right, but there’s a connection between how long the women had been dead and the intensity of the insoluble magic left in their blood.” Lucen flipped to his notes. “Those traces are too weak to be caused by one of my people.”

“So you don’t think it was a pred?”

“Nor one of the magi, at this point. Just a guess, but I’d bet that line is what your magical imprint would look like.”

“But there’s no notes in the file where the Gryphons call it human magic?”

“Not that I’ve seen.” Lucen scrolled through the long document. “But they wouldn’t have ever seen human magic that makes a pattern like that. You’re an anomaly, remember. They wouldn’t know what to make of it.”

I swallowed. “Until they found the blood on my bandage, which would also show up weirdly.”

“As natural magic, but yes.”

I groaned.

“It’s more interesting than that.” Lucen smiled in a mirthless way. “The male victims show a different pattern altogether. Here’s your Gregory Penfield. Note the soluble line first.”

Lucen brought up Greg’s graph. This time the patterns were reversed. “As far as I can tell, the women were around a weak magical presence when they died, but the men were around a strong one.”

“Two different people or races. So the murders aren’t related.” I frowned. “Except by the blood sample and the heart in my fridge. Oh, and my bandage possibly being at the crime scene. Wonderful.”

“Unfortunately, you do appear to be the only link. A bloodied bandage with the sort of magical traces I’d expect from you was noted in his file. All they need from you is a blood sample, and they’ve got you nailed to the crime scene. Doubly.” Lucen ignored my whining and continued. “The magical evidence is only a piece of it, though. There are several more blatant differences in the crimes. For example, the men weren’t sexually assaulted like the women, and they were killed in a very different way. Much cleaner, execution style as opposed to someone in a fit of rage.”

“How?”

“Decapitation.”

“Sorry I asked.”

“I won’t show you the crime scene photos.”

I lay back on the sofa. So much for the information in the files giving me hope. They’d only made things more complicated. More damning. “I’m toast, aren’t I?”

A clatter sent me bolting upright, but it was only Sweetpea waking up and shaking his cage. He snorted smoke and scratched.

“I need to give him some exercise,” Lucen said, getting up. “You’re not toast. You said you knew there was another human out there with a gift like yours. I might have to alter my opinion on the magi’s involvement.”

Yawning, I stretched out on the spot he’d left behind. The sofa was warm there. “Yeah, my creepy note-writer. He could have left that magic in the women. But what about Greg?”

“Worry about the addicts. That’s what’s going to get the sylphs to stop pissing their pants.”

“But it won’t be enough to get the Gryphons off my back. Between Greg’s blood in my fridge and the bandage, I’ve got to be suspect number one.” I watched as Lucen pulled an iron harness out of a closet and wrapped his hands in heavy, dragon-hide gloves. “Besides, there’s got to be a connection. Two magically related deaths, both being pinned on me? I don’t buy a coincidence. Something’s up.” My overtired brain hurt. More than one idea itched at my consciousness then disappeared before I could scratch it into revealing itself.

Lucen was wrestling an unhappy Sweetpea into the harness. His talons scraped uselessly at the stone hearth, and more smoke poured from his snout.

Dragons, although many people tried domesticating them for pets, did not like contact with other non-dragon creatures. Well, unless that contact included biting.

“My fridge.” I sat up. “How would Note-writer—or whoever this was—know my secret fridge existed? Why wouldn’t he have just stuck the addict’s heart in the apartment fridge?” I smacked a sofa pillow. “But no. He stuck it in the fridge in my bedroom. That means something.”

“Maybe he searched your apartment and found it?” Lucen said. “If it was in the apartment fridge, that would spread suspicion to your roommates.”

“Maybe. Or maybe this guy already knew it existed because maybe he’d already broken into my apartment and stolen a blood sample from me. I mean, how many people could have discovered my identity in such a short period of time, and discovered the fridge with it?”

Now that Sweetpea was free—sort of—to walk about, he’d calmed down and begun exploring the fireplace hearth.

Lucen tugged him toward the kitchen. “Probably not many, but how does that help?”

“I don’t know.” I lay back down, feeling the mental itch grow and becoming increasingly frustrated that I couldn’t scratch it.

The effort of the exercise was too much. My eyes must have closed because I heard a door shut. The apartment turned silent.

The next thing I knew I was fumbling toward wakefulness in a dim room with a crick in my neck.

Sleep peeled away from my eyelids. There was no denying the darkness was getting brighter. I tossed around on the sofa until I realized I was on a sofa, and yes I was in a strange living room, and that was indeed a dragon snoring away in a cage by the fireplace.

The memories of my Monday from hell whacked me over the head. I sank back into the cushions, wishing I could enjoy a few more hours of forgetting that my life was spiraling down the toilet of doom.

Alas, I was wide awake. My disorientation thus explained, it faded until I was left with nothing to do but ponder my other emotions. I was excited and unsure why.

I disentangled my feet from the blanket on top of me—where had that come from?—and sat. Slivers of sunlight threatened through the room’s heavy drapes. I pulled them aside and gazed out on a vision of Shadowtown I’d never seen before—Shadowtown in all its morning glory. Shadowtown while the preds slept and the golden haze of sunlight brushed the gloomy, gothic architecture with a kiss of color and life. Right now, I could almost feel entirely safe strolling down one of those streets.

I padded into the kitchen and fumbled with the settings on Lucen’s coffeemaker. The clock told me it was just after ten. My stomach rumbled. I found some raisin bread and butter in the fridge and stuck a couple slices in the toaster with jittery hands.

The tile floor was cold so I bounded upstairs, quietly, and searched for yesterday’s clothes. I could have sworn I’d left them on the bed, but they were gone.

Gone like Scumbag Pete’s blood sample.

I paused mid-bounce, suddenly understanding why I was so energetic. Scumbag Pete. My subconscious had found the missing link while I slept. No longer perturbed about my AWOL clothes, I stuck my feet in my sneakers and went about buttering my toast and pouring coffee.

Why hadn’t I made the leap before? Scumbag Pete was a rapist. The woman I’d saved from him last week had been a vanity addict. And the murdered vanity addicts had all been raped before their deaths. Scumbag had to have been the one to do it. This was the link, tenuous though it was, between him and my note-writer, and it meant only one person had discovered my identity—my creepy note-writer.

Scumbag raped the women while Note-writer gorged on their suffering. Then one or the other of them, probably Note-writer given the brutal nature of the deaths, killed the women. It explained the magical traces left behind in the addict victims’ blood.

I still wasn’t sure how Note-writer had discovered me, but I had a theory—the van that had pulled up outside the vanity addict’s apartment. Scumbag had been waiting for his partner. Note-writer had shown up and seen me take Scumbag’s blood. Then he’d followed me home. When he got the chance on Monday while my roommates and I were out, he’d broken into the apartment and searched until he’d found the fridge, recognized Scumbag’s name and took the vial.

It made sense from all I knew about either of them.

Of course, what didn’t make sense was the part about why they focused on vanity addicts or what the Somerville men had to do with it. Nor did it make sense that I hadn’t detected Note-writer’s evil burnt-oil taste if he’d been spying on me the night I’d gone after Scumbag.

I was confident though, as I drank my coffee and the sun’s warm glow chased away some of Shadowtown’s gloom, that those answers, too, would come. All I had to do was track down Note-writer or Scumbag and find out. And Scumbag’s ID was in my apartment.

My apartment that must be surrounded by Gryphons just waiting for me to do something stupid like show up there.

Well, that too could be sorted out somehow. I had several hours to ponder it while I waited for Lucen to get up. In the meantime, I’d eat, celebrate my brilliance and solve the mystery of my disappearing clothes.

 

 

Lucen wandered downstairs about three hours later as I finished a set of pushups in the living room. I’d found my jeans, T-shirt and socks washed and folded on top of a dryer in a laundry closet. I should have known.

Hastily, I adjusted my shirt and followed him into the kitchen. My good mood, or maybe just the much-needed sleep, left me prone to all his pheromones once more. I couldn’t help but notice how his hair was sexily tousled, and I longed to separate the tangled waves with my fingers. Pretending to be distracted by a robin outside, I kept my gaze focused on the window while I shared my brilliant revelation.

“It’s not a bad idea,” Lucen said. “Although it doesn’t explain why the victims’ hearts were removed.”

“Aw, crap. No, it doesn’t.” Some of my bubble deflated. I wrapped my arms around my legs.

“It’s a decent lead, little siren. Just because there are holes, doesn’t mean we won’t be able to fill them in. It’s something we can act on, and that’ll make Dezzi happy.”

“How can we act on it when Scumbag’s ID is in my apartment? All I remember is his first name, and I can’t figure out how we can get in there to retrieve the ID unless those disguise charms are ready.”

Lucen’s chair scraped against the floor, and I heard the clang of ceramic on stone as he set his empty mug on the counter. “The charms will be ready by this evening, but we shouldn’t wait that long. We’d best strike while your roommates are out.”

“That’s risky.”

“Extremely, which is why you’ll be staying here.”

“What?” I spun around. “No way.”

Lucen’s eyes bore into me. “You can’t go anywhere near your apartment, and you know it. You’ll give me your keys, tell me where to find the ID and I’ll go.”

“I’m not just going to sit around on my butt while I wait for you to do all the work.” Or waited for him, and any other satyrs, to go through my bedroom without me. That seemed way too invasive of my personal space. Somehow I didn’t think Lucen would appreciate that argument though.

“Then don’t sit around.” Lucen stuck his mug in the dishwasher. “Feel free to clean up around here for me.”

“Your place is spotless. Come on, I’m serious. Besides, if I’m going to be stuck here longer, I could really use some of my belongings.”

“Make me a list.”

“I don’t want you rummaging through my underwear drawer.” Judging by Lucen’s devious expression, that had most definitely been the wrong tactic to try. I rested my head in my hands, surrendering to the obvious. “You really are evil, you know that.”

“No.” Smirking, he crossed the room and hovered over me. His face was inches from mine, and his fingers gripped the back of my chair, not quite touching my shoulder. “If I wanted to be evil, you’d know.”

I shuddered, refusing to look at him for all the difference it made. He was so close he might as well have touched me. He was clearly making a joke of his promise not to. His hot breath tickled my ear, and the hairs on my neck stood at attention. His exhales were heavy, solid, like a pair of hands. All he had to do was lean a little closer, press his lips against my skin. My body yearned for it and feared it. My chest constricted.

Then he was gone. The heat dissipated, but my conflict remained. Blood rushed to my cheeks. I wouldn’t look at him, watch him savor all the horrible feelings he’d just aroused.

I hate you. Feed off of that. But the emotion was limp and pathetic despite my best efforts to build a fire behind it, and Lucen surely knew.

“I can no more help what I am than you can help what you are,” he said.

He went upstairs, and a few minutes later it sounded like a shower ran. I dug my nails into my skin until pain overpowered all my other pitiful problems.


Chapter Fourteen

In lieu of a punching bag, Lucen’s nuts or the asshole who’d framed me, I lashed out at the air while Lucen showered. My jeans chafed with each kick. If only I’d known I was going to be framed for murder yesterday, I wouldn’t have worn my tight jeans. Sure, my butt looked good while I ran, but I didn’t run—or kick—as well as I could have.

Lucen plodded downstairs without a word. He took one look at my foot, currently in the air about his chest height, and called Dezzi to inform her of our discussion.

“They’ll be over in about an hour,” he said.

“They’ll?”

“Dezzi’s council, and maybe a few harpies.”

Here we went again. I had to make sure Lucen swiped my protective charm from the apartment.

And loose jeans. That was also vitally important.

Lucen opened the top of Sweetpea’s cage and dropped in his breakfast of baby mice. “Turn on the TV. Let’s see if the Gryphons have released your name yet.”

Much to my relief, my name didn’t show up anywhere in conjunction with the murders. We scanned the TV stations and searched online. Clearly, the Gryphons were holding all their cards close.

While Dezzi and the other satyrs arrived, I wrote out a list of everything I wanted Lucen to bring back from my apartment. It grew quite long, but there are some things a girl can’t live without. Particularly when she was living with satyrs.

Devon snatched the paper from me. “That settles it. I’m coming along on this trip if it means I get to root through your underwear.”

I tapped my fingers against the table. “You’re all alike, aren’t you?”

“Not all alike. Some of us are into thongs. Others are into boy shorts.” He grinned as I attempted to grab the paper back. “I’m surprised a no-nonsense girl like you doesn’t just go commando.”

“You’ll never find out.”

“Never say never. Once this is over—”

“No.”

Devon turned to Lucen, who watching our conversation with a smirk. “I can see why you like having her around. She’s fun.”

My hands balled into fists for all the good it would do me. No doubt I’d amuse Devon ever more if I took a swing at him.

Calm down, Jess. If he was really interested in tormenting you, you wouldn’t stand a chance. Remember how Lucen was kind enough to remind you of that this morning?

My annoyance with Lucen reasserted itself, but only briefly. Wasn’t much I could do about any of this, so I rubbed my eyes and grudgingly gave in to logic. Devon wasn’t blasting me with his power in the slightest. However threatening I might construe his words, he was only teasing me.

My kingdom for a protective charm.

I held out my hand for the list, and Devon obliged. After I checked it over one last time, I passed it to Lucen.

“Moving in?” Lucen asked. “We’re not going to be able to bring all that.”

“I could be here for a few days. It’s only a couple changes of clothes and some charms.”

“And a laptop.”

“I need that.”

“Your laptop will be gone.” Dezzi had positioned herself once again at the head of the table, and seemed to have been waiting for her opening to speak. “The Gryphons will have already gone through your belongings by now and confiscated anything they believe might be evidence. They most assuredly would have taken your laptop. Possibly your charms.”

I groaned. I hadn’t thought about that, but it made sense.

“We take a risk going to your apartment,” she continued. “Even disguised, the Gryphons will likely have someone watching the place, and they could detect us. It will complicate things considerably if that’s the case. Are you sure this person’s ID is hidden somewhere unlikely to have been found?”

“I’m not positive, but I don’t think they’d have discovered it.”

“Jess told me where it is,” Lucen said. “My guess is that it’s still there.”

Dezzi nodded. “Take no longer than necessary then, and report in to me the moment you are back. Jessica should stay in your apartment where she’ll be safe.”

Right. Because as my conversations with Lucen and Devon today had shown, Shadowtown was exactly the sort of neighborhood that made me feel safe.

 

 

I moped around Lucen’s apartment after the crowd dispersed, feeling worse than useless. Feeling vulnerable. Lucen had given me a spare key to his place in case I needed to make a hasty retreat and then return, and Devon had brought me a prepaid cellphone. It wasn’t as though I was trapped, and I supposedly had a satyr army at my back if I needed it, which was hysterical in a frightening sort of way. But nonetheless I was stuck inside doing nothing and incapable of defending myself.

I stared at the key and the phone for a bit, wishing for inspiration.

Time had flown since I’d woken up full of energy and ideas. It was late in the afternoon, early for preds, but every passing minute brought me closer to my doom. And yet here I was pacing around Lucen’s living room, waiting for said doom to arrive. Logically, I knew nothing would be different if I’d gone with Lucen and Devon, but the challenge would have kept my mind occupied.

Sweetpea snored away in his cage as I wandered into the kitchen. A cramped alcove off the dining area contained Lucen’s charm-making supplies, and I examined them, fascinated. He had a veritable chemistry lab set up out here. Glass jars filled with water, imp eggs, fermenting charms, and other unpleasant-looking things for which I had no name sat on a table. I knew the reason some of these containers sat near the window was so they could soak up moonlight or starlight or whatever. But my knowledge didn’t extend much beyond that.

Maybe I should ask Lucen to teach me how to make charms. Assuming I lived through Friday, it would be nice to save some money by becoming more self-sufficient. And besides, it would probably boost Lucen’s ego. He wanted me to visit him more often, right? If he was going to get off on my misery, at least this would allow me to get something useful out of the arrangement.

Speaking of arrangements. I glanced at the clock. There was something useful I could do. The goblin across the street had to be opening for business soon, so I might have an answer waiting for me.

I hurried into the living room and peered out through the curtains. Most of Shadowtown was quiet, but shops that catered to humans opened early. My goblin contact didn’t seem the most human friendly, but there was a chance. Alas, I squinted in the shop’s direction for nothing. From here, it was too dark inside to tell if it was open.

Grabbing the spare key from the kitchen table, I debated for all of a second. Lucen would not like me seeking out the goblin shop owner, or the goblin Dom potentially, without him. And Dezzi wanted me to stay in the apartment. Well, too bad. I’d told them all I didn’t like sitting around waiting, and I wasn’t a satyr. I didn’t have to do what Dezzi said. Anyway, I doubted the goblins would let Lucen tag along.

Assuming Gunthra was willing to talk to me. Assuming I was willing to pay her price.

In other words, here went nothing.

I made it no farther than the bottom of Lucen’s stoop before two satyrs stepped in front of me. The satyrs—one male and one female—were dressed head to toe in black. Under their jackets, they both carried guns and short knives. Bullets to stun the enemy from afar, salamander fire-forged blades to finish the job up close. Devon had explained the combination to me earlier.

“Um, excuse me?”

“Dezzi thought you might leave,” the male said. “She wants us to keep an eye on you.”

“How kind.” I doubted kindness had anything to do with it.

“You’re under our protection.” The female gave me a look of disdain, confirming my suspicion. “An attack on you is an attack on us all. We have to make that clear.”

Peachy. I considered protesting, but what was the point? “I’m just going across the street.”

My satyr bodyguards followed. This was bizarre. I never thought I’d see the day when preds were protecting me.

I tried the handle on the shop door, and the bells jingled. My answers could be so close or so far. Yet did I truly want them? Part of me very clearly did not.

The proprietor was bent over the counter, examining something shiny through his monocle. He didn’t glance up. “If you go to Wyrdd Words within the half hour, Gunthra will speak with you.”

My stomach tied itself in a thousand knots. One step closer to answers, Jess. You should be relieved.

“Be certain you want to know,” the goblin said, obviously reading my discomfort. He looked up at last, comically sinister with the monocle on. “Knowledge is very difficult to unlearn.”

“What I want doesn’t matter. I might need to know.”

The two satyrs were waiting for me on either side of the door as I left. When I started heading away from Lucen’s, they quickly caught up to me.

“Where are you going?” The female stopped in front of me, blocking my path.

“To Wyrdd Words, if you must know.”

“You should go back to Lucen’s.”

I sighed. “Thanks for the tip, but I’m trying to make progress on this whole murderer-catching deal. You have heard about my little issue with the sylphs, right?”

“We’re working on it,” said the male.

“Yeah, well, so am I. So move.”

“Dezzi won’t be happy with this.”

I crossed my arms and tried to step around them. “Not my problem.”

“It’s our problem though.” The female satyr moved with me, once more preventing me from going anywhere. “We have instructions, and we could make you go back.”

No doubt. I glanced around the quiet street and took a gamble. Lucen was Dezzi’s third, and even if he wouldn’t like me going to meet Gunthra without him, he’d been encouraging me to get the information from the goblins. I wasn’t sure of the specifics of how satyr hierarchy worked, but my two bodyguards here weren’t part of Dezzi’s council.

“Lucen knows about the meeting with Gunthra.” Sort of. But I figured that was truthful enough that the satyrs wouldn’t detect any deception on my part. “He wants me to do this. She has information we could use.”

The satyrs exchanged glances but didn’t move.

“Look, call him if you want, but I have a deadline.” My arm brushed against the female satyr as I pushed by, sending faint tingles down my body, but the sensation was nowhere near as disarming as it could have been.

I nearly tripped over my own feet with surprise. It could only mean one thing—they really could rein in their power if they tried. It explained why I hadn’t been jumping out of my skin—or clothes—these past two days. If I got out of this alive, I swore I was going to kill Lucen for hiding this secret from me all these years.

But, oh God, why did even thinking about him awaken lust in me? I was getting more worked up now than when I’d touched the female satyr. Damn it. I picked up my pace, letting the exercise burn off my emotions and confusion. I had more important things to worry and wonder about. Like how I was going to handle bargaining with Gunthra, and how much her information was worth to me.

Above, heavy clouds blew in from the west. It looked like we might be in for more of yesterday’s storms. A patch of them rolled over the sun, darkening the street.

I shivered, feeling as though the true darkness of Shadowtown weighed on my soul. Elsewhere in the city, it would be much brighter still, but this place absorbed the darkness like a black hole.

It was a five-minute walk to Wyrdd Words, and the satyrs didn’t talk the entire time. I sensed their presence behind me, though—the coldness of their magic. It must have been a sign of my mood because I hadn’t noticed that aura of theirs in a long time.

A goblin was adjusting a display table near the bookstore door. 101 Ways to Please and Tease Your Addicts: A Guide for Satyrs and Sex Lovers was now prominently displayed next to a political memoir.

“Excuse me, I’m looking for Gunthra.” I figured even a bookstore clerk would know what his Dom looked like and could tell me if she were here.

The wrinkles on the goblin’s forehead constricted, and he finished fussing with the books. “Yes, I was told you might be by. They have to wait here.” He jerked a finger at the satyrs.

“We’re supposed to accompany her,” the woman said.

“You did accompany me,” I pointed out as the goblin’s ears flattened. “I can go the rest of the way on my own.”

The male satyr whipped out a phone—probably to let Dezzi know I wasn’t cooperating—as the goblin led me through the store. I thought we were aiming for a secluded back room, but instead we exited out another door. Before I could ask, my guide climbed the steep stairs into an ornate house next door. Guess I was here. The bookstore was merely a shortcut.

Two stone urns sat on either side of the house’s portico, but instead of being filled with flowers, gargoyles were perched on the dirt. With their large ears and spindly arms and legs, they resembled goblins. Possibly they were supposed to.

My escort whacked the brass door knocker twice. Another goblin opened the door and beckoned me into a marble foyer. Bookstore goblin didn’t come in. The door shut.

“Are you armed?” the door-goblin asked. If I didn’t know better, I’d say he was dressed in servant’s livery.

“No.” Most unfortunately.

He looked me up and down, and I held my breath. If he thought he was going to pat me down for weapons, we’d have issues. No way were those leathery hands feeling me up. Hell, if I wouldn’t let Lucen touch me, no pred could.

The goblin’s lip twitched. How much of my thoughts could he guess based on my anxiety?

“This way,” he said at last.

The soles of my sneakers squeaked on the waxed marble floor. A gaudy crystal chandelier dangled two stories over my head, and it could have done with being turned on. The whole place, though elegant, was like some goth castle. Black floors, walls done up in black brocade, even a full model of a goblin’s suit of armor in a nook under the winding staircase.

The goblin threw open the double doors at the end of the hall. “Jessica Moore to see you.”

I entered a room only a few shades brighter than the hall. My host—I assumed it was Gunthra—reclined on an old-style fainting couch. She wore a high-necked red dress that matched the house’s ambience perfectly. A silver tea set sat on the table in front of her. She stood and bowed as I approached.

“Miss Moore, have a seat. Care for some tea?” Gunthra didn’t wait for an answer. She clapped her hands, and two new goblins appeared from the shadows.

I sat, stunned into silence, as one brought in a plate of delicious-looking scones, muffins and accessories, while the other poured tea.

“Milk or sugar?”

“No thanks.” Actually, I wasn’t a tea drinker, but I had a feeling I’d better try to be polite if I wanted information.

The servants disappeared, and Gunthra settled back. “I understand you have questions about your gift.”

“Yes, I—”

“You’re wondering who did it and why.”

“Yes, I was told it was a curse by—”

“But you don’t know why you were cursed, or how.”

She took a sip of tea, allowing me the chance to speak. Alas, by this point all I had to say was, “No.”

“Have something to eat, I insist. It’s early. Not for you perhaps, but breakfast for me. Those are real English scones, and that’s homemade jam and butter. My chef spent many years in Britain. I’m sorry we don’t have any clotted cream for you today.”

I wasn’t. Though I had no idea what clotted cream was, it sounded revolting. Clotted cream, clotted blood, clogged arteries… Best to do what the bossy goblin suggested. I took a scone that was giving off the aroma of cinnamon and sugar. The scent reminded me of Lucen.

“Excellent, aren’t they?”

I swallowed. “Very—”

“Now, your gift.” This must have been how Gunthra gained her position as Dom. She talked over everyone until they agreed.

“The other goblin…” Crap. Why had I never asked his name? “He called it a heritage.”

That didn’t seem to surprise Gunthra. Her expression remained the same. “It is a curious thing. I, of course, know all about your unique abilities. You don’t need to describe them. On one hand, the explanation is simple. On the other, I do not understand at all.”

“Simple? Can you be a bit more specific about which hands we’re talking about?”

“Information for information, Miss Moore. Why are you so interested in this now?”

“Because the person behind the addict murders has the same power that I do. I thought whoever did it to me might have done it to him and could lead me to him.”

Gunthra set her tea cup on the china with a clanging that made me jump. “We will not discuss politics.”

“That’s politics?”

“War is always politics, and you’ve aligned yourself with our enemy.”

For the love of dragons. “Fine.” I dumped my scone plate on the table and crossed my arms. “But you asked.”

Gunthra stared at me without blinking for long enough to be creepy. I couldn’t hide that, but I met her stare head-on. “This alleged other person who has your gift. Does he have a satyr’s magic, as well?”

“I don’t—”

“No, I expect you don’t.”

“He exists, and I’ll prove it.”

She waved off my anger with a ring-bedecked hand. “He may well exist. I’m just disappointed that you can’t tell me.”

“Does it make a difference?”

“It might.” She shrugged. “I don’t know.”

I popped another piece of scone in my mouth. It tasted dry, which might have said more about my emotional state than the scone’s tastiness. “Well, what do you know? Can you tell me anything?”

“Of course. I know what happened to you. The question is—how badly do you want to know?”

Aha. Was she asking me to name a price? I curled my fingers into my hands so they wouldn’t shake.

For all my musing on this topic, I hadn’t actually gone into this meeting prepared. All I was certain of was that I wasn’t trading my soul away for this information. So what then? What was I willing to offer when I wasn’t even sure I wanted the truth?

I wet my lips. Actually, I wasn’t sure that I was unsure. Not at all. Not anymore. My curiosity was growing stronger by the second. Or was it not my curiosity? Was Gunthra feeding my thirst—my greed—for knowledge? I couldn’t detect her influence in my head, but the longer I sat here and the more I thought about it, the more desperate I was to understand what had happened to me. Most importantly, if I understood, could something be done about it? Could the process be reversed and I be made normal, no longer fearing exposure?

I kept my eyes roaming around the room as I debated my next move, mostly so I wouldn’t have to look at Gunthra. As skilled a negotiator as she must be, I feared I’d give something away. Though what difference it would make, who knew?

Her room had plenty to keep me occupied. All the Victorianesque decorations in here, I’d bet, were original. Preds were quasi-immortal, so Gunthra might very well have lived to see the Victorian period.

She also had a thing for butterflies. Several preserved ones lined the top of the mantel. Leave it to a pred to collect dead insects. Once again, I was thankful that Lucen’s apartment looked normal. Sweetpea aside.

“Miss Moore?”

“I don’t have much money.” And I’d have less when this ordeal was over. I hadn’t given a thought to my job all morning. Cringing, I realized I was already four hours late for my shift. But there was likely no point in calling the Tallyho. The Gryphons had probably questioned everyone there by now. Fuck.

Gunthra picked up her tea. “Payment does not need to be monetary.”

Of course not. “I’m not trading away my soul, so forget it. I’d have no more use for the information if I paid that price.”

“I have no interest in your soul.”

My hand twitched with surprise, and I knocked the remains of my scone on the floor. “Well, that’s a refreshing change.”

“Indeed.” A devious smile slipped over Gunthra’s face. “Your soul is useless to me.”

Was she serious? I didn’t trust her in the slightest, and yet my heart beat faster. “Just to you? What do you mean? Because I’ve never heard of a pred turning down a soul trade, even if they can’t use the soul immediately.”

“That was a teaser. The answer to that question is the answer to all your questions. And we are back at the original impasse. How badly do you want to know?”

I gawked at her. Badly now. Very, very badly. She’d played me well. Damn. “If I can’t afford to pay you with money, and you don’t want my soul, then what are you suggesting?”

“A favor.”

“Which is?”

“I don’t know yet. The information I’m offering you is no secret, technically speaking, but nor is it widely known. So I demand a favor of equal value from you in return. A favor to be named later.”

As if it were that simple.

Cold fear cooled some of my burning desire for her information. Deals with goblins were dangerous. Open-ended deals with a goblin, a goblin Dom no less, could be tantamount to suicide. Bad idea. So bad I shouldn’t even be hesitating, yet I was.

“Too loose,” I said, finding my willpower. “What you think this is worth might not be what I think—”

“Take it or leave it. No difference to me.”

Bitch. Maybe I was overestimating her. Maybe she really didn’t have something specific in mind. But still, bad idea.

Since I’d started soul swapping, I’d gotten better at making deals with goblins, but I loathed trading with them. They were greedy bastards. They’d swindle, cheat and trick you, but technically they didn’t steal. They weren’t even con artists, though people had tried accusing them of it. They were merely devious and skilled negotiators with a way with words that would make politicians jealous. Which meant that the last thing I should do was owe a goblin an unspecified favor. Gunthra’s information might be worth a lot, but I’d walk away from this deal the loser. Guaranteed.

I exhaled slowly, trying to release some of my disappointment. Gunthra’s teaser hung in the air between us. My secret, my riddle. So close, so far.

Screw it. Some debt was too high.

“Then I leave it.” I stood.

Gunthra’s eyes opened wide. Guess she hadn’t seen that coming. “Sleep on it.” She rose as well and clapped.

The door-goblin returned.

“Good day to you, Miss Moore.”

“And you.” I thought I did a fabulous job of keeping the annoyance out of my voice, for all the good that did.


Chapter Fifteen

Lucen and Devon had already arrived when my satyr bodyguards and I got back. I trudged down the stairs to the bar, looking forward to getting my hands on my charms and praying Lucen had actually brought them. Turning down Gunthra’s bargain left me listless even though I was certain I’d made the right decision. I needed good news in the form of a protective charm and Scumbag’s ID.

I didn’t make it two steps inside the bar, though, before Lucen rounded on me. “What the hell did you think you were doing?”

“Only what we’d already discussed. Trying to get information.”

“After how hard we’re working to keep you alive, you went and walked right into Gunthra’s house without any protection.” He threw a duffel bag at me.

I caught it, barely. “It’s not like she’d have let you in. The babysitters you left me had to wait outside.”

Devon snorted at the babysitters line. Lucen, however, glared at me, and my whole body flushed with desire. His eyes practically glowed, and it was both alluring and scary. Damn, when he got riled up, he threw off a ton of power. I was wicked tempted to keep goading him to see which of us would break first. Me, no doubt. But that would be okay because I could imagine the make-up sex.

And imagine and imagine…

I bit my tongue and snapped out of it. Pissed-off preds, even satyrs who might not want you dead, were bad news.

Hugging my bag closer to my chest, I carried it to the end of the room, as far from Lucen as possible.

“Did you get anything out of her?” Lucen’s voice was calmer, but he continued to watch me with an expression that suggested he’d been envisioning the same things I was.

I had to not think about that.

“No. I wouldn’t pay her price.”

Devon propped his feet up on a chair. “Really? Let me take a wild guess what that would be.”

“Not my soul. She wanted an unspecified favor.”

Lucen frowned as I unzipped the duffel bag in the ensuing silence. He glanced at Devon, but the other satyr merely wiggled his eyebrows at me.

“Try not to take it personally,” Devon said. “You don’t end up a Dom by taking any soul that comes your way. Gunthra needs people with power. I mean political power. Not your unusual kind.”

Your soul is useless to me. I froze, rummaging through the bag. Was that all her mysterious comment had been about? Had she been trying to trick me, dangle nonsense in front of me in the hope that I would think her secret was bigger and more important than it was, and that it would make me cave?

My fingers clenched around one of my knives. Goblins didn’t lie when they made deals, and Gunthra had also said her teaser was related to the rest of the information. So it couldn’t be that simple. Could it?

“Little siren?”

I shook myself out of my thoughts. “Trying to untangle her words, that’s all.” I dropped the knife back in the bag and pulled out a pink lace thong. “This is what you bring me for underwear? I didn’t even know I still had this piece of butt floss.”

The males grinned. Fabulous. I wasn’t going to get any apologies, and the rest of the underwear they’d brought wasn’t any better. Lucen and Devon laughed at my annoyance, but at least they’d brought me the other, more practical things I’d asked for. Including my protection charm.

“I’m assuming you got the ID,” I said, putting the anklet on.

Lucen nodded. “Brought your whole pack of them in case the Gryphons return to do a more thorough search of your apartment. For sin’s sake, Jess, you’ve been busy. There’s a lot of names in here.”

“There’s a lot of assholes out there.” And I was supposed to catch one while picking a pink lace thong out of my butt. Stupid satyrs. “Can I go take this up?” I held up the bag.

Lucen tossed Scumbag’s ID at me. “This the right one?”

“Yeah.” Pete Donovich. I hadn’t done more than glance at his ID when I took it, but I remembered his face. That was him all right in the bad photo. Nerves, or perhaps just bad memories, sent my skin tingling. I chucked the ID back at Lucen.

Devon glanced at the clock. “I’ll try to get his number and see if he’s around. If he is, I’ll call Dezzi and get some reinforcements so we can pay him a visit.”

Reinforcements? Seemed to me like two satyrs could take one human pretty easily, but that wasn’t my problem. That was Pete’s.

“You going to let me go with this time?” I asked, trailing Lucen into The Lair’s kitchen.

“If you like.”

“Good.”

“Not good, but I don’t feel like fighting with you about it.” He unlocked the door into his apartment. “The Gryphons had someone staking out your place, as we expected. It was a good thing you didn’t go.”

“Maybe. But not such a good thing for getting practical underwear. And that reminds me.” I dumped the bag in the living room and pointed my finger at him. “You can withdraw your power, can’t you? You don’t need to be blasting me with it every time I see you.”

“This again? Little siren, didn’t we cover this earlier? If I was blasting you with my power—”

“Yeah, yeah, I’d know it. But you can rein it in more than you do. Can’t you? Tell me the truth for a change.”

Lucen cocked his head from side to side. “We sort of can. It’s partially unconscious. With effort, I could hold back more, but would it make a difference?”

“Yes!”

“Really?” He stepped closer, and I started to have déjà vu from this morning. Lucen might not be angry with me anymore, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t enjoy making me suffer.

My body trembled. I should have kept my mouth shut. You’d think I’d wanted to risk my self-control this way. Wanted to keep poking Lucen until… Yeah. My eyes closed involuntarily.

“I’m pulling back on my power as much as I can.” His breath caressed my face. He must only be a couple inches from me, but I didn’t dare open my eyes to find out. “I don’t think it would make a difference, do you?”

I gripped the doorjamb to keep from falling over. “It’s your pheromones then.”

The floor creaked, and the warmth of his breath disappeared. Warily, I opened my eyes. “You wound me, little siren. Just pheromones.”

I struggled for a retort and was saved by Lucen’s cellphone ringing. Devon’s voice came through loud enough for me to hear.

“Get your clothes on and get down here. Pete’s home, and we’re leaving in five.”

 

 

Actually, it was closer to twenty minutes by the time we figured out how to get to Pete’s place and got on the road. Devon drove, leaving me stuck in the backseat, squished between two male satyrs. I recognized them as being part of the posse Lucen had gathered when we left Wenda’s Wishes a few days ago. My body didn’t care about that. Being stuffed in such a confined space with four satyrs was a kind of exquisite torture, and a damn good reminder that although I might be acclimating slightly to satyr power, I was still just human cattle to them.

I sat on my hands to keep them from doing anything my brain would regret.

Although afternoon was beginning to bleed into evening, the sun was high. The satyrs looked particularly menacing in the head-to-toe clothing that protected their sun-phobic skin. Hoods or hats covered their heads. Sunglasses hid their eyes. Only I—in my jeans and T-shirt—ruined their street cred.

Scumbag lived on the right side of a dilapidated duplex. The vinyl siding was worn, and large sheets of white paint peeled off the door. Beer cans littered the patch of dead lawn, and on the sidewalk, glass shards sparkled in the light.

Devon knocked.

I heard male voices inside. It would be so nice, so convenient if Note-writer was here now too. Then we could wrap this party up, go home and figure out a way to explain it all to the sylphs and Gryphons. I could be back in my bed by tonight.

Instead, the door was thrown open and a pudgy guy stared us down. Well, stared the satyrs down. He acted as though he didn’t see me, which he probably didn’t given that all his attention was directed at my companions. As would be the attention of most people if four badass-looking guys knocked on the door.

A cigarette dangled from between his lips. “Yeah?” He didn’t bother to remove it, and it stuck there, glued to his lip with spit.

“We’re looking for Pete,” Lucen said, taking a step forward.

“Hey now.” The guy thrust himself between Lucen and the doorway. “What you—”

But Lucen pulled off his hat, revealing his goatlike horns, and the guy didn’t merely shut up—he blanched. Lucen grabbed his arm. “Tell you what. You bring him to the front door, then you leave out the back door. Got it?”

The guy nodded, murmuring something in Spanish, and backed up. “Pete! You got friends here!”

Pete appeared around the corner, the same as I remembered him. Though the satyrs stole most of his negative emotions before I could sense them, I could nonetheless taste a weak burnt oil oozing from him. He made my skin crawl, just as he once had. My fingers curled around the knife handle against my thigh.

But Pete, like his roommate, didn’t see me. His gaze took in Lucen’s horns and the three other men with him, and he came up with the only sane idea. He spun and fled.

He didn’t get far. With inhuman speed, one of the satyrs closed the distance between them and slammed Pete into the wall.

“Motherfucker!” Pete shook his arms violently, trying to dislodge the satyr, for all the good that did.

Devon closed the door behind us. The roommate had vanished.

Lucen pulled Pete’s ID from his pocket while the other two lugged Pete, who was now cursing in something that could have been Russian, into a folding chair. “You lose this a week or so ago?”

Pete’s fear mixed with the lust the satyrs aroused, and the combined emotions washed over me in great tangerine-chocolate waves. I leaned against a cluttered table for support, feeling my heart pound. After being trapped in Shadowtown all day, the heady rush of Pete’s emotions woke some part of me up. It was the part whose existence I despised, but I couldn’t deny that feeling so alive again was a welcome change. I hadn’t noticed the emptiness inside until now.

“Where did you get it?” Pete asked.

“From me.”

Finally, Pete spared me more than a token glance. Then he shook his head. “I no know you.” His accent thickened with his increasing fear.

“I gave him a suggestion to forget me,” I explained to Lucen’s inquiring look. “Nice to know how strongly it took.”

“Not bad.” Lucen swung his legs around a second chair and turned his focus back to Scumbag. “Not recognizing her is the least of your problems. So, Pete, you like murdering women?”

Pete’s pale blue eyes opened wide. “No, I didn’t murder women.”

“Ah, so you just raped them and left the killing to your partner?”

“No, no. I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

And there it was—burnt toast. Pete was lying, and my theory had been correct. I breathed a quiet sigh of relief.

Lucen scratched his chin. “You see, Pete. The problem with lying to people like us is we can tell.”

Devon rested his hands on Pete’s shoulders, and the human’s face slackened. I shuffled back. Even if it was Pete, even if Pete was a serial rapist, I did not like seeing a satyr or any pred exert their power over a human. It was too much a reminder of my own vulnerability.

“Talk now, Pete,” Devon said. “Tell us what you know.”

“Who’s killing the women?” Lucen asked.

“Don’t know his name.”

“Then what do you call him? How do you contact him?”

Pete drew a deep breath. “He said call him Empath. But I don’t contact him. He contacts me when he finds someone we like.”

“Someone you’d both like?” Lucen glanced at me. “What does he do, your friend? How does he choose?”

“I don’t know. He picks women. We’re team. He said he is looking for someone like me, someone to have fun with. He tastes their pain, he says. He claims he is like you. That is why he is Empath.”

Empath, my ass. This asshole had as much empathy as a, well, a pred.

Someone to have fun with. Note-writer had said something similar to me. Would he have ditched Pete for me if I’d been up for some rape and torture? Or had he hoped we’d carry on like a ménage a trois from hell?

I squeezed the knife handle again.

“Your friend kills the women?” Lucen raised a tentative hand in my direction, probably sensing my disgust and wondering if I was about to do something stupid. It was certainly tempting.

“I don’t know. I guess. I’m no interested in that part.”

“Really?” I rolled my eyes. “Aren’t you the compassionate sort.”

Lucen made a shut-up-Jess gesture in my direction. “When’s he planning on contacting you next?”

“Don’t know.” Pete’s gaze darted toward the table. “Today or tomorrow. In time to plan for weekend.”

I picked through the jungle of trash on the table, which included beer and soda cans, empty takeout containers and a pizza box with a half-eaten pizza in it. Next to a crumpled twenty-dollar bill and a T pass was a cellphone.

I showed it to him. “This yours?”

Pete nodded.

“He call you on this?” Lucen asked.

Another nod.

“Find us his number then.” Devon took the phone from me and tossed it at Pete’s head.

Pete found the number from the incoming call list and dialed it at Lucen’s instruction. I held my breath, but Note-writer didn’t answer. Pete left a quick message that Devon dictated.

“What do we do with him while we wait for the other guy to call back?” a satyr asked.

“We need to turn him over to the Gryphons.” Five heads, Pete’s included, turned to me. None of them seemed thrilled with this suggestion. Not even Pete, whose panic spiked like lemon juice. “Look, I led you here. We know he’s the key to finding the real killer—” I pointed at Pete, “—so now we need to hand this over to the Gryphons, explain what’s going on and let them take care of it so I can get my life back.”

Lucen stretched and ran his hands through his hair. “This isn’t just about your life anymore.”

“Like hell it isn’t.”

“We take him with us,” Devon said. “You heard Dezzi. This is a Shadowtown issue, and it’ll stay that way.”

“No.”

But Lucen agreed with Devon, and the others fell in line. I gritted my teeth but held my protests because I knew there was nothing I could do at the moment. I seethed the whole drive back to Shadowtown instead, confident that my emotions made it clear exactly what I thought of Devon’s plan.

From his spot in the trunk, I was pretty sure Pete would have taken my side in the argument after all.


Chapter Sixteen

The satyrs wasted no time hauling Pete toward The Lair. I got the sense that they’d rather not run into any sylphs with such a valuable key to the mystery—literally—in their hands. As for Pete, they hadn’t bothered to bind, gag or blindfold him. There was no need. Regardless of what happened with Note-writer, Pete’s ass was crispier than a salamander’s turd. I very much doubted he’d see a courtroom’s justice unless I could scheme a way to get the Gryphons involved.

Disgruntled, I brought up the rear as we marched down the block, still trying to weave a convincing argument for doing just that. Worst-case scenario, I could always call the Gryphons myself, but that brought its own share of problems. Mainly, that my only evidence connecting Pete to the murders was my own quasi-crimes, and I’d have to explain my curse. It might be worth the risk, but I wasn’t eager to find out.

Three male furies who were passing by took in the scene with confused faces. The thickest of the bunch, a walking nightmare with red hair and matching eyes, slapped Lucen on the shoulder. “I hear you’re closed for a while. When are you opening for business again?”

“Check back Saturday night,” Lucen said, scowling. Friday was my D-Day. Either we’d have resolved this mess by then, or Saturday wouldn’t matter.

“Excellent.”

The one on the right, who wore his black hair in spikes that made his head look like a mace, ran a finger over Pete’s forehead.

Devon smacked his hand away. “Our property. Back off.”

“No harm meant,” Mace-head replied. He and his friends made a show of checking me out, but apparently I wasn’t worth harassing while they were outnumbered by satyrs. Small miracles.

“What do they care when you reopen?” Devon asked as Lucen unlocked the door. “They never come in.”

Lucen narrowed his eyes at the three crossing the street. “No, they prefer to hang around outside. They wait ’til the humans leave then rile them up until they’re brawling in the street or pissing their pants as they run away. Those assholes are bad news. I tell Dezzi, but she doesn’t want to pick fights with Raj without more evidence that it’s hurting my business.”

The satyrs muttered in sympathy. Had I the mood, I would have laughed. They almost sounded respectable.

Devon called Dezzi, and plans were made. Naturally, I had no say in any of them, so I silently vented my frustration at Lucen in a one-sided argument that involved much swearing. How much of what I was actually thinking made it through I couldn’t say, but he clearly got the gist of my emotional opinion. Either that or he threw a dishtowel at me simply for glaring at him.

“I already explained our position,” Lucen said. “Drop it.”

I pulled the dishtowel off my head without a word. All this glaring was starting to give me eye strain.

Devon hung up the phone. “I’m taking Pete here to Purgatory while we wait for his friend to call back. Dezzi wants to meet later. She said she’ll call.”

“That’s it?” I jumped up.

“Not much else to do in the meantime.” Devon beckoned to the two other satyrs, and they pulled Pete to his feet.

“Yeah, there is more we could do.”

“No Gryphons. Just relax, right.” He took a set of keys from his pocket and winked. “I’m happy to help if you need a way to pass the time.”

I switched my glare from Lucen to him, and Devon laughed.

“What’s Purgatory?” I demanded of Lucen after Devon and the others left with Pete. The name sounded vaguely familiar.

Lucen grabbed a soda from his fridge and offered me one. “You hungry?”

I was actually, but I wasn’t distracted so easily. “Purgatory. Wait, isn’t that a club?”

“Yes. Devon’s part owner.”

“You’re kidding. I’ve been there.” It had been years ago, which was why the name hadn’t immediately registered. I’d gone a few times with Steph before deciding that ear-splitting music and overpriced drinks were not my idea of a good time.

Neither had been watching overweight guys dance around in leather thongs. Purgatory wasn’t strictly a fetish club, but it did manage to attract the city’s freakier crowds, along with the generally disenfranchised twenty-somethings who wanted a place to dress in vinyl and fishnet without standing out.

It was also ideal grounds for a large chunk of the illegal, magical drug trade. I’d never made it through a night there without someone trying to sell me hell or F. And come to think of it, all the F drug dealers had been lust addicts.

Really, I should have known satyrs would own a place like that. If it weren’t for the fact that I’d never seen a pred hang out there, that was.

“Why doesn’t it surprise me that you’d have gone there?” Lucen said.

I didn’t deign to answer, still too annoyed by the Pete situation.

“Jess, you have to understand—”

“No, I don’t. I get it—you don’t play by the laws. I don’t have to understand anything else, and frankly, I don’t want to.” I took a huge bite from my sandwich—the fridge hadn’t improved it—to keep from saying anything else.

This was stupid. I shouldn’t pick fights with Lucen, or Devon, or any other satyrs. Even if they weren’t doing it for me per se, they were still helping me. Lucen in particular. Telling the sylphs I was under his protection had clearly cost him something with Dezzi. Since I didn’t know why he did it, I ought to be grateful. It just wasn’t easy when I had no reason to trust that his motives were at all benign.

Lucen fixed us a snack, and the minutes passed in an uneasy silence. With the change in the sun’s angle, the kitchen was no longer light and airy. Shadows elongated on the floor, creeping ever closer to me. I inched my feet away from them. Lucen’s phone rang as I wiped mayonnaise from my fingers.

“Lei’s almost finished with your disguise charms,” Lucen said, shutting off the phone. “You’ll need to go to her place so you can activate them.”

“What do you mean by activate them?”

“You ever use one before?”

“No, but I thought you could buy these sorts of things off the street. How hard can it be?” Even cheap disguise charms cost way more than my budget allowed. As for good ones, they weren’t legally for sale without a permit. I had a feeling I would soon discover why.

“Not hard, but it’s not like your other charms. You can’t throw one around your neck and reap the benefits. She’ll have to teach you.”

 

 

Lucen insisted on walking me the three blocks to Lei’s shop. The harpy was a master charm maker who, according to Lucen, sold almost exclusively to other residents of Shadowtown. I supposed that explained why I hadn’t done much soul swapping with her before. Although a new shop would occasionally show up in my routine—like Wenda’s Wishes—most preds who sold magic to humans had been around long enough for me to have some familiarity with them. I’d cut deals with Lei only twice that I could remember, and both times the magic involved had been on a grand scale. Expensive.

Good quality spells and charms, like good quality anything, cost more. Most humans who did business with preds got ripped off because they didn’t know any better. They merely knew they needed something done that went against the laws established by the Accords, and that meant they couldn’t purchase it from the magi. They went into Shadowtown expecting to bargain away their souls, and so they did. It was like walking into a car dealership and announcing how much money you had in your bank account. Fools and their souls were easily parted.

Some magic, on the other hand, was genuinely expensive because of the work or danger involved in its creation. Like Gryphons and magi, preds were capable of making basic charms themselves but they preferred to leave the work to specialists when it came to difficult spells. Disguise charms, apparently, were tricky things. That explained the price. Powerful disguise charms keyed to an individual cost more than I cared to consider, and I wondered if Lei was getting paid for the work she’d put into mine.

Yet another reason I shouldn’t fight too much with Lucen.

Lucen trusted Lei enough to leave me with her unattended, and I spent the next couple hours hanging out in her charm lab. It resembled the charm labs I’d toured at Gryphon headquarters back when I attended the Academy. Which is to say it looked like a chemistry lab but smelled worse.

After spitting in the concoction Lei brewed—she’d said blood worked better, but I’d refused—I sat around watching her put the finishing touches on the magical brew. Then she bottled it, dividing it evenly into five spell-proof containers, and beckoned me before a mirror.

“We call these charms,” Lei said, “but they are really liquid glamour. You know the difference?”

“Nope.”

“A charm works on anyone. You want pink hair, say? I can give you a spell for pink hair. It’ll work on you or whoever else puts it on their hair, but it’s a cheap illusion. It’ll wear off fast and may not look completely believable. These—” she held up one of the containers, “—will respond only to your chemistry. They won’t merely create an illusion, they’ll create change, something more believable, and they’re capable of creating any effect you choose. But you must direct the power. That’s what I’m going to teach you.”

Lei brought over the cauldron that contained the charm’s dregs. “Enough is in here to work with. Take some.”

Warily, I dipped my finger into the clear, gelatinous slush. I might not be able to make charms, but I knew enough about what went into them that touching this residue made me somewhat queasy. Oddly enough, the charm goo cooled my fingers, but it was as sticky as it looked. Kind of like chilled hair gel.

“We’ll start with something easy,” Lei said. “Hair color. Pick one and visualize it. Then keep the intent in your mind and spread the spell throughout your hair.”

I regarded the goo with apprehension, not wanting to put this stuff in my hair. I didn’t even use hairspray. Grow a pair, Jess. You’d need a special permit to buy this stuff legally, and more cash than your Dragon’sWing’s worth. Take advantage of this learning opportunity.

Besides, Lei was waiting for me, her talon-like nails clicking against each other with impatience, and I didn’t like pissing off people who were more badass than me.

So right. I smeared the goo around on my fingers, then ran my fingers through my curls. Blonde—I concentrated on the word and tried to visualize it as Lei said. Platinum blonde.

As I mentally recited the word, the coolness in my hands turned to warmth. My skin began to tingle with power, and the sensation traveled up my hand. My eyes closed in concentration. When I opened them, I gasped at my reflection. Blondness seeped from my fingers into my hair as though my hands were coated in paint. It dribbled down the strands, bleaching the dark brown to a silvery yellow. The stickiness I’d once felt vanished, as did the goo. I’d never seen magic work this way before, and my jaw dropped.

Hurriedly, I ran my hands fully through my hair until all the brown disappeared. “Whoa.” I shook my head and flexed my goo-free hands. Alas, despite my pale skin, I made a terrible blonde. “How long will this last?”

“Approximately twelve hours, or until you remove it, which I’ll also show you how to do.”

Lei lifted the hair off the back of my neck, and I tensed. Amazement died away, fear ebbing in its place. So far as I could tell, Lei wasn’t purposely exerting any influence over me. My protective charm didn’t react. Yet until this moment I’d been so focused on getting the disguise charm that I’d forgotten all about the fact that I was working with a pred.

This was what—the second or third time in the past couple days I’d lost sight of that fact? How many times could my guard slip before the slip was fatal?

Even as I worried, Lei’s proximity triggered my repressed jealousies. Visions of graduation day from the Academy leapt to the forefront of my mind, torturing me with images of my friends hugging and congratulating each other while I stood on the sidelines, clutching nothing more than a normal high school diploma and fighting back tears. Already they’d forgotten me. Already I’d become lesser.

“You missed some,” Lei said, and her voice jolted me back to the present. “Stray hairs around your neck.”

“How? The spell was doing the work on its own.”

“It only seems that way. You must remember even the hair you can’t see.” She stepped away, and I relaxed slightly. But I didn’t drop my guard, not again.

I lifted my hair to inspect for myself, stretching to see the back of my neck in the mirror. Wispy brown-black curls did indeed remain. Crap. “This would have been simpler with a generic charm.”

“Yes, but a generic charm can’t do what I’m going to teach you next.” Lei opened a cabinet drawer and pulled out, of all things, a fashion magazine. “Most people aren’t artists, so it helps them to have a visual guide. Pick a face. You’re going to create it.”

 

 

An hour later I emerged from Lei’s shop looking nothing like I had when I entered, which I had to admit was pretty cool. My hair wasn’t simply blonde, but dead straight. The smattering of freckles around my nose had cleared up. And I had the cheekbones, nose and eyebrows of some Cosmo model. Lei had even shown me how I could use the glamour—as she insisted I call it—to give myself an expert makeup job. Not that I was an expert in anything to do with makeup, but I sure as hell didn’t look like me.

Lei promised the five containers she’d made me each contained enough potency to recreate not only a face but my total bone structure, and unopened, they should last about a year. I really hoped I made it through this week alive and unscathed with some leftovers. Odds were against me ever getting my hands on magic this powerful again.

And oh, the fun I could have with this stuff.

The sun had set while I was in Lei’s shop, and Shadowtown bustled with commotion. I suspected Lucen wouldn’t be pleased that I hadn’t called before leaving, but I seriously did not appreciate having an escort everywhere I went. With my unfamiliar face, I felt safe along the crowded main streets. In other words, no more vulnerable than any other human dumb enough to stroll around Shadowtown after dark. Still, I breathed a sigh of relief when I shut his apartment door behind me, and not just because an imp had chased me up the stoop.

The hallway and kitchen were dark, but a light shone in the living room. I wandered in there, wondering if Lucen was back from whatever meeting Dezzi was supposed to be holding. No sooner had I stepped over the threshold, though, then I caught the sound of footsteps moving upstairs. Guess that answered that question. Perfect. I’d show off my handiwork to him.

I set my containers on the living room table while Sweetpea lunged at his metal cage. Odd. He’d never been that interested in me before. Maybe he didn’t like my new face? Or maybe he could simply detect how much magic I wore. I stuck my tongue out at the dragon, and he snorted a puff of smoke that rolled across the hardwood floor. He was too young to breathe fire, but perhaps taunting him wasn’t the brightest idea. I beat a retreat and bounded up the stairs.

Halfway to the second floor, I paused. I could no longer hear Sweetpea shaking his cage. Instead, noises from Lucen’s bedroom drifted down the steps. Voices, both male, and both making very identifiable sounds. Oh God. My hand shook on the railing.

Lucen hadn’t expected me back yet, and he wasn’t alone. He had an addict over.

I felt like I was shriveling up inside. Or going to hurl. That was also a distinct possibility. The noise increased in volume, and I put my hands over my ears but couldn’t block out the sounds. The hunger and ecstasy was palpable, clinging to the air like the foulest cigar smoke. I swore I could taste it all on my tongue, or maybe that was just the vomit I was holding in.

Damn it! I knew Lucen had to feed his addicts’ desires every now and then in order to keep them healthy enough to feed him. I knew what that meant. But I sure didn’t need to experience it firsthand.

I backed down a step, but I was too late. If Lucen hadn’t heard me, then perhaps he’d felt the surge of rage that had burned through my veins. Whichever, the door to his bedroom opened, and he appeared on the landing, completely naked.

“Jess?” He squinted at me even though he couldn’t see through the glamour, which could only mean he recognized my emotions. I didn’t like the implications there at all.

He looked so deliciously good standing there too. Sweaty and hard and everything I’d have expected a satyr to be. But he was so fucking horrible—also everything I expected a satyr to be but did my best not to think about when I was around him.

It took all my willpower to tear my eyes away. “You have an addict here? Now?” Did my voice have to tremble?

“Just give me a… I didn’t think you’d be back yet.”

“Obviously.” The word came out like a growl. How dare he? I was stuck here, hiding from my own people, depending on his help, and he was in his bedroom screwing some weak-willed, loser addict!

“Jess!”

I ignored Lucen as I bolted back down the stairs. He didn’t follow. Good. Power zipped through my extremities as I paced, heedless of Sweetpea’s renewed annoyance, and pulled myself together. No one could feed off Lucen’s addict but him, so my surge in power was due solely to my own anger. Normally, my freakishness disturbed me, but the magical hit tonight was a welcome relief because I needed to move. My mind churned with ideas for where to go, yet one thing was clear. I had to get out of here before I did something stupid.

My bag from my apartment was in the living room, and I dug through it. Luckily, my wardrobe consisted of mostly black clothes and jeans, so even though Lucen and Devon had brought me some of my more revealing items, I could put an outfit together that matched.

Upstairs, Lucen had returned to his addict, and my eyes burned with something like repressed tears.

Come on, Jess. It’s no big deal. Just two people having sex. Get over it. How many roommates’ nighttime romps have you suffered through?

Yet I couldn’t get over it, and logically there was only one reason why—Lucen wasn’t supposed to do this to me. For ten years, he’d kept his addicts away from me, and now, in just a few days, I’d run into two. First the woman at the bar, now the man upstairs.

Lucen knew I despised what preds did to humans, regardless of his it’s-what-I-am crap. I thought he’d respected me enough not to subject me to his evil side. Damn it, he’d never touched me since I’d asked him not to. Some weak part of me must have thought he actually had a dollop of compassion hidden away in that cold, dark heart of his. Otherwise, why had he always pretended to be nice to me? Why had he been so quick to help me? Why the fuck had he been screwing with me—metaphorically—for the past ten years?

And why, for the love of dragons, did I fucking care?

Breathing through my clenched teeth, I surveyed myself in a small mirror. Black-and-red tank top, leather pants and my combat boots. It was an outfit that only wouldn’t get me noticed in a place like Purgatory.

What had I been thinking earlier about the wisdom of not pissing off an entire gang of satyrs? They didn’t care about pissing me off, so to hell with it. I was tired of playing by their rules and condoning their treatment of humanity. Someone had to get to Pete, get the Gryphons and save my soul.

Lucen had proven why the only person who could be trusted to do that was me.


Chapter Seventeen

By the time I hopped off the T a block from Purgatory, I’d calmed down enough to think rationally. And my first rational thought was that I didn’t have a clue what I was doing. As when I’d run to Lucen’s yesterday, I’d simply charged full speed ahead, urged on by my self-cannibalizing negativity, and without a plan. Brilliant. I didn’t even know if Purgatory was open on a Tuesday, or where I’d search once I got inside. But since I wasn’t about to return to Lucen while he spent the next couple hours banging an addict, I might as well plunder forth.

The answer to the first question came as I crossed the street. Purgatory sat along a strip of clubs, bars and pizza parlors in a seedy but gentrifying part of town. Of the clubs, it was the only spot with the lights on and a line stretching around the front. The sign proclaimed it to be Under 21 Night. Huh, I sort of remembered that being on Wednesdays, but it had been a long time—at least eight years—since I’d come here with Steph, and we’d never bothered with Under 21 Night. Thanks to my lusty little power, I could convince the guys at the door of just about anything. Age and cover charges had never been an issue.

So here I went again.

Several people glowered at me as I bypassed the line of leather- and vinyl-clad humans and breathed my power all over the bouncer. No ID, no money? No problem. Sometimes there were advantages to being me. And now that I knew Devon owned this place, I didn’t even have to feel bad about the times I’d snuck in when I was younger and less ethical.

Inside, I staked out a spot along the periphery and waited for my ears to adjust to the music volume and my eyes to adjust to the lighting. Purgatory was dark, always. From the black-painted décor to the seats around the bar to the clothes on the clubbers themselves, the atmosphere screamed moody and misunderstood. Gunthra’s interior decorator would love it.

Judging by the style of dress on most people, Under 21 Night was less fetish and more goth. Pierced, tattooed and overly eye-linered faces passed by in a blur. On the dance floor, black lipstick, corsets and studded dog collars ruled the night. If I’d turned my hair purple back at Lei’s, I’d have fit in better, but oh well. It was no wonder Steph had loved this place. A haven for Technicolor souls in a black-and-white world, she’d once called it. I wasn’t sure it deserved such a poetic treatment, but the style sure beat the Hollister clones at the mall.

Or it would if satyrs didn’t own it. This was no refuge, I reminded myself. However freak friendly it might seem on the surface, its heart was not human friendly. Perhaps not on a relatively tame night like tonight, but on a Friday or Saturday, Purgatory probably became a satyr feeding ground. Add a healthy business in F to that mix of half-naked humanity, alcohol and pulsing music, and wills would shatter like glass. That was the real danger of drugs like F, after all—heightened arousal coupled with a complete loss of resistance.

Scowling, I rested against a wall and searched my memories of the club. If I were a satyr in my Dom’s good graces and I owned a club, where would I stash a serial rapist? Not in any of the rooms I’d been in before—that was about all I could deduce. So what sort of nonpublic rooms were there? A basement? Storage?

Gradually, the beat in the main room morphed into a new mix, and I caught myself swaying to the rhythm as I pondered. I wasn’t risking calling the Gryphons until I knew I had something to hand over to them. Other than myself. My burst of adrenaline was wearing off, and all the reasons why this plan sucked nipped at my resolve. Part of me longed for nothing more than to join the frenzy on the dance floor, to simply give myself over to the beat and forget about my problems for a while.

That would be stupid, just like relying on preds was stupid. Even preds named Lucen. I had to get moving.

Staying as close to the wall as possible, I began circling around the room, on the hunt for any doors marked Staff or similar. Of course, any doors like that would probably be locked, but I’d deal with that later.

Purgatory was big. I didn’t know if it was big for a club, or just big to a woman who preferred bars if she wanted an overpriced drink, but this plan of mine was going to take some time. The flashing lights and the smoke machines didn’t help, either. Nor did all the people in my way. Thank dragons it wasn’t a Friday, or I’d barely be able to move. As it was, I trekked through a jungle of limbs and alternating clouds of green and blue smoke, my boots sticking to the alcohol-damp floor.

It took forever, but I completed my circuit of the main room and debated where to go next. There was the balcony, two smaller dance rooms, the quieter lounge and the VIP room off the balcony on the second floor to choose from. The VIP room was the only place I’d never been, so I decided to save it for last. Besides, if I was in need of a storage room, it seemed more likely that I’d find one on the first floor.

My search picked up when I left the main area. Only one of the smaller dance rooms was in use, and I breezed my way through it until I saw an unmarked door off the bar. Once the bartender turned his back on me, I tried the handle. Locked. Naturally. I’d brought the lock-picking kit the satyrs had supplied me with for breaking into Gryphon headquarters, but I was no expert with it. It would take some time.

Biting my lip, I dug into the small bag I carried and pulled out the mostly spent distraction charm, also from yesterday. I hoped it had enough potency to get me inside before the bartender noticed me and called security. Surely Devon had cameras around here, as well, so I had to be quick regardless. Distraction charms didn’t work so well with cameras. Though the brain could be fooled, the camera saw all.

Two minutes later—and thankfully, no interruptions—I was in. The door shut behind me, its gentle click eerily audible against the dissolving backdrop of bass-heavy dance music. I sighed with temporary relief.

The air in here was humid. Very. I sniffed deeply, detecting a strange, not exactly pleasant odor that I couldn’t place. Just what sort of room had I broken into? There were no lights, so I was safe from cameras, and a faint hum competed with the music drifting in from the other room. I turned on my mini-flashlight, shining it at the wall until I found a light switch.

I was in a storage room, and a small one at that. Boxes of liquor and cartons of drink napkins sat on metal shelves. A single fluorescent-tube light flickered above. But no Pete.

There was, however, another door, and this one was unlocked. My pulse sped up as I stared down a flight of stairs that curved leftward, blocking me from seeing whatever was on the next floor down. Magic, the result of my own minty anxiety, provided a hit of courage. I checked over my shoulder and saw no cameras. So what the hell. If security had already caught me breaking the first lock, I might as well keep going.

“Pete?” My voice came out no louder than a whisper although that wasn’t my intent. Calling for him was a dumb thing to do anyway. Devon had most likely gagged him by this point.

The farther down I walked, the more humid the air became. Blue light seeped into the stairwell, and I shut off the flashlight because I could see fine without it. Sweat beaded on my forehead. I blamed the warm, humid air, though my nerves likely had something to do with it too. At the bottom of the stairs, I stepped out into a long room.

And stared. Once again, no Pete. But this time also no storage room. I wondered what I’d stumbled into. The humidity was overpowering, and the blue lights turned out to be flames. They flickered from iron sconces attached to the stone walls, and seemed to pulse with my heartbeat. A path ran from the stairs straight through the room to an elevator, and either side was lined with large stone boxes, two deep, about ten in all.

Hesitantly, I took another step forward, taking everything in. Maybe my first impression had been wrong. This was a storage room, only of the macabre sort—a demonic mausoleum. Except what would one be doing under a dance club?

And why was I here? That was the more important question. I should definitely not be here. The very feeling of it crawled under my skin, making me itch with the urge to flee. Leave, it screamed. Get away and fast. Run and never speak of this.

The longer I stood in one place, the deeper the feeling dug its intangible claws into me. It was like a compulsion, trying to force my feet to carry me off. I’d heard of such magic before but never encountered it. I struggled against it, drawing on my own power to fight off these external desires as if I were fighting off a pred’s influence. As a result, I stumbled forward to the closest sarcophagus.

Except it wasn’t a sarcophagus like any I’d seen before. Although, to be fair, the only ones I’d ever seen were on TV or in films. But still. This didn’t resemble any Hollywood version. For starters, there was no lid sealing off the contents. And then there was the little issue of the contents.

It wasn’t a body or the remains of what had once been one. It was a sack. Perhaps a shell. Some kind of whitish gray casing? It was long and thin, and about the right size to hold a body, but it wasn’t one itself. And why would someone wrap a dead body in a shell-like thing then place it in a stone box?

Leave! The compulsion jerked me backward. My head ached with it, and I fought for my balance.

“No,” I whispered. I doubted arguing with a spell did me much good, but it made me feel better.

I regained my balance and approached the sarcophagus again. My arm twitched, struggling against the spell as I reached out toward the sack. Was it hard or soft? What was it made out of? A dull sheen covered it, and hundreds of thin striations ran horizontally across.

I really didn’t want to touch it, yet something drew me to it. Something that buzzed about my brain almost as strongly as the magic urging me to run away. Something that spoke to a deep, dark well in my memory. I could taste it on my tongue like an errant emotion, both familiar and repulsive. And still, my fingers stretched closer. I recognized this. Yearned for it.

My curiosity was engaged in an all-out war with the compulsion and my common sense.

In fact, my internal struggle must have been so overwhelming that I didn’t even hear the footsteps on the stairs.

“Hey!”

My concentration broken, I stood dumbly—too dazed to be worried—as a couple bouncers charged me. The quicker of the two grabbed my arms and dragged me away from the sarcophagus. Lust burst through me in glorious waves, turning my knees wobbly and awakening my body. Aw, crap. These bouncers were satyrs. They must be wearing charms to disguise their horns so the humans upstairs wouldn’t panic.

I went limp in my assailant’s hands, hoping he’d let go. My body begged for nothing more than to collapse to the floor and pull this guy down with me. Alas, he held me upright. Part of me knew I should be afraid of what was going to happen, but the satyr-induced lust overwhelmed my more logical emotions.

“What are you doing down here?” the other satyr asked.

Good question. Why had I gone down here again? I’d been searching for something, but not those things in the tomb. “Uh…” Thinking while pressed against a satyr was way too complicated.

“Take her upstairs.”

“Pete!” The name finally popped to mind halfway to the storage room, just as I felt the compulsion releasing its stranglehold on my brain. That probably wasn’t a coincidence. “I’m looking for Pete.”

I had no idea what Devon would do to someone caught snooping through his creepy basement, but I prayed that, whatever it was, he wouldn’t do it to the person the satyrs were supposed to be protecting.

“I’m Jessica Moore. I was looking for Pete. Take me to Devon.”

The satyr released me, and I collapsed to the storage room floor. I didn’t take him down with me though. There was barely enough space in here for the three of us—in typical bouncer fashion, these two were huge—and I stared up at them, resisting the urge to take my clothes off. Either I hadn’t become as habituated to satyr magic as I’d thought, or these guys were enjoying blasting me with their power.

The one who’d carried me upstairs brushed the tip of his shoe along my torso, lifting my tank top as he did. I shivered. Yup, they were doing it on purpose. Assholes.

But that made me angry, and anger I could work with. I gritted my teeth, channeling my gift into repelling theirs. “Didn’t you hear me? I’m Jessica Moore. Take me to Devon.”

“You don’t look like her.”

“How would you know what she looks like?”

“We saw a picture.” Bouncer number two crossed his arms smugly.

I sat up with great difficulty. “I’m wearing a disguise charm. What other human would come here searching for Pete Donovich?”

“Who’s Pete Donovich?”

Aw, fuck. Just figured that these guys weren’t that in-the-know.

The satyrs exchanged amused glances. “Sweetheart, you’re in luck,” said the first. “I don’t know how you got down there and resisted the spell on this place, so you’re going to see Devon anyway.”

Well, that was something. They yanked me upright by the arms, a move that had the paradoxical effect of making me want to melt back to the floor.

“I can walk on my own just fine,” I said as we left the storage room. Predictably, that got me nowhere. I sighed, resigned to being gawked at by oblivious humans, and I squirmed in the satyr’s grip for oh-so-many reasons.

The crowds parted around us, and we headed up to the balcony. From there, the satyrs led me to an elevator on the far side. One of them swiped a keycard through a lock by the door, and we climbed inside. The elevator only stopped at three floors—the balcony, the basement and one higher. No surprise, that was where we went.

When the doors opened, I faced a comfortable office with a disturbing number of couches. Seeing as satyrs worked here, I could assume their use. The left wall of the office was floor-to-ceiling glass that overlooked the main dance floor. I tried to figure out how I’d never noticed it before from downstairs and realized it was a one-way mirror. Devon stood in front of it.

Unlike his bouncers, he didn’t bother with a disguise. Even the most clueless human who’d been touched by two satyrs should have guessed by now that something was up.

Devon looked me up and down.

“She claims to be that chick Dezzi placed under our protection,” Bouncer One said. “But it doesn’t look like her.”

“I told you: disguise charm.” The satyrs’ grips had slackened, and I snatched my arms away, turning toward Devon. “I was looking for Pete.”

Devon rubbed the scruff on his chin, contemplating if I had to guess. He’d changed clothes since I last saw him, and now wore a black sports coat and tie. “Why would you do that?”

That wasn’t the response I expected. “So I…” I bit my lip, floundering for something semi-intelligent. “So I could turn him over to the Gryphons. No offense, but I don’t exactly trust that you have my best interests at heart.”

“And where’s Lucen while you were sneaking around my basement?”

“At home. Entertaining an addict.” I could taste my own bitterness. Surely Devon could too.

“Funny choice of word.” He waved at the bouncers. “It’s her. You can go.”

“Where’s Pete?” I asked once the hired muscle departed down the elevator. Unlike the rest of the club, Devon’s office was freezing. I wrapped my arms around myself for warmth.

“Up here with me. I need to keep an eye on him in case he gets a return call.”

“I don’t suppose you’re going to hand him over to me, huh?”

Devon sat on his desk, a monstrosity from a bygone age that looked ridiculous since it held nothing more than a laptop. “You really want to call the Gryphons? With all the evidence linking you to the crimes, you’d have a hell of a lot to explain. They tested your blood. They know you’re not normal, and Gryphons don’t like nonhumans. What do you think they’d make of you?”

I turned my back on him, not usually the wisest idea with a pred, but I was too annoyed to care. Not normal? It was one thing to think that myself. I didn’t need to hear a freaking satyr say it.

The worst part was that on some level, I agreed with Devon. I didn’t want the Gryphons involved. I didn’t—couldn’t—trust the satyrs, but I couldn’t trust the Gryphons, either. I’d thought long and hard over the past ten years about what would happen to me if they discovered my secret. Exile? Arrest? Or would they simply shunt me away to some lab to study?

Still, I’d been willing to risk it. What choice did I have? I was human. Preds would always be a bigger threat to me than other humans.

“So it’s not going to matter how nicely I ask?”

“Jess, I explained this earlier. This is Shadowtown business. That means we keep the Gryphons out of it. And next time you feel the need to challenge me on a decision, don’t go sneaking around behind my back.” The flirtatiousness had disappeared from his voice. For the first time, he sounded like Dezzi’s backup, and it fully hit me that I was dealing with Boston’s second most powerful satyr.

I dropped my gaze from all the fun the normal humans were having on the dance floor. “Fine.” For now, and only because I couldn’t think of a different way to get at Pete. I was not contacting the Gryphons until I had him. That would definitely be stupid.

“Good,” Devon said. “I hate having to get all confrontational with hot women.”

Uh-huh. “How did you know I was down there anyway? I didn’t see any cameras.”

“No need for cameras, although I do have some. You tripped my alarms.” Devon slid off the desk, and his normally mischievous smile became something less playful. “What did you find by the way?”

Excellent question. Those cocoon-like things were creepy, even for preds and especially for satyrs who, generally, weren’t half as creepy as their pred brethren.

But when I attempted to ask, the words evaporated from my tongue. I tried again, mouth opening and shutting like I was chewing the air. No words came out. Frustrated, my jaw clenched as I refused to give up, fighting the inevitable.

Devon watched me, his expression curious.

At last, I balled my hands into fists and let out the words my brain wanted to say. “Nothing interesting.” Then I screamed. “What did you do?”

Devon’s face was almost comical. “You remember what you saw?”

“Yes.”

“But you can’t talk about it?”

“Yes. What the hell did you do to me?”

“Personally? Nothing.” He raised his eyebrows and donned his usual smirk. “I can think of a few things I’d like to do though.”

I backed up. “I’m serious.”

“So am I. You are interesting, Jess. I’ve never seen a human resist a compulsion spell that way, and it’s a strong one too. I can absolutely see why Lucen likes you so much.”

“You mean you all just like screwing with me.” So I was right about the type of spell, for all the good that did me.

I rubbed my aching head. The clock on the wall proclaimed the time to be closing in on midnight. According to Devon, Note-writer hadn’t called Pete, and another day was about to escape into tomorrow. No wonder I felt ill.

“You haven’t given any of us the chance to screw with you yet. But I’m sure you’re right. We would like it.” Devon winked. “Time to take you home.”

“I can take myself back to Shadowtown. My disguise appears to be working fine, and someone needs to be with Pete in case he gets a call.”

“Someone is with Pete. Don’t worry. And your disguise is quite good. Lei does good work. But I so rarely get the chance to be gallant.” He pressed the button for the elevator. No keycard was needed up here.

“It doesn’t mean I’m going to let you into my pants.” Yeah, if he wanted in there badly enough, it’s not as if I could stop him, but I saw no harm in making my opinion known as frequently as possible.

“I’m patient.”

“So am I. When are you going to tell me about—?” I gurgled as the words died away. “You know what.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Since glaring at him did nothing more than encourage Devon to make lewd comments, I gave up.

The trip back to Shadowtown was uneventful. Devon drove, and I stayed mostly silent, scheming of ways to ask Lucen about what I saw without setting off whatever curse had been laid on me.

It was all for nothing. Walking through his front door was like turning back the hands on the clock. My negative emotions of earlier returned with a vengeance, distracting me. I rested my head against the wall, breathing deeply to calm down, but Lucen’s pheromones thickened the air.

Fortunately, Devon hadn’t come inside, so I was on my own. I stomped up the steps, praying I wouldn’t be subjected to any more noise from Lucen’s bedroom. It was quiet, but I shut my bedroom door anyway.

Lucen had brought up my duffel bag. It sat on the bed next to a netbook. Interesting. I’d ask about that later. Right now my body was telling me I needed a shower. Purgatory had left a layer of sweat on me, and maybe I could wash these ridiculous emotions off, as well.

As I tossed my clothes on top of the containers Lei had given me, the answer to my turmoil smacked me in the face. Before I’d returned to Lucen’s, I’d spent a couple hours in the presence of a harpy. She’d been stirring up my jealousy, and so I was primed for a good old freak-out when I left. That had to be why I’d been so irrational.

Really, why else would it bother me that Lucen was acting like the satyr he was? I shouldn’t care enough about him to react at all. I didn’t care enough. I didn’t trust him, didn’t understand him. Hell, I barely liked him. Sure he was good-looking, and I fantasized about him more than I cared to admit, but he was a satyr. He secreted sex. Everyone fantasized about satyrs. It was how they enslaved so many humans. There was nothing abnormal about me when it came to that.

But Lei’s harpy magic had been screwing with my head. Making me jealous. It was all magic, nothing more.

Lucen knocked as I fiddled with the tap. “Can I come in?”

“One second.” I threw some clothes on and opened the door. Then, to cover my discomfort, I began removing the glamour, grateful for something to do that required a modicum of concentration.

“Jess, earlier, if I—”

“Aren’t you neglecting your addict? Or is that the whole point? To work him up then let him down?”

An unreadable expression passed over his face. “He’s gone.” He gestured to the netbook. “Since you can’t use your phone, I thought you could use it to check email. It’s old, but it works well enough.”

“Thanks.”

“Where did you go? It’s not safe for you to be out by yourself.”

I grimaced and smeared away my enhanced cheekbones. “I’m a big girl. I know the risks.” I considered not telling him the rest, but he was bound to find out soon enough. Might as well be me that told him. “I went to Purgatory to find Pete, got busted snooping around by Devon, and he dropped me off back here.”

“What were you going to do with Pete if you found him?”

I shrugged. “Get the Gryphons off my back.”

“That’s not going to—”

“Yeah, I realized that.”

Lucen shifted and tapped his finger against the door. “Can I get you something?”

Yeah, answers about what I saw in Purgatory’s basement would be good. But I didn’t want to talk to Lucen. Not now. Not with all these unwelcome feelings lingering so close to the surface. Besides, I felt too embarrassed about how I acted earlier. “No. Silence. That’s all.”

“Are you sure you don’t want to talk about—?”

“Yeah. I need sleep. Good night.”

I didn’t sleep for a while. After my shower, I used Lucen’s netbook to get online and search for information about pred crypts, but I found nothing reliable. Figured. The Gryphons could probably tell me what I’d seen, but I’d been down that coulda-shoulda-woulda path before. Lots of knowledge and power had been shut off from me.

And Gunthra knew why.

I wouldn’t ask.

Just like I wouldn’t dwell any deeper on what had come over me earlier when Lucen’s addict was around.

There was nothing I could do about either problem.


Chapter Eighteen

Yesterday had to all be Lei’s fault. I didn’t understand why I had such a hard time accepting it. When I tried to think about everything logically, I felt like I was adding up two plus two plus two and getting negative eleven. Nothing made sense, and I tossed and turned all night because of it.

Lucen came downstairs not long after eleven. It was an abominably early hour for a pred to be up, and the circles under his eyes proved it. I was in the kitchen on my second cup of coffee, taking stock of what he had in his cabinets. My stomach hadn’t stopped growling since I got up. I hadn’t eaten enough yesterday, and what I had eaten was crap.

Lucen emptied the rest of the coffeepot into an oversized mug. “Devon called after you asked not to be disturbed last night.”

“Thought I heard the phone ring. Tattling about my adventures at Purgatory?” Would Lucen mind if I ate his Pop-Tarts? Something higher in protein, like eggs, was probably asking too much.

“He was keeping me informed. Please tell me you’ve put this idea of contacting the Gryphons out of your head. For good.”

“Yes. I was acting irrational last night. I don’t want to be arrested.”

“Irrational? Is that what that was?” His voice smiled.

I slammed the Pop-Tarts package on the counter and shuffled toward the window, keeping my back to Lucen. Stupid me had pulled my hair into its habitual ponytail this morning, which meant the flush on my cheeks would be blatant. Damn that half-Irish heritage that made my face into a tomato at the first hint of discomfort.

Not that it mattered since Lucen could read my emotions.

But I wasn’t jealous, so that didn’t matter, either.

I needed more coffee. Or perhaps a lobotomy.

The prepaid cellphone rang, making me jump but sparing me from forming a retort.

Lucen gave me a quizzical look as I picked up. The phone number was unfamiliar. “Hello?”

“It’s Steph. Are you available around noon to talk?”

“Yeah, sure. What’s wrong with now?”

“I’m at work. Hold on.” It sounded like she put the phone down and spoke to someone else. A minute later, she picked up again. “I don’t want to talk from home because I’m paranoid, and I have to give you something ASAP. Can you meet me at that café by the hospital? You know the one I mean, right? We’ve eaten there before.”

I checked the time. Noon was forty-five minutes away. Barely enough time to create a decent glamour and travel halfway across town. “Oasis, yeah. I remember it. What do you have to give me?”

“I don’t know. But it’s better you have it now than me. Got to go.”

And with that most unhelpful information, Steph hung up. I frowned at the phone. “She sounds nervous.”

“Who?”

“Steph.” I took the remaining Pop-Tart before Lucen could eat it, and my debt to him grew by one toaster pastry. Repayment was going to be a bitch. “She wants to meet at noon.”

“Why would she be nervous?” Lucen peered at me over his mug, his face taut.

“How should I know? Because she’s planning to meet with a fugitive?”

“I don’t like this. I’ll be going with you.”

Peachy.

 

 

“I wish you’d done more with the disguise,” Lucen muttered as we got off the subway.

I tucked a curl of carrot-red hair behind my ear. “Steph sounded nervous. I didn’t want to freak her out with a totally unrecognizable face.” Truthfully, I wasn’t as adept with the magic as I needed to be in order to create a better disguise in such a limited time. But Lucen didn’t need to know that. Nor that I’d accidentally erased half my nose in the bathroom and it had taken me ten minutes to create a new one that didn’t look like it belonged in a bad sci-fi movie. “Besides, with the new charms Eyff dropped off, plus the two of you, I’ll be fine.”

Lucen shook his head as we emerged into the sunlight, and stuck his hands in the pockets of his leather trench coat. I didn’t understand how he could take the heat, but neither he nor the other satyr who joined us seemed to mind. They were both dressed almost identically.

Gi was the satyr with the lovely effeminate face I’d met several days ago. Devon remained with Scumbag Pete, so Gi was our added backup today. He had a deep, melodious voice totally at odds with his face, but which made my knees weak.

Like Lucen, he didn’t think I was doing enough to protect myself. “You should have insisted she come to Shadowtown.”

“No. I already asked her to do that once, and I’m not doing it again. She may never forgive me as it is.”

The hospital where Steph worked sat near the border of The Feathers. Up and down this strip, intermingled with the usual retail stores, were a variety of restaurants that specifically catered to mixed-race groups.

“There it is.” I pointed toward the hole-in-the-wall café done up with a desert motif.

“Hold on.” Lucen reached out to grab me back. I tensed. His hands hovered not even an inch from my wrist.

“I’m not catching anything that screams trap.” Gi lowered his sunglasses a touch and took in the street with a sweeping gaze.

“Of course it’s not a trap. It’s Steph. For the love of dragons, she helped me break in to Gryphon headquarters.”

Lucen sighed. “Yes, but it doesn’t hurt to be cautious, little siren.”

I strode to the intersection and waited for the light. “Aw, you actually sound like you care.”

“Of course we care,” Lucen said, coming up behind me. “We’re trying to prevent a war.”

“Right. Stupid me.” I stretched out with my gift but detected nothing out of the ordinary anxiety, which was hardly a shock. If the satyrs couldn’t find anything odd, I couldn’t.

The inside of the restaurant revealed nothing more. Oasis called itself a café but was more like a diner with pretensions. Steph must have bought her lunch at the to-go counter because she stood near the cash register with a buzzer in her hand, waiting for her order to come up. Lucen and Gi fortunately decided they’d hang guard by the door while I wove through the lunch line and absurd tropical décor to reach her.

Steph continued to stare at the door as I approached, clueless. Icky, icky spearmint crawled along my tongue. I didn’t think she’d been this anxious even during her jaunt into Shadowtown. Frightened, yes, but this was more diffuse. Worry instead of fear. It wasn’t her fault that I had to taste the spearmint, but I took some delight in tapping her on the shoulder and making her jump. “Like my new ’do?”

Besides the hair, I’d altered me eye color, removed the freckles around my nose and added a good twenty pounds to my frame. Despite what Lucen thought about my disguise, it wasn’t bad.

Steph’s eyes opened wide. “Jesus. Finally got your charms, I see.”

“Yeah, they’re pretty potent. So what’s up?”

“Something weird. I got questioned by the Gryphons yesterday.” She danced from foot to foot, taking in Lucen and Gi by the door. She wasn’t the only human giving them wary glances.

“Sorry.” I winced. Damn it. If they suspected Steph had anything to do with the break-in, I’d be bearing some serious guilt. I already carried around so much it was amazing I could climb out of bed in the mornings. The last thing I needed was to add getting my best friend arrested to the burden.

Steph shrugged as if it were no big deal, but I could tell she didn’t mean it. She jiggled her lighter around in her hand. “From what I could gather, they’re questioning everyone known to have ties to you. I’m simply more suspicious because they discovered I work in IT. But that’s not what’s weird. Here.”

Steph pressed the lighter into my hand, and only then did I realize it wasn’t a lighter. It merely resembled her lighter in size. It was a thumb drive.

I waited for her to take her lunch from the guy behind the counter while I examined it. “What’s this? I mean, besides the obvious.”

“Beats me.” She stepped away from the counter and dropped her voice even lower. “After I got back home the other night, I did a search for your name in the database in case I’d missed anything at first. And I found something.”

“That’s the weird?”

“The weird is that it’s a file, heavily encrypted, but your name is in the file name. Your name, the word ‘Philadelphia’, and the number five. That’s the only bits I could read. So I downloaded it.”

I flipped the thumb drive over. “And put it on here?”

She nodded. “It’s not the only one. After that, I did some real digging and found four more similar files.” Steph stuffed some napkins into her bag and a packet of ketchup. “I don’t know what they are, and I don’t want them on me. The Gryphons didn’t say anything telling when they questioned me, but I think someone was watching my building when I left for work this morning. I’ve got the feeling they’re not done with me. If they come back with a search warrant…”

“Got it. So these are the only copies?”

“Yup, and they closed the hole in their system soon after I downloaded them.”

I wet my lips, which had gone dry without me noticing. Okay, Steph was right. This definitely constituted weird. Almost as weird as what I’d seen in the basement of Purgatory last night, only more troublesome because it involved me.

“Thanks,” I said, pocketing the drive. “I think.”

Steph snorted. “Right.”

“Excuse me.” A jittery customer wormed his way to the pick-up counter. I started to move aside when I caught the first inkling of deception settling on my tongue. Steph’s anxiety rose as well.

She gave me a slight shove. “I think that’s the same guy who—”

I was already going, but by then it was too late. The plain-clothed Gryphon grasped my wrist. “Jessica Moore, you’re under arrest. Do yourself a favor and don’t make a scene.”

My heart skipped. Steph swore. So she’d been right to be paranoid. I could taste her shock and fear—icy and tart. She hadn’t been expecting this any more than I had.

Instead of doing something useful like planning an escape, my frantic brain tried to fit the pieces together. The Gryphon must have followed Steph. Maybe even tapped her phone. How else could he have seen through my disguise?

The thoughts raced through my head in under a second while the world around me appeared to slow down. Somehow I’d unconsciously activated my speed charm. My wicked strong speed charm.

Across the room, someone screamed. The sound snapped me into action. Lucen and Gi had noticed my shot of panic and were plowing through the restaurant. I twisted to the side, and the room blurred with my motion. My fingers dug into my pocket, checking that the thumb drive was safely buried. Then, as if in slow motion, I turned and decked the Gryphon who had my arm.

He fell back and collided with a table, but didn’t let go. Glass shattered. I yanked on my arm and suddenly it was free. There was a great crash of wood, and the Gryphon hit the floor. Lucen was dragging him off me.

“Go!” he yelled.

I charged through the gaping crowd, aiming toward the glowing exit sign in the rear of the restaurant. Fear propelled my feet past the kitchen and the bathrooms. I slammed into the door and stumbled into muggy, outside air.

And into a circle of waiting Gryphons. Shit. How could they have gotten here so fast? I’d been late for my meeting with Steph, but we hadn’t talked for more than five minutes.

I skidded to a halt, certain my identity was plastered all over my glamoured face. Where were Lucen and Gi? The Gryphons closed in around me. They were armed and deadly with their guns and salamander fire-forged blades. Me, they’d keep alive. Any preds who interfered, though, they’d have no qualms about dispatching.

I couldn’t take my eyes from those blackened, shiny blades. Not that I cared about a pred, but I’d never forgive myself if one of those swords took down Lucen.

“Jessica?”

We were in the back alley behind the restaurant, and the Gryphons had brought a van. A dingy parking garage was in front of me, and on the left the alley opened onto a street in The Feathers. I wet my lips, trying to decide. Back through the restaurant, or keep going?

“Jess, come on. We know it’s you.”

The sound of my name a second time brought my charm-hazed world back into focus. Bridget stepped forward, holding a pair of handcuffs.

I balled my hands into fists. I wanted to lash out at her with my magic, wrap it around her head and bring her to her knees. The power buzzing in my throat begged for release. But even if I could ensnare Bridget, it would do me no good to trap her and not the three others.

Dragon shit on toast. Four Gryphons out here. Plus one, and possibly more in the restaurant—that would explain why Lucen and Gi hadn’t come out yet. Was I really such a threat that I needed five or more Gryphons to bring me down?

If I actually deserved that much magical firepower, I’d have found a way out of this mess by now.

The world was spinning. Bridget was talking, and my ears couldn’t process the words as slowly as she spoke. I pinched myself.

“Jess, come quietly, please,” Bridget said. “Explain to us what’s going on. Give us a blood sample. We know you’re not an addict. We can clear this up.”

My feet scraped sandy asphalt as I shifted left. There was a small hole in the circle that way, but I doubted I’d get far. Sure, I had my charms, but they would have charms too.

“So, you think an addict’s behind this?” Where the hell were my bodyguards?

“Yes, we do.”

“Liar.” Honestly, I had no idea if she’d lied or not. My blood pumped too fiercely. Panic clouded my judgment. I couldn’t concentrate on all this at once. I took a step backward and fumbled for the door handle.

“Jess, don’t—”

The rest of Bridget’s command was lost to me as I threw open the door and it hit the side of the brick building with a clang. I darted back inside and bowled over a waiter who was hiding near the kitchen door.

Chaos had descended upon the restaurant. Humans—customers and staff—were fleeing toward the main entrance. Two Gryphons, wielding their blades, blocked Lucen and Gi from reaching me. Each of the satyrs had grabbed a human and were using them as shields to move in my direction. Gi had a gun, and he aimed it at the woman he held in front of him, not at the Gryphons.

Neither of them noticed me amidst the chaos. I snatched a chair and swung it into the back of the closest Gryphon.

His partner—the one who’d originally tried to arrest me—turned my way as the first Gryphon went down. I heard screaming from behind, recognized Bridget’s voice among the others and knew I was surrounded again. But this time I had the satyrs’ help.

I wasn’t sure which of them did it, but one moment another Gryphon was reaching for me and the next he was on the floor. I jumped over him, banging my hip on a chair as I ran. Lucen and Gi grabbed a large, circular table and overturned it. Flatware and glasses clattered to the floor. I threw a chair in the table’s direction, hoping to extend the blockade.

“Jess, go!”

I turned and ran. Right into the debris. A tablecloth that had slid to the floor tangled around my feet and I tripped. My knees landed in someone’s pasta salad.

Outside, alarms sounded. Someone had called the cops.

Strong arms lifted me from the floor and hurtled me toward the door. By touch alone, I knew it was Gi, but adrenaline—his or mine—kept the lust at bay. He released me as we shoved our way through the hysterical crowd.

Blue flashing lights joined the alarms. Two cop cars tore down the street. I turned in the opposite direction and was amazed by how the crowd scrambled to get out of my way. Then it occurred to me that they weren’t parting for me. They parted to run from the satyrs.

Whatever worked.

“That way!” Bridget’s voice cut through the tangle of screaming, honking and sirens.

Thick, hot air settled in my lungs like iron. Just my luck that the day’s temperature was supposed to hit record highs.

“Split up,” Lucen said. “Jess, stay with me.”

I attempted to acknowledge him but didn’t have enough breath. My legs pushed against the pavement, each footfall eating up the power in my speed and strength charms. The buildings disappeared into gray and red blurs. I flew, feet barely touching the ground. And yet I knew the whole time that I hadn’t lost the last black-clad figure on my tail. His charms were as fresh and strong as mine. While the other Gryphons lost steam, he remained.

I leaped over trash cans and fences, flung myself around corners and crashed into objects I couldn’t name. I’d be in a world of pain when the adrenaline wore off, but Lucen could help me procure charms for that.

Lucen.

I paused for breath in a dingy side street. Although I was fairly sure I hadn’t lost the Gryphon, I was sure I’d lost the satyr. Had he split intentionally, or had I failed to turn when he had?

Breathing heavily, I fingered my charms and wondered how much juice they had left. I’d never used them over such a sustained period before. And where the hell was I?

Spicy lemonade flooded my mouth. Anger, anxiety—the Gryphon was getting closer. I heaved my sore legs down the filthy road and caught the colorful flags on the lampposts. I had to have been running in circles to still be in The Feathers.

I took a deep breath, preparing to draw on the charms again, when four clawlike fingers wrapped around my shoulder. Before I could scream, an arm pressed over my mouth and tweed cut off my cry.

“Ssh. In here, Ms. Moore. Quietly.”

Strong hands maneuvered me up two steps and through a doorway in the wall. I stood in a well-lit but tiny kitchen-like room. The door shut behind me and latched.

I shook off the grip and spun around. “Olef?”

The magus raised his hand and gestured to the open window far above the door. I wiped sweat from my forehead, tasting the Gryphon’s tangy emotions as they swelled in time to the pounding feet outside. Then both retreated.

More sweat plastered my clothes to my body. I must have looked like I went swimming, and yet my mouth was parched.

“What are you doing? Where am I?”

Today’s newspaper was spread on the cheap, fake wood table, and books with loose spines and tattered covers were stacked on a cart. The electric kettle on the counter began to whistle.

“You’re in The Feathers’ branch of the Boston Public Library,” Olef said, pouring the boiling water into a cup. Watching the steam made beads of sweat roll down my back. “This is the staff break room.”

I supposed that explained the books. “And what are you doing?”

“Rescuing you. Care for some water?”

I was thirsty enough that I ignored the rescue comment in favor of the drink. Olef poured me a cup from a cracked, brown-splotched filter attached to the tap. I did the mental work and decided the pressing need for water outweighed the risk of what was living in the filter.

“You realize it was the Gryphons chasing me?”

“Yes, I was perched up on the roof, having my lunch, and saw you running them ragged for the past ten minutes.”

Now I was thoroughly confused. Humans didn’t tend to need rescuing from Gryphons. “I appreciate the help, but what made you think I deserved it?”

“I’m a librarian. Information is my life. They believe you are somehow involved in those murders we discussed, don’t they? I did warn you to be careful.”

“Yeah, they do. But you didn’t exactly give me any useful information with that warning.” I gulped the water. “So why are you helping me and not the Gryphons? Besides the fact that I’m innocent, which you can’t know for sure.”

The small brown feathers on top of Olef’s head fluffed, and he smoothed them down. “No, I can’t know for sure, Ms. Moore. But I had a vision.”

“Of the real killer?”

“In a matter of speaking. I couldn’t see his face, but I’m sure it was a man. And I saw things that are much worse.” He sat down at the table and sipped his tea.

Gingerly, I sat across from him and rubbed my aching thighs. “Worse?”

“The city will burn in salamander fire.”

My skin chilled as though an air conditioner had turned on. “Friday? That’s how long the sylphs gave us. They’ll start a war.”

“I don’t know the day. I saw the flames, the lizards consuming bodies. The sky was purple, and the streets were red and black.”

Peachy. No pressure there. I checked for the thumb drive and was relieved to find it remained in my sweat-soaked pocket. I didn’t foresee it doing me any immediate good since it was unlikely to contain information about the murders, but I was dying to know what that file on me said. I also didn’t want this afternoon’s run-in with the Gryphons to be for nothing.

Poor Steph. I hoped the Gryphons hadn’t arrested her after I ran. Some friend I was.

“It could well be war.” Olef scratched his ear, and a feather fell to the floor. “Do you know who the killer is?”

“Yes and no. I know who, but I don’t have his name or where to find him.”

The white feathers around Olef’s eyes contracted. “Then I would say you do not know who.”

“I do. He’s another…” I grimaced. “Another freak like me. Another human misery junkie.”

The magus sucked in a breath. “Another human with pred magic?”

“Yeah. Apparently there’s more than one of me.”

“How odd. There can’t be many of you, can there? I admit I was fascinated when I detected that power in you the first time. I did some research into it, but it defies even my knowledge.” He chomped on the words, sounding extremely annoyed by this failure of his intellect. “That there’d be two of you in the same city purely by chance seems highly improbable.”

“Tell me about it.” My muddled thoughts drifted to Gunthra. Was I being completely stupid for refusing her price? “You didn’t happen to get a good view of this guy’s face in your vision, did you? A white male, brown eyes? Voice that sounds like a lilting guitar string? Anything?”

“A pale-skinned male, as you say. I’m afraid I can’t tell you anything more.”

I groaned and collapsed back in my chair. Well, it wasn’t as if I’d been counting on Olef’s help.

“Rest, Ms. Moore. You’ll be safe here for a while.”

Except there Olef might have been wrong. The kitchen door flew open, and three unfamiliar magi barged in.

The one in the lead smiled nastily. “There she is. Grab her.”


Chapter Nineteen

I darted up, but my muscles rebelled. Sharp nails dug into my arm. For the love of dragons, hadn’t I been inappropriately grabbed enough for one day? My heart pounded, aware of the taste preferences of my new company and the fact none of them appeared friendly.

“Xander, let her go,” Olef said. “She’s innocent.”

This was Xander? Since I wasn’t going anywhere, I stopped thrashing and gave the new magi the once-over. All three were falcon shifters, judging by their red plumage. The one who’d taken command wore an expensive suit—Xander, no doubt. The other two were dressed like bodyguards.

Xander spit. “Innocent? With a gift like hers, innocent is an impossibility.”

“And what does that mean?”

“Predatory magic comes from a corrupted soul.”

Shivers tickled my spine. I refused to believe that, yet was impressed at the same time. Either Xander already had heard about me, or he’d picked up on my gift wicked fast. “Go peck yourself.”

Xander slapped me. Feathery bastard. I returned to my regularly scheduled struggle against his thug, which continued to not go very well.

Olef clucked his tongue. “She didn’t commit the murders.”

“Then why,” Xander asked in a tone one might use on the mentally deficient, “have I witnessed the Gryphons searching The Feathers for her for the last fifteen minutes?”

If I were to be fair—which I wasn’t in the mood for after being slapped—it was a reasonable question. It was also a surprising one. The Gryphons must not have crossed the magi off their suspect list if they weren’t sharing information. Probably that was why Xander hadn’t called them already. Much as he’d like to get the Gryphons off his back, their lack of trust stung. Magi were proud, and someone with Xander’s influence was possibly too proud for his own good. I might yet get out of this without being arrested.

“Someone framed me for the addict murders.”

“Why would someone frame you?” Apparently, my gift made me unworthy, in Xander’s eyes, even of being framed for murder.

I kept my mouth shut since I didn’t have a good answer.

“Ms. Moore.” Xander produced a cellphone from his inner coat pocket. “I humbly request you enlighten me as to what is going on, or I call the Gryphons now.”

Only the magi would humbly request something of a person they were holding captive.

I drew a deep breath and twisted my wrists, but Xander’s thug held tight. “I don’t know what’s going on. I’m trying to find out.”

“The evidence against you is good enough to convince the Gryphons, yet you have no theories?”

“I didn’t say I didn’t have theories.”

“So?” He sat and folded his hands in front of him.

“For the…” I bit my tongue. Must play nice. “I think, at first, whoever instigated this wanted to split the suspicion between your people and the satyrs. Then, at some point, I pissed off the guy actually doing the murders, and he decided to frame me for the crimes. So long as they continue to remove the victims’ hearts, suspicion lands on you. And since I…” Since I what? “Since I have a friend among the satyrs, I was as good a patsy for them as anyone.”

Xander narrowed his golden eyes. “What could you have done to piss someone off that much?”

“How should I know? The guy’s a freak who gets off on the Meat Matches. For the love of dragons, you think I’m evil because of my gift. This guy has it too, and he obviously likes it.”

That actually seemed to catch Xander off-guard. He flinched and turned to Olef. “You believe her?”

Olef nodded and briefly mentioned his vision to Xander. “You’ve always trusted my visions before.”

The falcon shifter seemed torn between wanting to believe Olef and wanting to condemn me. He repeatedly fluffed and smoothed his head feathers as he paced. I watched him warily, wondering what was going on in that quasi-bird brain of his.

“I have met another human with a pred’s power before,” he said at last.

“You have?” In my shocked excitement, I tried to leap forward, but Xander’s goons held on tight. “Do you have his name?”

“Do you have any idea how many people I meet on a regular basis because of my position? I doubt I ever asked.” Disdain dripped from his words. Asshole. “It was awhile ago too, but he stuck out because of his gift. He was the first human I ever met who was corrupted that way.”

My stomach sank, and the excitement gushed out of me in a disappointed sigh. “But without a name I’m no better off. I still don’t have anything to tell the Gryphons.”

“Someone among the preds would know his name.” If it were possible, the contempt in Xander’s voice increased. “He was an addict.”

My stomach picked itself off the floor. My jaw, I had to pick up with effort.

I hadn’t noticed an addiction about Note-writer, but the time I’d met him face-to-face by the Gryphon Tribute I’d been suffering from the aftereffects of an imp sting. And, if my theory was correct that he’d been watching me from a van the night I went after Scumbag Pete, this would explain why I hadn’t sensed him—no one could feed off an addict but his pred master.

This could change everything. If Note-writer was an addict, odds were he wasn’t working alone. Not on something like this. His master would know, and that meant it was a pred who was pulling the strings. A pred was trying to cause a pred war. But what sort of pred would be that stupid, or illogical, or rash? Or all three? That was the question. Oh, I couldn’t wait to tell Lucen and Dezzi when I got out of here.

Assuming I got out of here at all.

“What kind of addict?”

Xander threw me a disgusted look. “How am I supposed to remember? It was months ago. I was more surprised to find a human with his power. Addicts are everywhere. I don’t notice the eye color of every human I meet, either.”

Your compassion is heartwarming.

“Well?” I said, repressing the urge to comment on Xander’s empathy. “Satisfied? I’m innocent, so let me go.”

“Innocent is a stretch.” He stomped on a spider that had been crawling by my feet and picked up its crushed body. “If you are innocent of these crimes, it’s still only a matter of time before you cross the line just like this alleged killer. You both carry the evil taint of the predatory races in your soul.”

“My gift doesn’t make me evil.”

Xander dangled the dead spider in front of me. “The spider spins and traps and kills because that’s what the spider does. Your gift seduces you into feeding on pain because that’s what it does. The more the spider eats, the bigger it gets and the more it must kill to stay alive. The more your gift feeds, the more suffering you will need to get your next magical meal.”

“I don’t need others to suffer to feed it. I’m pretty damn miserable on my own, thanks, and in no small part because of you, at the moment.”

“You can feed on your own suffering?” Olef asked.

I glanced between Xander and Olef. They both wore surprised faces. “Yeah.”

“Young preds can do that,” Olef said. “So I’ve read. They outgrow it.”

“Well, I’m not a pred, and I’ve been doing it for the past ten years.” And what was a young pred anyway? I’d never seen a pred child in my life. Now, however, didn’t seem like a good time to ask.

Xander fluffed again.

“So are you turning me over to the Gryphons or not?”

He frowned at Olef. “No. If the visions are correct and this addict is responsible, then turning you in would only distract the Gryphons. You’re more useful continuing to search along with them. But we should speak to them about this business. I’m getting sick of their attitude and treatment.”

Funny. I could say the same thing.

 

 

Olef scouted me a clear path to the T station, then I was too distracted keeping a watch for Gryphons to think more about his information, or even how much I longed to pluck Xander’s tail feathers out. Once on the train, I was too distracted by Lucen. I called his cellphone, but he didn’t answer. Either time.

I was sweating from more than the heat by the time I got out in Shadowtown. Nonetheless, I forced my shaky, aching legs to race down the street to The Lair. No lights shone inside. I banged on the door, fear for my own hide beginning to take precedence over Lucen’s. What if he hadn’t made it back? Where would I go? I had no idea how to get in touch with Dezzi.

“Up here.”

I jumped. Gi stood half a story over my head in the doorway to Lucen’s apartment. I darted up the stairs and inside.

Lucen lay on the sofa, and Dezzi sat next to him, doing something with his shirt. I caught my breath, staggered into the room and promptly collapsed to the floor.

“Jess! What the hell happened to you?” Lucen’s voice was weak, but his tone harsh. He raised his right arm to beckon me over, and Dezzi smacked it.

“Don’t move.” She frowned at me. The whites of her eyes practically glowed against the darkness of her skin. “Where did you get off to? This fool’s bleeding to death, but all he asks for is where did you go?”

“Bleeding to death?” Try as I might to hide my shock, my voice quivered. I crawled over to the sofa. I’d thought Lucen’s black shirt was merely wet with sweat like mine, but no. Up close, I could see the red tinge. It was completely soaked in blood.

Tears threatened my eyes, and I shut them. My fault. This was my fault. I froze as my guts disappeared into a black hole of denial. What had I done?

“For sin’s sake, Dez, did you need to scare her like that?”

The black hole vomited up my guts. So guilt wasn’t the emotion I was broadcasting most strongly. Fine, whatever. I had a reason to be afraid. I didn’t want to feel responsible for getting Lucen—or anyone else—killed. Especially not after I’d probably just gotten Steph arrested, as well. This was perfectly normal and merely showed what a good person I was. Still, what I wouldn’t give to shield my emotions. Nothing was sacred or private here, and my exposed fear made me feel naked. I despised how easily my human heart could be read.

The sofa squeaked as Lucen tried sitting more upright. “I’m not dying, Jess. It’s only a nick on my arm.”

“That bleeds that much?”

“It’s the salamander fire-forged blade,” Dezzi said. “The wound won’t stop bleeding on its own. It could kill him.”

“Eventually,” Gi added.

I rubbed my eyes and inspected the damage. Lucen turned his arm for me. It wasn’t a large cut at all, maybe three inches long, but the blood pooled continuously. He used a soggy towel to sop some of it up.

“Is there anything you can do?” Stupid question. There had to be something they could do. They wouldn’t sit around the rest of the day, waiting for Lucen to bleed out. Right? My throat closed at the thought, and I decided to not attempt any more speech for a bit.

“I am doing all that can be done,” Dezzi said. “The salve has to brew first.”

On cue, a timer went off in the kitchen, and Gi jumped up. “I’ll get it.”

He returned a minute later, setting a bowl on the table that was filled with a whitish-blue paste.

Dezzi handed Lucen a clean towel and told him to “Wipe.” With a knife, she stirred the salve. “We always have some prepared, but it cannot be activated until needed or it loses potency over time.”

As was typical of most magic. Even sitting in a drawer my charms lost power.

My muscles relaxed a touch.

Dezzi spread a thick layer of paste on Lucen’s arm until the cut was covered. “You know the drill, or do I need to call Azria?” she asked him, wiping her hands.

“Let it harden, then wrap in a bandage and leave it alone for thirteen hours,” Lucen said in monotone. “Yes, Mother, I remember.”

Dezzi hit him with the towel. “And you.” She pointed a finger at me. “You never did say where you got to.”

“I don’t know what happened. My speed charm was especially potent this time. When I ran, everything blurred.” I pulled my hair off my neck, realized it was still red and began running my fingers through it to remove the glamour. “A magus I know helped me hide.”

“Helped you?” They all said it at once, the only variations in the amount of suspicion and disbelief in their voices.

“He said he had a vision that I was innocent, and the city was going to burn.” I massaged my head. Ibuprofen? Charms? My kingdom for painkillers, magical or mundane. I leaned against the table to watch their faces as I dropped the bomb. “And then Xander showed up and told me the person we’re looking for is an addict.”

My bomb bombed. Not so much as a gasp. The three satyrs exchanged glances, and Dezzi pursed her lips.

“What?”

“I don’t trust Xander,” Dezzi said. “If the magi are behind this, he has reason to lie.”

“Even if they’re not,” Lucen added, “this is a real convenient way to spread more discord among us.”

I shifted my aching legs. “Xander showed up to interrogate me, but he didn’t call the Gryphons. If he was trying to cover for his people, turning me in would buy him time and a lot of goodwill. Making stuff up doesn’t help him.”

Gi scratched his head. “Maybe. But Xander can’t know what all the magi are up to. He’s got influence, but he’s no Dom. Magi society is loose, like humans.”

“Yeah, but this information meshes with the evidence from the Gryphons. There was strong insoluble magic in the men’s bodies—that suggests one of your races was involved. And…” I tripped over my own words in my haste. My brain was working faster than my mouth, weaving stray strands of logic together. “And the guy we’re looking for is a huge fan of the Meat Matches. That’s a damn strong suggestion that he’s a fury addict.”

Despite my pain, and the feeling that I could sleep for a week, my excitement grew. I didn’t blame the satyrs for wanting to discredit Xander—hell, saying I didn’t like him would be charitable—but everything fit. All my loose pieces were coming together.

The salve on Lucen’s arm was drying from pale blue to white. He tapped it, but it hadn’t dried completely. “It’s true the men were decapitated. That could suggest a fury.”

Dezzi played with her gold bracelets. Her face gave away nothing. “Decapitated as the cause of death, or decapitated after they died? It makes a difference.”

“I’d have to double-check.”

“Let us once more talk to this Pete person you obtained,” Dezzi said. “He may know if his partner is an addict and end our speculation.”

I opened my mouth to object, and Dezzi held up a hand.

“I do not want to venture down this path without real evidence, and Xander doesn’t count. He has his own agenda. If a fury—or any other of our people—is behind these murders in any way, this all becomes more complicated. We’re not searching for an enemy whose strange preference for addicts is causing trouble. We are searching for a fury whose sole purpose is to start a war.”

Lucen got up. “Give me a minute to change my shirt.”

“Where do you think you’re going?”

“To an interview at Devon’s.”

“No, you are not.” Dezzi stuck her hands on her hips. “You lost a lot of blood. You will stay here and recover. Or make Jessica something for her pain if you must. She puts on a good face, but she probably can’t even stand.”

Lucen dropped back to the couch, face fallen. “Yes, Mother.”

 

 

Lucen made me a quick-and-dirty pain-relief tea then took a nap. Dezzi said someone would call if they learned anything useful, so I curled up on the sofa and checked my email with Lucen’s netbook. Then I also fell asleep. All that crazy running must have worn me out.

I woke up in time for the evening news and turned up the volume as the cameras panned to the two helmet-headed studio anchors.

“Our top story this evening concerns commotion down by The Feathers,” the male anchor said. “A woman who appeared to be human, according to eyewitness accounts, resisted arrest by the Angelic Order of the Gryphon. We go now to Samantha Reyes, who has the story.”

“Shit.” Lucen yawned and stood by the TV. “Worthless camera phones. They got a good shot of you, didn’t they?”

“Yeah. Wonderful. Good thing I didn’t look like me. Turn it off? I don’t want to hear any more.” I stretched and peeled myself off the sofa. “I need food—real food for a change. And I can’t believe nothing’s going on with Scumbag yet. Devon had him leave a message a day ago. Why hasn’t his partner called back? Why hasn’t Dezzi called?”

“Patience, little siren. I talked to Dezzi. Pete claims he’s never seen his partner hanging around a fury or anyone else, and Devon had Pete leave another message this morning. Let’s eat, and you can tell me what your friend thought so urgent that it was worth almost getting arrested earlier.” He got down Sweetpea’s harness. “I’ve got to take him for a walk first.”

“I’ll attack your kitchen. I thought I saw some chicken in your freezer.”

“What you find, you may eat.”

I also found some rice, broccoli, garlic and feta cheese. Thank dragons preds didn’t eat the same revolting stuff that magi did. I had the rice cooking and everything else in the oven by the time Lucen returned, and was practically gnawing on my fingers I was so hungry. He stuck Sweetpea back in the cage and set a bottle of syrah on the table.

“Raiding your inventory?”

“It’s not as if I can sell it at the moment.” He uncorked the bottle and poured two glasses. “Dinner smells good. So what did Steph say?”

We spent dinner discussing the files, but with only my name and “Philadelphia” to go on, our speculation was pretty, well, speculative. I’d only been to Philadelphia the one time for that Gryphon summer academy, and I’d had the flu for part of it. If anything truly interesting had happened then, I’d missed it while confined to my bed.

While we cleaned up, conversation turned to the possibility of a fury being behind the murders. I could totally buy the idea in theory. Furies, after all, fed on anger, and as a result they started fights for fun all the time. But a fight of this magnitude? A fight that could destroy their city? The satyrs’ doubts crept into my head when I thought too deeply about it.

“Why?” I hung up the dishtowel. “Why would a fury do something like this? Why would any pred want to do this?”

“You have to get over the idea that all our races are alike,” Lucen said. “And furies are the least like any of us. I don’t think like one, and I’m not completely convinced they’re responsible.”

“Humor me. You know them better than I do. I’m looking for theories.”

Lucen ran his fingers through his hair and shrugged. “Furies work their power on humans by inducing rage, but that’s merely a tool for them. They thrive on fear and violence. Chaos, really—unlike the rest of us. So this could be the work of a single, deranged fury, or it could be something politically worse.”

“Such as?” I crossed my arms.

“I hate to think. A war would generate a huge amount of power, and precisely the sort furies can channel and use best. That’s the big reason why Dezzi wants to be cautious. This whole thing could be somewhat random, or someone could be up to some really bad shit that requires a ton of magic. Either way, simply pounding on their Dom’s door and demanding answers is the last thing that’s going to help.”

“Peachy.”

Lucen refilled my wineglass. “Exactly. So let’s hope Xander’s lying. Meanwhile, drink up now while you can.”

And I’d thought my life couldn’t get any more screwed up.

“You know,” I said, inhaling the scent of the wine, “I’ve never even told my mother about my gift. I never told my friends except for Steph, and she only knows because she was there at the time my gift emerged. Strangers—preds and magi—know more about my secrets than the people who are supposed to care about me. I’ve never grown up enough to face them and tell them the truth.”

“What do you think the Gryphons would do if they knew?” Lucen asked, following me into the living room.

I swallowed some wine, but it stuck to my throat going down. “I don’t know. I’ve thought so long about it too. Four or five years ago I asked Bridget—what would you do if you found a human with a satyr’s gift, a human that could feed off suffering and magically compel others?”

“What did she say?”

“She laughed and said it wasn’t possible.”

Lucen set his glass down and sat near me, his face dark. I waited for him to say something, but he just rubbed his bandaged arm. Sweetpea snorted smoke in his sleep.

It hit me then. “They’re going to find out, aren’t they? I might as well have called them about Pete yesterday. I can’t hide for much longer. Whether we catch the killer, or we help them catch the killer, or whatever happens, the truth is going to come out. He’ll confess, or I’ll have to go to court, or they’re going to get their damn blood sample from me somehow. But I’m not going to be able to hide this any longer. For the… I hit a Gryphon with a chair today! I’m more screwed than one of your addicts.”

I slumped off the sofa, and my butt hit the floor with a thud. Dull pain flew up my back. Add that to my despair and every pred in a ten-mile radius probably knew I was having a bad night. No wonder Lucen wasn’t touching his wine. I provided enough of a buzz.

“Little siren…”

“You mean stupid, dead woman.”

“Jessica, it won’t be the end of the world. Hitting that Gryphon with a chair was not in your best interest, but it was in mine, so I appreciate it. But so what if the Gryphons decide you can’t be trusted among humans anymore? You’ll live among us. You see we’re not so bad.”

I twisted around so I could laugh in his face. “Yeah right. Except when you’re all trying to turn me into an addict. From my perspective, that’s plenty bad, thanks.”

“Has anyone tried to addict you yet?”

“Not yet, but Dezzi’s counting on my help. When she’s done with me, any of you could.”

“And I’ve known you for ten years. If I wanted to addict you, I’d have done it. Don’t you think?”

Actually, no. I didn’t know what to think about that. Never had. I should have kept my mouth shut, but fear made me angry. “No. I don’t know all the details about addictions. For all I know you’re waiting for the right time. For one of your addicts to die or something.”

“You know as well as I do that I could cut one or all of them loose at any time. It’s not a question of not being able to handle one more.”

“So why wait? You could break my will just like that.” I snapped my fingers. Brilliant, Jess. Just challenge him to do it, why don’t you?

“Do you think I’d enjoy that?”

“I know you would.” Oh yeah, I was earning a Ph.D. in stupidity tonight.

“You’re right. I would.” Lucen scowled and flopped back on the sofa.

I held my breath. Maybe I’d gotten lucky and my outburst wouldn’t get me in trouble, after all. Strange, but I was almost sad about that. I’d primed for a fight. I had anger to expel.

Then Lucen sat up, the scowl gone and replaced by a devious intensity. My stomach twisted. Okay, perhaps a fight hadn’t been a good idea. And I hadn’t gotten lucky. But it was too late now.

“Actually I’m far more insidious than you give me credit for. Your gift was cursed. My magic is inherent in my nature. You can’t compete, and therefore can’t really comprehend what I’m about. But, you see, being evil is a lot like sex. The release is fantastic, but the release is fleeting. It’s the buildup to the release that’s so sweet and lasting. Once I break you, it’s over. Done. But this way I can toy with you for a while, build your fear, prolong the anticipation—ten years so far—and savor the possibility that one day I’ll be too tempted not to finish you off.” He reached toward me, and I stiffened. “What do you think now?”

His fingers brushed my hair. My blood raced, but my breathing stopped. I couldn’t move.

Lucen pressed in closer, and his breath coated my ear like honey. “I haven’t touched you in ten years, little siren. Ten years because you simply asked me not to. What…” He tugged off the band around the bottom of my braid. “Are.” Started undoing the twist. “You.” I wanted to tell him to stop, but I was paralyzed. “Afraid of?”

The last of the braid came apart in his hands. I shivered, breaking the paralysis. “The potential.”

I closed my eyes, wondering what I meant. The potential for him to break me? For me to lose myself and become emotionally attached? For my humanity to drain away? I didn’t know. I didn’t even know whether I should take that speech of his seriously.

Lucen’s hands were on my shoulders now, and my ability to think clearly was fading. “I would never hurt you, little siren. I promise.”

I wanted to believe him, always had, but it seemed suicidal. All the promises in the world didn’t change what he was. He’d practically said as much me to the other day. He was what he was. He did what satyrs—what preds—did. He enjoyed it, and he could do it at any time. Letting him touch me was like baiting a lion. The best animal trainers could get away with it for a while, but occasionally their beasts turned on them.

Lucen’s cellphone rang in the kitchen. Saved by the bell, or the ringtone, rather.

It rang again, and he made no move to get up.

“Aren’t you…?”

“This is more important.” He moved closer, and his knees pressed into my back.

“But it could be Dezzi with information.”

“I doubt it’s urgent. She’ll leave a message. Jess.” He ran his fingers through my hair, lifted it off my neck. The phone made a last desperate plea for attention and went silent.

Crap. Now what?

Every bit of tension from where Lucen’s fingers played with my hair slid from my scalp down into my groin. Each muscle tensed with anticipation. Stop it, I wanted to say, but it was impossible. Even my mouth was too enthralled by his attention. “Why are you doing this?”

“I want you to trust me, little siren, but you won’t. You came to me on Monday because you felt you had no choice. You didn’t come to me because you trusted me, or because you thought I’d help you.”

“That’s not—” Well, it was a little true.

“Please, Jess. I can read you better than you read yourself, because you hide things from yourself and you can’t hide them from me. But it’s not a good idea. Don’t you see? You were right when you said nothing can be the same again. And that means you’re going to need to trust someone, and you don’t.”

“So you’re trying to earn my trust by breaking it?” But my body didn’t care how warped Lucen’s logic was. My will was cracking.

“I’ve tried to earn your trust for ten years by not touching you. It hasn’t worked.” He shifted behind me, and I was now trapped between his knees. “So maybe what I need to do is to touch you and prove to you nothing bad will happen.”

But I don’t want you to touch me! Except the words couldn’t take shape in my mouth, and they weren’t entirely true. I did want his touch, so badly my body burned. My will had given up trying to protest. It spent all its power instead trying to render me immobile, prevent me from squirming from the building erotic energy inside.

He rested one finger against the base of my neck, and my resistance crumpled. A soft breath escaped my lips. Let him prove it or not. My life was never going back to normal. And it would be so much easier to give in. To let him give my desires everything I denied them. To let him protect me from the Gryphons. From other preds. There was so very little to lose anymore.

I was on the sofa before I knew what I’d done. Breathing had returned in sharp, staccato notes out of sync with my trembling. My mouth landed on his with all the force of ten years of repressed longing. Lucen’s lips were so hot, yet soft and gentle. I was the more insistent one, begging with him for more. He held back, teasing me, running his tongue over my mouth. He was going to control me, push me back, stoke my desire until I broke down and cried. Just like he did with his addicts.

I acknowledged the thought and shoved it away. I didn’t want to think, only to feel. Give in and get it over with. My body had fought to suppress these cravings too long.

He slid a hand under my shirt, and I struggled to take his off. He obliged and flattened me against the sofa in return. My eyes lingered over his bandage for a second, bringing back thoughts of more important things—Pete, Olef’s vision, a feeling of a lack of progress. But these worries slipped through my mind as ethereal as a sprite.

Lucen pulled his lips away, leaving me gasping for air. My right arm was pinned between him and the sofa back. I squeezed his shoulder as he draped kisses from my chin down my throat. My skin erupted in tingles. He climbed higher onto his knees, crawling forward. I ran my left hand down his torso until I found his jeans button. The memory of him standing in the hallway, hard and gleaming with sweat, urged me on, but I found it so difficult to concentrate on anything but the warm, sticky sensations he was awakening.

Finally, I defeated the button, vanquished the zipper and wormed my hand through the opening. His sudden gasp left me moaning. Lucen had made no move to help me before, but now he kicked his pants off the rest of the way. Yet he didn’t try to remove a single piece of my clothing.

Didn’t he want to see me naked? Why had he made such a big deal about touching me if now he didn’t want to? Had he been screwing with my mind?

“Jess, relax.” He kissed both my cheeks and wrapped his arms around me.

I closed my eyes and buried my face against his skin. His embrace was sweet and tender, and completely at odds with the cinnamon-tinged perfume of his magic. Waves of longing racked my body. All my fantasies of tracing the contours of his muscles with my fingers and running my lips over every inch of his skin fell aside. The magic suffocated me. I had no patience for any of it. I only needed him inside me, satisfying these desperate cravings. His erection pressed into me, and I shivered with unfulfilled desire. I no longer knew where my desires ended and his magic began.

Maybe I’d never known. How much did I actually want him, and how much was the way his pheromones riled up my hormones? How much of my lust was genuine because he looked so damn good, and how much was his influence? How could I ever truly say yes to him if I had no power to say no when he got close?

Anger churned in my gut. It wasn’t fair. Why couldn’t I answer those questions? Why couldn’t I trust either of us?

“Jess, calm down.” He bit my lips lightly.

Any ability to consider the questions was dissolving from my grasp. Fueled by my frustration, I reached down into the depths of my soul and yanked on the last vestiges of my will.

Lucen’s mouth pressed down on mine again, and I turned away even as my body arched to meet his. “Stop.”

He exhaled a long breath. I dared open my eyes and peek at him. His head hung limp, his face disappointed. The rest of him hovered over me, ready and eager to please. I closed my eyes again as temptation threatened to destroy my resolve.

Yeah, I was aware of the absurdity. I’d torn his clothes off, but now I was asking him to stop. It probably wasn’t very nice of me.

We lay that way for a couple more minutes, him not quite touching me, me unsure how to explain myself.

Finally, he shifted. “I can’t do anything to help you, can I?”

A lump bubbled up in my throat, and I shook my head. “It’s my problem. I’m sorry.”

He kissed my forehead. “Last time before I become the leper again.” He pried himself off me and put on his pants.

“You know that’s not it.” He didn’t answer, so I sat up. “I want to trust you, really, but the fact is you can hurt me. Easily. Badly.”

“Just because someone can do something, doesn’t mean they will.”

“No, but it means I have a right to be wary.”

“So you think.”

“And with your magic, I can’t tell what’s me and what’s you. How do I know what I want when your power forces me to want you?”

Lucen pulled his shirt on. “I’ve never used magic to seduce you.”

“You don’t exactly have to try, do you?”

He chewed his lips like he was debating an answer when the phone rang again. I sank into the sofa in relief as he stormed into the kitchen. Every inch of me ached with unfulfilled desire, but even worse was the hollowness inside. For the second time today, repressed tears burnt my eyes. I must have ruined everything.

As much as I liked to pretend I was strong and emotionally stable, the truth fell quite far of that. I was pathetic. Or perhaps preds and humans simply weren’t meant to be anything but adversaries. Strangely, the idea didn’t cheer me up.

I fixed my braid and strained to hear what was going on in the kitchen. Lucen wasn’t saying much into the phone, but I could hear the agitation in Devon’s voice. My gut tightened.

“All right, all right. I was busy and didn’t hear the phone. I’m coming.”

I was already on my feet as he darted in. “What?”

“Get your knives and all your charms. I’m not leaving you alone here, so we’ve got to go. Something about five more dead addicts. Boston’s burning.”


Chapter Twenty

Not five minutes later, I’d stuck my dying strength and speed charms around my neck, and my knives into sheaths.

Lucen had tucked a gun under his jacket, blades of varying lengths anywhere he could fit them, and had a couple charms of his own. I didn’t ask what they were for, just as I didn’t ask what everything he threw in his backpack was for.

“Out the back door,” he said. “We’ll need to take my car. The T’s down in places, and there’ll be wounded.”

From the parking lot behind his building, I could see a haze of crescent moon appearing in the twilight. Black and purple smoke billowed toward it. I sucked in a breath. Salamander fires. The creatures were born of lava, and obsidian was the only thing that could naturally contain them. Had that been the case, they’d have given off no smoke. So those plumes meant one thing—all hell was loose. Free-roaming salamanders would devour everything in their paths.

“Olef said in his vision the skies turned purple. The salamanders destroyed the city. I thought there would be time.”

Lucen started the engine. “Get in.”

I wasn’t sure which I feared more—the fires or the icy way he said that. I hopped in the car and shut the door. “Where are we going?”

“Keep your head low. There are scarves in the bag if you need to filter out some of the smoke.”

“We’re driving into the fires?”

“We’re on a rescue mission. This time, do try to stay by my side.”

 

 

The lanes heading toward the fires were clear. I didn’t want to think what getting out would mean. Cars pressed bumper to bumper. Other humans fled on foot, bike and motorized scooters. As we approached, empty lanes gave way to barricades and flashing lights. Cops blocked any incoming traffic, trying to free up space for the evacuees, and EMTs had set up temporary way stations.

Swearing, Lucen parked illegally away from the nearest cops, and we trudged against the tide on foot. We were a couple blocks from the fires and fortunate that the wind blew in the opposite direction. I had a scarf wrapped around my neck for when that changed.

This close to the damage, I could hear the fires’ roar. Occasionally, between the trees and buildings, a flaming wisp of orange leapt into the air. Salamander teeth or tail or claws would find a target, and something new would burst ablaze. The size of them terrified me. A newly hatched salamander was less than an inch long. The more its fire consumed, the larger it grew. Even from a distance I could tell these salamander measured in feet, not inches.

One of the cops yelled at Lucen and me to turn back, then caught sight of Lucen’s horns and promptly began ignoring us. Farther and farther in we pressed. The tide of evacuees diminished to nothing, and the smoke grew thick. Hot, dry air weighed on my lungs. I tied the scarf around my mouth and kept my head low.

“Look out!”

I turned and dodged just in time as a ragged, smoke-blackened sylph charged us from a side street. Lucen swung and backhanded her with the brunt of his arm. The sylph collapsed in the street, hacking. Dried blood coated her face, and much of her silver hair was singed.

“You all right?” He pulled out his gun.

Nodding, I did the same with my knives. “What happened?” The buildings were riddled with blast holes. Glass on the lower level windows had blown out in some places. Burns in the shape of five- and six-pointed stars blotted the street—curse scars.

“What is happening, you mean. Devon didn’t say exactly what started it. Just that they were ambushed. Here.” He opened the bag and handed me several small silver spheres. “Don’t waste them, but use them if you need to.”

I tucked the curse grenades in my pocket. Guess I’d been drafted to fight for the satyrs.

The howl of the fires grew louder, the smoke thicker. My eyes and throat burned. From time to time, a salamander streaked by, setting whatever it encountered in its path on fire—discarded paper cups, oil pools, a sneaker. Lucen snared a small one in a bespelled net, but most were too fast for such measures. The flaming lizard clawed at the trap, furious that it couldn’t burn it. The last I saw before we turned the corner were its sharp teeth attempting to chew through the twine.

In the distance came the sounds of exploding glass and screaming. They were the only signs of life. Sweat poured down my back. Lucen’s face flushed from the heat. Every noise had me jumping, positioning my knives for another attack. Lucen wasn’t quite as jumpy, but I couldn’t help but notice that the closer we got to the action, the closer he stood to me. My hand itched to take his for reassurance, and I cursed myself. I needed my hands free for defense, just like he needed his. Besides, how pathetic was I to want his touch after everything that had happened earlier?

Screeching from above finally got my brain to shut up about the incident in his living room. Three large red birds aimed our way. I did a double take. “That’s not…?”

“Magi,” Lucen shouted, confirming that I wasn’t imagining it. “Get to cover!”

My speed charm powered my legs beyond the limits of my pain. My muscles wailed from the abuse, but the birds’ war cry kept them moving. In falcon form, the magi flew at neck-breaking speed, easily as fast as any hawk or eagle.

“Over there!” I sprinted for the relative cover of a still-intact awning.

“Not going to make it. Hit the ground!”

I ignored him, willing my feet faster. My lungs shrieked. Too much smoke, too little oxygen.

“I said now!”

Lucen’s hand hit my back. I stumbled, knees smacking the street and my knives clattering. A strong wind blew over me, and I screamed. Hair ripped from my scalp as I spun around. Lucen’s sword sliced the magus’s head clean off, and the chunk of my hair in its talons fell loose.

A distant part of my brain gaped in horror—Lucen had killed someone. That wasn’t a bird. That was a person. But I had no time for wallowing in shock. The magus’s two companions circled around, rage in their every piercing cry. I scrambled for my knives as they both swooped down on Lucen at once.

The flat of his sword smacked the first and it went sailing, but the second sunk its talons into the back of Lucen’s head. He fell to his knees and dropped his sword as he tried to beat it off.

My fingers wrapped around the knife hilts, and I charged. The first magus had shaken its disorientation, and it dove at me. Instinctively, I covered my eyes with my arm, and its sharp nails tore through my skin. My arm exploded in fire-like pain. Grunting, I flailed my arm about, hoping to whack the bird against the pavement, but it released me in time to fly off.

“Let it go,” I yelled at Lucen, who was fighting with the bird on his neck. It was having a hard time getting to him because of his leather coat. “Stop a second!” I couldn’t stab at the bird with his hands there.

But by the time he acknowledged my yelling, the other magus had readied for me again. I didn’t wait for it to get closer. With my left arm bleeding uselessly at my side, I dug out a curse from my pocket. Holding it between my teeth and my hand, I twisted the two parts of the sphere until they clicked, allowing the ingredients inside to mingle and activate the magic. Then I prayed my aim was true and threw it.

The curse hit the magus in the wing. Foul-smelling smoke filled the air, and with a strangled cry, the magus dropped to the ground, transformed into his humanoid form. Black dust settled on him. He twitched once and fell still.

The magus on Lucen shrieked. In its distraction, it must have loosened its grip because Lucen managed to pry it off. The falcon clawed at him until he let go, and Lucen grabbed for his sword. I readied my knives—well, knife since my left arm was useless—but the magus took off.

Lucen lowered the blade and coughed. Blood flew from his lips.

“Are you okay?” I jogged toward him.

He wiped his mouth on his jacket and nodded. “Bag.” His voice was hoarse. I got the bag, and he produced a jar with some kind of ointment in it. “Arm.”

I wiped the blood on my shirt as best I could and held it out. “You came prepared.”

“I brought this stuff to treat any of our people who needed it.”

The ointment was freezing, but it felt good. The rest of me was so warm, and my arm throbbed.

“Your neck.”

“It’s not as bad as your arm.”

“Liar.”

He smiled and pulled his hair and collar out of the way so I could dab the stuff on him. As he stood, I looked toward the sky. The moon had disappeared. No stars showed. All was a smoky purple.

I dropped my gaze, and it fell on the downed magus. The black dust coated him so that he looked more like a crow shifter than a falcon shifter. “Is he dead?” Please say no. Please, please say no. Logically, I knew the magus had attacked me. I had a right to fight back. But the largest creatures I’d ever killed were imps and mice. Nothing sentient. On top of everything else, I didn’t need that moral dilemma right now.

As for the decapitated magus ten feet away, I couldn’t bring myself to look. Nor did I want to ponder how unconcerned Lucen was about killing him.

“He’s knocked out for a bit, and the curse is anti-magic in general, so he’ll be incapable of shifting or flying until he gets it all off him.” Lucen put the backpack on.

“What are magi doing here? Why would they attack us?”

“Got me. Let’s keep going. We need to find Dezzi.”

I stuck my left hand’s knife into its sheath since it was useless until my arm felt better. We headed deeper into the fire and the fighting. Flames whipped the sides of the buildings around us. This close to the salamanders, the smoke cleared, rising toward the sky, but the heat was almost unbearable. Gryphons raced about on foot and in trucks loaded with sprite-infested water for combating the salamanders. The two creatures were natural enemies. Regular water didn’t fare half as effectively.

Putting out the fires was the Gryphons’ first priority, and they only paid attention to the preds when they got in the way. They didn’t seem to notice me at all.

I kept to Lucen’s side, and together we kept to the shadows. Where sylphs sparred with magi, we stayed away, though the crossfire was dangerous. Curses detonated all around, and the odd bullet whizzed past.

This was Boston, I told myself again and again. This was my city. Yet these blocks, not far from the Common, looked nothing like it. It was as though I was trapped in some video game’s version of a post-apocalyptic city.

We found a satyr handcuffed by the Gryphons but abandoned on the side of the road. She’d been cursed unconscious and un-wakeable. After digging through his bag, Lucen discovered a serviceable counter-curse. “They arrested me for fighting,” the groggy satyr explained. “But then the salamanders got close, and they got called off.”

I worked at picking her cuff lock as we walked.

We also encountered a few fights that involved satyrs, and Lucen joined them. I steeled myself each time, fearing the worst. We picked up a couple more satyrs that way, including Devon, who chided Lucen for not answering the phone earlier. Despite his injuries, he grinned at me salaciously. Clearly he figured he knew why Lucen had ignored the phone.

Our growing group provided some safety, but in other ways made us a worthwhile target for curse grenades that would have been wasted on only two. One went off behind me, taking out a corner of a building. I choked on the smoke and opened my eyes as a burnt hulk of an SUV careened toward me.

I dropped to avoid burning debris and rolled out of the car’s way. Lucen’s voice rang in my ears, but he was trapped on the other side of the street. I landed at the feet of a sylph. Sneering, he flicked his switchblade. “Hey, lookie. It’s the girl who started this. Your head will finish it.”

I shot my left leg behind his and nailed him in the knee with my right. It cracked, and he toppled over backward.

“Asshole.” I was on my feet before him and stepped on his wrist.

“Jess! Behind you!”

I spun around, but the newest sylph streaked toward me. I didn’t see her arm or her leg or whatever it was she used to hit me. I only felt it.

Doubled over, I landed on the concrete. The sylph’s bony fingers dug into me as she pulled me away from the burning SUV. My vision wavered. Lucen was yelling, and the sylph was taunting me. I tasted blood.

With a ferocious tug, the sylph yanked me up. I fumbled for a knife but flailed too long trying to catch my balance. This time I saw the sylph’s foot shoot out. It collided with my back, and I hit the ground again, too dazed to brace my fall with my hands. More blood. More heat from the flames that felt like they were setting my battered body on fire. An explosion rocked the ground behind me, and Lucen’s yelling took on a whole new tone.

Gasping, I rolled away from the sylph, finally managing to retrieve a knife. Why hadn’t she attacked again? She was way faster than me. Pushing myself upright, I discovered the answer—salamander.

Its mouth of flaming teeth wasn’t even ten feet away from me, and its sizzling tongue licked the crumbling wall. In spite of the heat, my blood chilled. With arms barely able to hold myself, I crawled backward. The thing was huge, six feet long if an inch.

Left knee back, then right knee. I willed my body to keep going through the pain. To my right, the carcass of the SUV burned. I couldn’t see Lucen or the sylph anywhere, and I didn’t dare make any sudden movements.

Left. Right. I had time to get out of here if I was quiet. The brick building didn’t ignite without a struggle. The salamander stood on its hind legs. Spittle-sized fires dripped from its mouth.

A foot connected with my butt. With a moan, I collapsed forward, and my knife clattered to the ground. The salamander whipped its head around, and red-and-gold eyes met my own.

The heat of its glare could have made my guts boil. Its forked tongue whipped against ethereal lips, and that was the last I saw before my fear powered me to my feet.

The sylph was backing up slowly into a dead end. That last explosion had done in a new building, and the debris crumbled to the street. We were trapped in an alley with the salamander. The only way out lay between the SUV and the flame-filled creature.

The crackling fire drowned out all noise but my shallow breaths. I glanced over my shoulder. The sylph had raised a sword and pointed it at me as if to warn me to stay away. Right, because if I had to choose between a pissed-off pred and a salamander, I’d take the salamander? To hell with that. If I burned to death, the sylph was going with me. The flaming thing might not have noticed either of us if she hadn’t kicked me.

I feinted a step back then lunged, dodging the sylph’s blade and pressing my back to the mountain of smoldering crap behind her. The salamander had dropped to all fours and scampered toward us.

Hand trembling, I grabbed a chunk of brick and mortar and threw it. Next to me, the sylph lowered her sword and chanted to no effect. The salamander had grown too big to be controlled by simple magic. It snapped its jaw at the brick, and my projectile passed through its fiery body without inflicting any more damage than the sylph’s spell.

The brick did appear to accomplish one thing, though—it annoyed the salamander. Flames filled its eyes. Shit. I was about to become toast. Literally.

Heedless of the pain, I stuck the knife between my teeth, grasped the hot debris and started climbing the rubble. The sylph followed my lead but wasn’t content to merely escape. She grabbed my shirt. My fingers scraped rough patches of mortar and concrete. More dust kept raining down, making it almost impossible to look up. I held on tighter, pressed my body to the debris to keep from being flung backward. The heat seared my skin. She pulled harder. If I let go to fight her, I’d fall for sure.

Suddenly, the sylph screamed. The salamander had jumped up and was snapping at her feet. Sparks flew into the air. An ember landed on my pants. I pressed my brief advantage, scurrying higher while the salamander ignored me for the more magically potent sylph. The debris shifted under me, and I felt the sylph’s hand on the end of my braid.

I swatted at her futilely. Between the smoke, the burns forming all over me and whatever damage she’d done earlier, not even my panic could keep me fueled. The air was too thick, too heavy.

“Jess!”

I heard an explosion and then Lucen’s head appeared atop the rubble pile. Hands and arms quickly followed. The sylph screamed as I grabbed for him, and my head shrieked with pain as a clump of my hair came free. More smoke rose below me. Something in the debris had caught fire.

“Come on!” Lucen pulled me the rest of the way up, and jagged bits of crap tore at my clothes. The sylph was reaching for her sword.

Closing my eyes, I wedged my foot around a cinderblock and pushed it off the pile. Either the sylph didn’t see it coming or didn’t have time to scream. Something heavy hit the ground, but I resolutely kept my face forward. With Lucen’s help, I scrambled over the top of the pile and got the hell off it as fast as I could.

Someone pressed a water bottle into my hands, and Lucen beat at the bottoms of my pants until all the glowing embers subsided.

I hurt in so many places it was almost like being numb. My brain couldn’t process the pain. More of that cool salve was smeared on my palms, and some on my cheeks. I heaved breath after breath, but the air on this side of the wall was scarcely better.

Devon blew me a kiss. “You’re pretty tough for a human, but if you’re not on fire anymore, we need to keep moving.”

I blinked soot from my eyes. “Thanks, I think.”

“Dezzi was this way,” Devon said. “Come on.”

We found her a few minutes later, surrounded by several other satyrs. The buildings around them hissed purple smoke, suggesting someone had already put out the fires on this block. She waved us over, her impatience obvious. One of her earrings had torn from her left ear, and she leaned on a thin, salamander fire-forged blade as if it were a cane.

“All the damn lines are jammed.” She threw her phone into her pocket. “You brought supplies?”

Lucen patted the backpack.

“Good. Raf has been gathering the wounded. I’m trying to reach Azria and can’t get through. We need to get them on their feet and get them back to Shadowtown.”

Lucen and a couple others started toward the line of bleeding satyrs huddled behind Dezzi. Devon joined the few who’d formed a perimeter around us with their weapons drawn. Without anything else to do, I followed Lucen, figuring I could be of some help playing nurse.

Dezzi grasped my wrist. “I believe you might be right. Only the furies would have done something like this.”

“What happened?”

“A few minutes before eight Pete received a phone call from his partner. Finally. He instructed Pete to come to an address downtown. So naturally, we go with. When we arrived, sylphs were already there, and so were the bodies of five more of their addicts. All mutilated, clearly sexually used, their chests opened and their hearts removed.”

My stomach churned, and I put a hand over my mouth.

“Yes, it was vile.” Dezzi slammed the sword point into the street, and the pavement cracked. “The sylphs were in a rage. They too had received a call, telling them to come here, that they would find the ones responsible and be able to rescue the rest of their missing addicts.”

“So it was a setup?”

“And then the magi arrived.”

I wet my lips. “Who think they’re being framed for the crimes because of the hearts.”

Dezzi nodded and gestured around us. “You see what transpired. It will only grow worse if I cannot convince Assym to hear reason. We cannot survive fighting among ourselves and against the magi. And once the Gryphons capture all the salamanders, we will have them to contend with too.”

“I’m guessing Pete’s partner was never here, right? What happened to Pete?” I braced in anticipation of the answer.

“Dead. We tried to keep him out of the fighting, but he was too easy a target.”

“So our best lead is gone. Wonderful. Wait a minute.” I licked the blood that dripped on my lips and blotted the rest with my shirt. “How did someone know they could use Pete to lure us here? Who else knew we had him?”

Dezzi raised an eyebrow. “That is a good question, isn’t it?”


Chapter Twenty-One

Between the fires, the Gryphons, the sylphs and the magi, it took most of the night to move the wounded and the dead back to Shadowtown, and the satyrs ended up with more wounded in the process. Rafael and Azria, who apparently acted like magical medics to the satyrs, set up a temporary infirmary in Raf’s apartment for those who were the most gravely hurt. I offered to help but was routinely ignored. Although Shadowtown was untouched by the fires, the purple sky infected the streets. Few people wandered outdoors, and those who did were armed and traveled in packs. Lucen practically chased me into The Lair and told me to stay away from the windows.

Dezzi called for a full council meeting, demanding that anyone not dead show up. They gathered at the bar, and I overheard mention of harpies, sylphs and magi. Possible fury involvement was mentioned, as well, but most people weren’t ready to blame them. Yet everyone was ready to fight.

My opinions didn’t matter. And since I wasn’t invited to be part of any of the meetings Dezzi was hastily arranging, I hung out with Sweetpea in Lucen’s apartment. By then it was four a.m., but adrenaline kept me wide awake, as did the magical hit I got from panicking humans in the city. The fear and despair was so strong I could taste it in Shadowtown.

I tried to be useful, racking my brain for new ways to discover my note-writer’s identity, but wakefulness didn’t necessarily make me capable of coherent thoughts. When Lucen still hadn’t returned by six, I went to bed.

Sleep didn’t come easily. I worried about Steph, and Bridget, and all my former friends who I’d ditched simply because I couldn’t stand seeing them live the life I’d dreamed about. My sleep, when it came at last, was plagued by visions of salamanders consuming the city, gobbling icons from Faneuil Hall to Fenway Park, then taking down The Feathers and Shadowtown. Meanwhile, violence erupted spontaneously in Shadowtown’s streets until they ran with rivers of blood. I kept climbing to higher ground, but the blood surged toward my ankles. If it touched me, I’d become an addict, though I didn’t know to who. On the sidelines, my masked note-writer and an unseen fury cheered from behind chain-link barriers like spectators at the Meat Matches.

I woke up with a spasm. Sunlight coated the bed, and stale smoke clogged the air. I’d never shut the drapes or bothered to shower. Exhausted, I opened the window to air the room out and washed. To the east, a purple haze hung in the sky. All was deathly quiet.

Lucen’s door was shut, and I assumed he was sleeping. It was already two in the afternoon. While the coffee brewed, I stared at the walls, silently berating myself for not getting up earlier. Time was running out. Tomorrow was Friday, and my best lead was dead. Yet I wasn’t sure how getting up earlier might have helped since I couldn’t pursue the fury lead on my own.

I debated whether to turn on the news, check the Internet, do something to learn the extent of the damage, but I couldn’t bring myself to move. After living it, reading about it felt almost pornographic.

My arm and hands itched, which I took as a good sign of healing, but the rest of me ached from head to toes. So did my brain when I remembered what had transpired between me and Lucen last night before the fires. Well, maybe it wasn’t just my brain, but attributing the ache to something in my chest was too scary. I was angry at myself for even wanting to trust him. He’d sounded so sincere, but could a satyr even be sincere? What kind of human let themselves get emotionally attached to a pred?

You are such an idiot, Jess.

While I drank coffee, I heard Lucen moving around upstairs. I got up and cracked a few eggs into a pan—I was not doing the Pop-Tart thing again, debt be damned—and added two slices of bread to the toaster. By the time Lucen stumbled down, I had breakfast prepared and a single intelligent thought.

“What happened last night?”

Lucen yawned. His hair and T-shirt were rumpled like he’d gone to sleep in his clothes, but he didn’t reek of smoke, so that couldn’t be it. It was a good look for him though. Made him seem almost human, which, of course, he wasn’t, and I ought to know better than to even jokingly think of him that way. But damn. My memories of our interlude on the sofa were seared into my head—the taste of his lips, the gentle way he’d brushed hair out of my face. I had not expected him to be gentle. Hadn’t wanted him to be. So maybe that was why he had been.

Satyr, Jess. He lives to torment humans.

And I was dying for him to torment me again. How twisted was that?

I bit my lip. I’d had that chance but not the guts—or simply too much intelligence—to go through with it.

Lucen was speaking, and I prayed he was too concerned about the larger issues at hand to notice my emotional turmoil. “The good news—if it can be called that—is Eyff buys into the idea that a fury might be orchestrating things. Of course, he completely vouches for his own people’s innocence, but he finds it suspicious the way the furies have been staying out of everyone’s business for a change. Not all the harpies, nor all of our people, agree. We need some hard proof. Someone to corroborate this information, which doesn’t get us any further than we are now since we can’t do that until we find your guy.”

“And the bad?” I asked as he took several deep swallows of coffee.

“Assym won’t budge. I suppose that’s mediocre news. Bad news would have been if he declared war right then and there, but that doesn’t mean his people won’t be prowling for fights. You can’t leave this house alone.” I started to protest but Lucen cut me off. “I don’t plan to leave alone. It’s Dezzi’s orders. Got it?”

I shut my mouth and carefully set two plates of eggs and toast on the table. Hi, my name’s Jessica, and I’ll be your serving wench today. Some routines were hard to unlearn. “Got it. So that wasn’t war last night?”

“That? Call it foreplay.”

“What about the magi?”

“Dezzi and Eyff asked to council with Xander. They haven’t heard anything yet.” Lucen piled butter on his toast. “We need to hide you better. Unless they have a lot of dead or wounded, expect Gryphon raids today or tomorrow.”

“They’ll be looking for me?”

“They’ll be looking for anyone who can cough up information about the fires. They might find you in the process.”

I must have been too tired to care because I didn’t react. “I had a thought.”

“I hope it relates to the fires because we still don’t have any idea how last night was pulled off.”

“It sort of does.” I mushed my eggs around, eager yet reluctant to share because I hated this idea, even though I thought it was good. “The first time I talked to this guy he said he wanted to have fun with me. His idea of a good time was the Meat Matches.”

“Not a shocking revelation if he turns out to be a fury’s addict.”

“Yeah, but my thought is—if this guy likes them as much as he seemed to, and especially if he’s a rage addict, he’ll be at them.”

Lucen didn’t look as excited as I thought he should. I considered throwing the jam at him until I realized my mistake. As a satyr he’d have no interest in the Meat Matches, and thus no clue where I was going with this.

“The furies have a Match scheduled for tomorrow night.”

“That doesn’t do us any good if we don’t have a name or a face.”

“Does it matter? Won’t you be able to pick him out of a crowd because of his gift? Like you could pick me out?”

“Maybe.” Lucen frowned into his coffee. “But given the magic being thrown around at the Matches, it could be difficult.”

“If the satyrs bring an army to the Matches, then there’s got to be a chance someone will find him.”

“Dezzi won’t like it. She thinks the Matches are barbaric. But…” Lucen shrugged. “It’s not like we’ve got anything better to go on. I’ll call her.”

I licked the last bit of jam from my fingers, hoping Dezzi would see reason. My respect for her rose slightly from hearing she thought the Matches barbaric, but she was still a pred.

And so is Lucen, so forget what happened last night.

Lucen’s phone rang as he reached for it. He listened for a few seconds, swore, then hung up. “The Gryphons are already here. We’ve got to hide you.”

“What now? Where?” For some reason I hadn’t anticipated they would arrive so soon. Apparently, neither had the satyrs.

Lucen raced up the stairs, me on his heels. “Pack up all your clothes. They usually get warrants to search the Doms’ homes, and any members of their inner council, so they could come here.” He threw my mostly spent charms in the trash, thrust the containers with the illicit glamour potions into a drawer of charm-making supplies where they blended in, and searched the room.

“Wait—where are you taking me?”

“Not far. Lucrezia has a hidden room in her attic where you can stay. I don’t have any place here.” He handed me the netbook. “Might want to take this. You’ll probably be stuck there for a few hours.”

“A few hours?” Damn it.

 

 

Lucrezia lived only a short distance away. Before leaving, I looked out Lucen’s front window and saw Gryphon SUVs parked nearby. That was enough confirmation for me. I ducked away from the window.

Lucen led me out the back door, through the parking lot and down an alley. Lucrezia, her dark eyes harder than ever, held open a door into her basement. No one said anything until we climbed four flights of steps and stopped in a narrow hallway. She pushed a table aside and pressed her finger into knot in the wood paneling. A latch clicked, and a couple panels swung open, revealing an attic in the eaves.

“In there, pet. There’s a light, and mind your head.”

I took a tentative step forward, and a blast of hundred-degree air whooshed over me. “I’ll die in there. I’ll be cooked by the time you get back.”

“Take your clothes off?” Lucen suggested. I glared at him, and he turned to Lucrezia. “Water?”

She clucked her tongue. “I’ll get some. Get your ass inside, pet. I mean it.”

Groaning, I tucked my head and climbed through the hole in the wall. In an instant, sweat coated my skin. How long would I roast in here before deciding I’d be better off surrendering to the Gryphons? Maybe Xander had talked to them, after all. Maybe they’d believe I was innocent.

Maybe they’d lock me up anyway because of my gift. Nope, I wasn’t ready to take my chances yet.

I found the light Lucrezia had mentioned—a single bulb with a chain—and turned it on. The room was empty except for a few cardboard boxes, but it didn’t have much space for me to move about. I definitely couldn’t stand.

“You going to be okay, little siren?”

“Would you?”

Lucrezia returned then, carrying three chilled water bottles. “There’s a latch on your side. See it?”

I examined the door. “Yeah.”

“I’ll leave the table a couple inches from the wall. You can undo the latch, and you should be able to push the table away enough to climb under it.” She passed me the water. “Don’t die in there. The smell will be revolting.”

“Thanks for your concern.”

Lucen’s cell rang. “We’ve got to go.”

 

 

There’s a lot to be said for being stuffed into a secret attic on a hot summer day, most of which isn’t worth repeating. Lucen might have been joking about the take-your-clothes-off bit, but after a few minutes I decided it wasn’t a half-bad idea. I stripped down to my underwear, and started on the first bottle of water.

I strained my ears to catch any noise from outside, but after a few minutes of trying, I gave up and considered ways to keep myself busy. The clock kept ticking. I had no business being bored, yet if the Gryphons were keeping the satyrs occupied, I had nothing else to do either. Now was as good as any time to learn some patience.

Without any better ideas, I tied my hair up then pulled out the netbook. Thankfully, the battery was fully charged and I could tap into the public WiFi somewhere nearby. News about the fires was everywhere, and despite my earlier resolution, I couldn’t help but read every article or blog post I could find. I’d never been the sort who could look away from accidents or roadkill no matter how much I wanted to. Faced with the headlines blaring at me, I was compelled to click the links.

Already close to a hundred bodies had been retrieved from the hardest hit areas. Hundreds more were missing, most likely to never be found because the salamanders had reduced them to ash. According to some city official, damage estimates were in the upper tens of millions and rising. Emergency personnel from all over the state had been requested for help with the search and rescue and with plain old damage control.

The photos, many of which were captured by onlookers or those fleeing, made me ill. Lucen had called this foreplay. Shit. Even if Xander had gone to the Gryphons, I couldn’t turn myself in. He was right. I needed to be working to stop this war. Something I wasn’t doing inside this hellish attic.

I checked the time, but less than an hour had passed. I had half a mind to sneak out of here and see if I could get a visual from one of the windows. No sooner than I’d touched the latch, though, I heard voices. Then footsteps.

So maybe not.

I held my breath. Without recognizing the voices, I could tell they belonged to humans because anxiety and annoyance settled in my mouth. Gryphons. Fuck.

The stairs creaked. Hand trembling, I turned off the light and swore silently because the chain sounded so loud. The voices stopped, but the Gryphons continued to get closer. I closed the netbook, as well, in case any light seeped between the panels.

In utter darkness I waited. The magical energy building in me swelled, courtesy of my own fear and the Gryphons’ emotions. I twitched, trying to expel it while simultaneously trying not to make noise.

They poked around forever, or so it seemed. I closed my eyes and rested my head on the duffel. Sweat rolled down my neck, and I itched. Heat made me sleepy. I might have drifted off for a bit because I was suddenly aware of being parched and that the footsteps had disappeared. When I stretched out with my gift, I could detect human anxiety nearby, but faintly. Probably the Gryphons weren’t in the house anymore, but they hadn’t left Shadowtown.

Bored once more, I opened the netbook and plugged in the thumb drive from Steph for lack of anything more productive to do. Sure enough, my file was labeled just as she said. The four others were similar, only the names and the numbers changed. On a whim, I opened a web browser and began searching.

The first two names were so common that they generated thousands of hits, but I got more lucky with the last two. Kyra McNaughton brought up a newspaper article about a high school in New York that held an annual “Kyra McNaughton Memorial Scholarship contest” for students. In the article Ms. McNaughton was described as a former Spanish teacher who had very unexpectedly committed suicide. From there, I cobbled together a new search that led me to something actually interesting—the original article about Kyra McNaughton’s suicide in which she was described as having graduated from the New York Academy for the Magically Gifted, and having gone on to earn a teaching degree after not joining the Gryphons.

Huh. So that was something else we had in common besides our names showing up in these files. Kyra’s gift hadn’t developed either.

I read the article three times. Kyra would probably have been a year or two older than me if she were alive. The article described her as single and quiet, but a dedicated teacher, and her photo showed an attractive woman standing outside what must have been the school where she worked.

I saved the links, then searched for the last name. Victor Aubrey. This time I struck something interesting on the first page of results. His name showed up in a four-year-old article from one of the local papers.

Police have not yet made any arrests in the murder of Elizabeth Small, but a Revere resident, Victor Aubrey, was brought in for a second day of questioning. Aubrey, a Stop-n-Save manager, was romantically involved with Small at the time of her murder. He was later released.

Aubrey was convicted two years ago of assaulting a man in a Cambridge bar. Police are not releasing any details on why he was questioned a second time.

This article, too, contained a photograph. Aubrey stood next to a woman identified as the murder victim. Elizabeth Small was unremarkable, but Victor Aubrey’s face creeped me out. It was something in his eyes. I spent enough time around the dregs of society that I swore I could tell when something wasn’t right about a person just from looking at them. Perhaps Aubrey hadn’t killed his girlfriend, but I wouldn’t trust him to call me a cab. When I searched to see if he’d eventually been arrested, I found he hadn’t been.

I also couldn’t find any reference to him having once attended one of the Gryphons’ Academies, but he must have or why would the Gryphons have his name on a file. And like Kyra and me, he must have been booted, or he wouldn’t have been working at a Stop-n-Save.

I opened my last bottle of water. Now what? While this was all interesting—and had done a nice job of keeping me entertained while stuck in an attic—it didn’t make any sense. Every year lots of students attended the Academies. Every year, lots had gifts that disappeared or failed to develop. Why us five in these files then? What else did we have in common? Kyra hadn’t even gone to the New England Academy.

One thing for sure, I wasn’t going to get any more answers on my own. Steph had said the files were heavily encrypted, which meant I had to find someone who could unencrypt them. Yeah, because that would be easy. Unencrypting stolen files. Not like I could ask many people for help there. Lucen might know a pred who could do it, but then I’d be trusting a pred with potentially highly important Gryphon information. Hardly ideal.

I tucked the thumb drive away. It was now after five, and I was almost out of water. I’d been stuck here for two hours.

And the Gryphons had gone. I was almost positive. I sat up with a start, nearly smacking my head against the roof. Fucking satyrs. Why hadn’t someone come for me yet?

I shut down the netbook and packed it in my duffel, then opened the attic door. Lucrezia’s house was silent, but the table legs squeaked as I pushed it across the wood floor. I paused, waiting in case I’d misjudged the lack of emotions nearby, but heard nothing.

Thank dragons. I wormed my way into the hallway and reveled in the cooler air. A quick check out the window told me nothing about the Gryphons. I couldn’t see any, but one or two might still be floating around. In a move sure to anger Lucen if he saw me, I stuck my head outside for a better view.

The sky was darker than it should be because of the smoky haze that clung to the skyline, but the streets were empty. Of everyone.

I fanned my neck, frowning. What the hell?

Wishing Lucen had left me one of Lei’s glamour containers, I got dressed, rushed down the steps and opened the door. The front of Lucrezia’s building was on a side street. I strode around the row of conjoined buildings and out onto the sidewalk along the main road. The quiet was unnerving, very weird for Shadowtown this time of the evening. Did it always get like this after a raid, or had something special happened? I so didn’t have time for special.

My thumb hovered over the talk button on my cellphone. Lucen could be down at Gryphon headquarters for all I knew, but then it wasn’t as if anyone would know I was the one calling. I hoped.

My hope was for naught. No one answered. That twisted my stomach into all kinds of complicated contortions. Lucen had better be all right. I had a feeling bad stuff was going down. Bad, bad stuff. I should not be wandering the streets alone and undisguised.

So, naturally, I took a few more steps forward. The temperature difference between here and the attic was amazing. I raised my arms, letting the breeze cool me down and dry off my sweat. But despite feeling better physically, my anxiety continued to grow. I needed a plan.

Okay, first move. Take my belongings back to Lucen’s. The less I had anything to do with Lucrezia, the better. Second move? Worry about that once at Lucen’s.

I hurried down the street and had just unlocked the door to Lucen’s apartment when the hairs on my neck stood on end. Following it came the unmistakable sensation of someone watching me. I dropped the bag in the foyer, and my hands snatched at my knives as I spun around. No one.

Heart pounding, I shut the door and scanned the vicinity. A dragon skittered across the street. And aha—there, in the shadow of the gothic, stone staircase of an apartment building, imps congregated. Definitely odd. Imps wouldn’t normally swarm in darkness.

I didn’t bother pretending to stroll casually, and twenty feet from the shadows, someone laughed. Although I’d never heard that particular noise from those foul lips, I instantly knew who it was. A slow smile curved on my face. Lucen might kill me for going out alone, but this would be worth it.

Got you, you bastard.

“Your detective skills truly are something.” Note-writer’s voice made my skin crawl.

“Yeah, well, your hiding skills suck.” Score one for me putting on a new speed charm earlier. This was ending tonight.

I sprang. And crashed into the stone wall. My shoulder roared in pain. Damn it! Note-writer was wearing a charm too, and he’d disappeared. I jumped back and searched the vicinity, knives out and ready.

“Yoo-hoo! I’m over here!”

He’d chosen his spot well. I couldn’t see his face clearly. I charged, and he darted. I leaped again. He moved just in time.

Over and over it continued, like we were opposing magnetic poles and I couldn’t get closer without repelling him. A couple blocks later, I caught my breath. Frustration built inside me until I was ready to howl.

Note-writer took off down an unfamiliar street, and I followed, heady with some satisfaction at least. I’d gotten Dezzi’s proof. She might not trust Xander’s word, but she’d been willing to trust mine for the most part. And now I could say for sure—Note-writer was a fury addict. No imp sting hid that knowledge from me tonight. I could sense the fury’s power hovering around him like a noxious cloud.

Now if only I could catch him.

More people were out and about on this block, although their faces were tense and their voices hushed. Everyone was armed too. Several shops were open for business, some goblins and sylphs dined al fresco at an Italian place to my right, and music blared from a bar farther down the street on my left. A couple sylphs nudged their companions and motioned toward me.

I swallowed down fear, not about to give them the satisfaction.

“All this and I only wanted to play with you,” Note-writer said. He’d returned to the shadows.

“I don’t play your games.”

“No? You’re playing them now.”

“Listen, asshole—” I lunged.

This time I caught him off-guard. My right-hand knife connected with something fleshy. Note-writer swore in such beautiful language that I almost didn’t care that he’d gotten away with only a light wound. Score another for me.

I started to attack again, and he was off, scampering across the street toward the bar. I raced after him.

He disappeared inside in a faceless blur. Without pausing to consider what a bad idea it had to be, I barreled through the open door after him.

I only got a couple steps inside before I collided with something solid and humanoid. The fury placed a hand on my shoulder. His grip was like a vise.

“’Scuse me, Miss, but those are some attractive knives you got there.” He grinned down at me, displaying a mouth full of pointed teeth.

Oh. Fuck.


Chapter Twenty-Two

“Now that’s a line I’ve never heard before.” I craned my neck to look around the bouncer’s car-sized chest. The back of Note-writer’s head was disappearing into an almost entirely fury mob. The humans scattered about were all men, and all rage addicts. It was the happy hour from hell.

The bouncer looked me up and down. “Your other assets aren’t bad, either, for a human. You can’t come in with those weapons on your back, though.”

“I can’t bring weapons in here?” What kind of lame fury bar was this?

“Manager claims it makes too much of a mess.”

Crap. No way was I relinquishing my knives in this crowd. I made a small move forward. “I was just looking for a friend.”

“Uh-huh.” He stepped in front of me, forcing me to stare into his pecs again. “Give me a name and I can ask around.”

“Yeah, well, we’re not on a first- or last-name basis.”

The bouncer crossed his arms.

“All right, all right. Forget it. Have a good night.”

The music in the bar changed from industrial metal to more industrial metal. Between songs, someone yelled out, “Hey, girlie!”

I paused in the middle of backing away. Five furies sat at a table not far beyond the entry. Two of them appeared familiar. One of them was waving at me.

“Bob, let her in,” the waving one called.

Bob? The fury’s name was Bob? I held in my smirk. Don’t piss off those who are more badass than you, especially those who favor beating people up as entertainment.

I concentrated on figuring out who these two furies were, and the laughter died away. It was Red-eye and Mace-head, two of the furies who I’d last seen when the satyrs were hauling Scumbag Pete’s ass to The Lair. A light dawned in my head, and I hoped the importance of that comprehension didn’t show in my eyes. It was a positive feeling, so the furies probably wouldn’t detect it.

Note-writer had disappeared for the moment, but he was becoming less important in my mind. Sure, he’d most likely committed the actual murders, but he was a patsy. An addict. I needed his master. And for the first time, I had a chance of deciphering who that was.

Never mind that what I was about to do meant I was freaking suicidal.

I raised an eyebrow at Bob the Big-ass Bouncer.

“Not with these, princess.” He removed my knives.

“I will get them back when I leave, right?”

“Absolutely.” The gleam in Bob’s black eyes as he admired the knives suggested otherwise.

Well, at least he hadn’t removed my charms.

Radiating anxiety like a nuclear power plant, I approached Red-eye and Mace-head. The bar reeked of alcohol, and my sneakers stuck to the floor. Furies, rage addicts and liquor. It was a combination more explosive than TNT.

“Do I know you?”

Red-eye held out a hand. “Not personally, which is really a shame after all this time.”

“All this time?” My hands remained planted at my sides.

“After all this time when we’ve heard so much about you. You’re the girl the sylphs blame for their addict murders.”

I flattered him with a thin smile. “The sylphs are dumb.”

“Can’t argue with that,” Mace-head said, snorting. The rest of the table cracked up. “Sit down, have a beer. You’ve got a fascinating gift, girlie.”

Red-eye or Mace-head? Red-eye or Mace-head? Who’s the power behind Note-writer?

“Thanks. I don’t think I’m the only person around here with it, though.”

“Don’t you?” Red-eye nodded at his friends. “Maybe we can scrounge up someone like that for you to play with.”

Play with—that was the same phrase Note-writer liked to use. Did it suggest anything?

A few yells broke my concentration. The mosh-pit-like chaos on the dance floor deteriorated into real fighting. People hooted and cheered, and several tables emptied to observe. I prayed Note-writer would be among the crowd, but no. I turned away at the sound of breaking glass.

“What do you say?” Red-eye asked.

“Scrounge him up tonight?”

“Tomorrow. At the Matches.” He winked. “You, him, a cage. I think you’d enjoy that given what you two have in common.”

My better sense broke through the suicidal tendencies. “You think wrong.”

“I’d like that,” said a fury I’d never seen before.

“Yeah, don’t be so quick to discount the euphoria of an adrenaline spat.” Mace-head grinned. “You’ve got a lot of anger to expel.”

The pumping music made it difficult to feel, but the poke in my brain was undeniable. Mace-head whittled his way inside, or was trying to.

Every muscle tensed. I fought the urge to lash out, to fling myself at him and wrap my hands around his throat. Hot blood rushed to my face.

Get the fuck out of my head!

I gave him a good mental shove, but it was the wrong plan. Anything angry only fed his strength. His grip around my soul tightened.

My vision blurred as I retreated inside myself, breathing shakily. Darkness swept over the room, and the music became almost inaudible. Dragon shit on toast, I had to resist my natural instinct. I must remain calm. But oh crap. Mace-head’s black eyes locked with mine. My soul writhed. It wanted to give in. Everyone had their weakness, and I’d always suspected mine would be anger. Sure I could lust after Lucen with the best of them, but lust didn’t consume me. Temper, though? Why yes, there was a reason I stayed clear of furies.

Mace-head licked his lips. What a mistake this had been. I had to get out of here before I lost control.

“We’ll see tomorrow, I guess.” The steadiness of my voice amazed me. Half blind and forcing myself to breathe, I marched over to Bob and held out my hands. “My knives.”

“What knives?”

Oh come on. I’d known this was going to happen. Bob Biceps-for-Brains grinned. I bit my lip and turned around. Red-eye chuckled, and Mace-head made a kissy face.

All right, calm, Jessica.

I’m going to fucking murder them!

No. No, you’re not. Honestly, how do you expect to take down a bar full of furies, with no weapons, and not become an addict?

Screw you.

There was no time to continue my internal argument. Far in the back, clutching a beer, was a familiar form. To hell with the knives. Got you again, asshole.

Note-writer finished drinking and lowered his glass. Although the bar was dim, he looked right at me and—finally—I saw his face. My breath caught in my throat. Narrow head, thick eyebrows, dark eyes that practically screamed “I’m a creep.” Like the furies, I’d seen him before. But where?

For the moment, it didn’t matter. Excitement, the thrill of the hunt maybe, drove away Mace-head’s influence. His crushing grip vanished. My soul expanded in my chest, and my gaze fixated on Note-writer. Sight and sound returned with a vengeance. I breezed past the furies’ table without incident. Human hands groped for my body, and furies groped for my mind. I dodged them all.

This wasn’t so bad. All I had to do was keep my focus, and they couldn’t touch me.

Smoky air choked my lungs, and my ears rang. Note-writer pushed open a door and disappeared down a flight of dark stairs.

No one stopped me, so I followed. Fluorescent lights flickered overhead. The stairs wound and curved, and already Note-writer disappeared from view. Narrow, dark gray walls loomed in on me as I descended. Blood-stained pitchforks, whips, even a piece of steel mesh decorated the place. Lovely. Only a fury would find this attractive. It must have been memorabilia from particularly entertaining Matches.

The air at the bottom of the steps was clearer, thank dragons for small miracles, but there was no sign of Note-writer. The room was tiny, cramped in spite of being mostly empty. A deserted, dust-coated bar stood off to the side. Nearby, black booths and tables were covered with boxes. To my right were three doors. One was lit by an exit sign.

There was no hint of an alarm, so I pushed it open. No Note-writer. Time to try door number two. Door two produced a grimy toilet and sink. I shut it quickly.

Ready or not, asshole. I yanked open door three. Well, tried to. The door moaned but didn’t budge. I tugged again, put some real force behind it, and my strength charm burned against my chest. Wood splintered as a cheap lock gave way.

I blinked and looked at my prize. It was just a closet. But whoa—what a closet.

Now I knew where my confiscated knives might end up. Guns, switchblades, brass knuckles, a machete… Eek. I found a couple pairs of Gryphon-issued handcuffs that made me shudder to think how they were obtained. There was a rusting ax, and a pile of small pebble-like things that could have been curse grenades. And, ooh. A knife.

I glanced over my shoulder. The furies would eventually come after me, and with the pounding music overhead, I’d never hear someone sneaking up. For the moment, though, the coast appeared clear, so I retrieved the sheathed knife from the very back of the bottom shelf. If it was any good, I was getting blades back one way or another.

The knife was longer than the ones I carried, yet lighter, and the hilt was a touch on the ornate side. Souffrance was engraved on it. I cast my thoughts back to all those years studying French—suffering, woe, misery. An odd choice in some ways. Still… I pulled it from the sheath to test the balance.

“Holy…” The blade was a smooth, polished-to-the-point-of-glassiness black. Glyphs had been carved into it, though the astoundingly light-resistant blade rendered them almost impossible to read.

I held it in front of my face, feeling my cheeks tug my lips into an incredulous smile. Yes, Bob Badass could keep my knives in exchange for this lovely—a beautiful blade forged in salamander fire.

As the only type of weapon capable of inflicting a lethal wound to a pred, these things weren’t the easiest to come by. Preds weren’t about to sell them to humans, and few magi bothered to make them because—let’s face it—most humans weren’t crazy enough to attempt to fight a pred. Even if I could find someone willing to forge one for me, I’d never have been able to afford it.

I felt as giddy as a goblin with a pile of gold as I sheathed it. Mine.

Granted, I’d traipsed the streets of Shadowtown for ten years without being sufficiently armed, but things were different now. I had enemies. Evening the odds this way made me feel a lot better.

Of course, I’d lost Note-writer in the process. How brilliant of me.

Note-writer. Damn it. The feeling of familiarity itched at my brain once more. Where, oh where, had I seen his face? It was recently too.

It was on my computer. I almost dropped the knife in surprise. Note-writer’s name was Victor Aubrey.

The intensity with which my heart beat meant I could hear the blood in my ears. I savored my triumph, piecing all the parts together, pondering the details I still didn’t know.

I savored a little too long. Shadows on the staircase elongated. Someone was coming. I took a last hungry look in the closet, grabbed a pair of handcuffs and shut the door.

A black-booted foot appeared around the stairwell’s curved wall as I slipped outside. The bar’s warmth had made me forget how cool the evening had gotten. I pressed my back to the building and peeked through the door window. Mace-head and one of the unknown furies from their table burst into the downstairs. The unknown fury headed into the bathroom, but Mace-head frowned at the busted closet.

I ducked below the window and shot off down the street, my prizes tucked under my arm. No one came after me, so once I got back on the main drag, I slowed down. Pleased with myself, I headed toward The Lair with a bit of a bounce in my step. It had been a good night so far. Yeah, I’d lost Note-writer, but I had his name, and from there all I had to do was share the information with the satyrs and we could nab him. We might even be able to finish this before sunrise.

And that reminded me of Lucen. I should give him a call. In my hunt for Victor, I’d forgotten all about him not answering his phone. A spark of worry ruined some of my contentment.

Lost in these thoughts, I didn’t notice who was striding towards me until two of them lunged at me from ten feet away. I stifled a scream. The sylphs landed softly in front of me. My hand reached for my new knife, but even with the speed charm I was too slow. They grabbed my arms and wrested me to my knees.

Their cold magic slithered around my upper arms. Icicles of insecurity pricked at my heart. I was going to fail. How could I not when I was so weak and stupid and insignificant compared to the sylphs’ power?

I took a couple deep breaths and tried to focus. They couldn’t break me like this. I wasn’t that pathetic. Hadn’t I evaded Mace-head at the bar? Just how had I done that again? It sure hadn’t been done consciously.

Assym strolled ever confidently toward me, a cruel smile on his face. I glanced around. Were there any satyrs nearby to sense my fear? Shouldn’t they be helping me? Lucen was going to murder me for leaving Lucrezia’s attic.

“Hello, satyr’s pet.”

Assym’s goons chuckled. Bastards.

“Hi, Assym. I wasn’t expecting to see your ugly face until tomorrow.”

His smile faltered. Had I hit a nerve? He raised my chin with a smooth finger. “Where is this proof you’re so sure exists? Why haven’t we seen it yet?”

“I’ve got until tomorrow evening to show it to you. So you can keep on waiting.”

“Tomorrow isn’t so far away.”

“Same as always, last I checked.”

Assym pulled a stiletto from his belt and twirled it in his hand. The blade spun so fast it was impossible to see. Much as I tried to look unimpressed, I couldn’t. One of the bodyguards yanked on my hair, dragging my head back and exposing my throat.

My fear ripened into near panic. I clenched my jaw to keep from yelling. He might be lapping up my terror, but no way was I giving Assym the satisfaction of acting on it.

Around and around the blade spun, faster and faster, a silver blur. All at once, he stopped the motion, and it landed light as a feather against my neck and just short of breaking skin.

I swallowed. “Nice trick.”

“I’ve changed my mind about you.” Assym stuck the stiletto away. “I’m not turning you over to the Gryphons tomorrow. Your magic is more powerful than I first realized. I don’t know what I’ll do with you—addict you, perhaps. That will be more likely to enrage the satyrs, so it could be enjoyable.”

“You changed your mind, huh? Bullshit. You never intended to turn me over to the Gryphons. I should have known you wouldn’t cooperate with them.”

“Well, I did consider it briefly. After all, what good is a waitress with no useful connections to me? I’d have to let go of another addict for you, and you truly didn’t seem more valuable than any of them. I hadn’t counted on your talents, though, which for a human are considerable. Pity, they’ll make you more difficult to break, but the fun will be in attempting it.”

“You won’t get the chance. I’ll have your proof for you tomorrow.”

“Indeed?”

“Indeed, asshole.”

The guard holding my hair shoved my head forward. Assym knelt down to my eye level.

“I shall be happy to see it, but don’t get overconfident. You’re only postponing the inevitable.” He nodded. “You are very, very interesting.”

Devon had said the same thing, but when Assym said it, the words crawled all over my skin. I shut my eyes, sensing Assym drilling into my head. Weak and worthless. But interesting. So much potential. Didn’t I want Assym to show me my potential? To make me better than I was?

Tears stabbed at my eyes. He wasn’t going to let me go. Regardless of tomorrow’s outcome, Assym was too fascinated by me. He coveted me like a piece of property, and he wasn’t going to stop.

“Your soul is worthless to me,” Gunthra had said. Why was I worthless to her and not to Assym? What did it all mean?

From nowhere, a surge of erotic energy racked my body. The power purged Assym from my head but left me moaning with memories of my sofa-time with Lucen.

Assym hissed, and the satyr magic vanished.

“Let her go now.” Lucen’s voice.

I gasped, shaking. Lucen and a couple other satyrs stormed this way. Down the block, two goblins scampered in the opposite direction. I wished I could join them.

Assym motioned to his henchmen, and they released me. I fell forward, and my palms smacked the pavement. Gritting my teeth, I scraped my fingers over the concrete, letting the dirt and pebbles tear my skin. Letting the pain clear my head of everyone who dared invade it.

“Jess?” Lucen jogged over, but instead of looking relieved, he looked pissed.

Assym smiled down at me. I fought the urge to whip out my knife as he cast Lucen an evil glance and slipped away, but his goons were far too fast and clearly skilled. If Assym gave his men the order to kill, I’d be filleted before I touched the handle.

And as he’d suggested, I might as well postpone the inevitable a bit longer. But no question—I’d go down swinging before I let him touch my soul.

Lucen crossed his arms, and I regained my feet. I started to mutter thanks, but then he spoke and I was glad I hadn’t gotten the words out. “What the hell did you think you were doing?”

“Sorry?”

“You’re supposed to be waiting at Lucrezia’s until we came back for you.” He waved off his friends and yanked me forward.

I jerked my arm away. “Just because you got to touch me the other night doesn’t mean you get to do it again.” I snatched the knife still sitting on the ground. “I was fine.”

“Really? In that case, why did I have to rescue you?”

My cheeks burned, and I clenched my hands into fists but didn’t say anything. Gunshots pierced the air, though they sounded distant. Above, the moon had risen and dusk settled over the city. Silhouetted against the hazy purple sky, large black birds circled. Harpies or magi—they were too big to be normal city birds.

“It’s not a good time to be wandering around for anyone. Especially you. I can’t even leave you alone for a few hours without you getting yourself into trouble.”

“Oh, what are you going to do? Handcuff me to your side now?” Way to give him an opening.

“Love to. Tell me, Jess. Are you suicidal? Because I know you’re not stupid.”

Maybe not suicidal, but reckless. Running headfirst into that fury bar was probably not something I should mention. “I found useful information. You should be applauding, not scolding me like I’m some toddler.”

“I should be applauding that you almost got yourself turned into an addict?”

“Is that why you’re pissed? Because some fury might have deprived you of the chance?”

Lucen’s glare smoldered, and not in that usual sexy way of his. We’d reached his apartment, and he opened the door. “Inside.”

I swallowed down my anger and stepped in. No more of this. Whatever else happened in the next twenty-four hours, I was sick of being treated like the weak little human. Assym wasn’t getting my soul. Victor Aubrey wasn’t getting away with murder. And Lucen wasn’t getting to be my satyr in not so shining armor, with the attitude to match. I needed to be able to hold my own, and there was only one way I saw of finding out how.

Mental note—do not share this plan with Lucen until it’s too late.

“Where were you anyway?” I demanded.

“Detained for questioning along with Dezzi, Lucrezia and Devon. That’s why I didn’t answer the phone.” Lucen kicked my duffel into the kitchen. “What information?”

I crossed my arms smugly. “I know the name of our guy, and I know which fury is his master. You all can applaud me later.”

Lucen froze in the middle of getting out the coffee. “He is a rage addict then? You’re sure? What’s the fury’s name?”

“That I don’t know. But the human is Victor Aubrey, last I know he lived in Revere.”

“How did…? No, tell me later when we’re all together. I’m calling Dezzi.”

Five minutes later, as Lucen went downstairs to prepare The Lair for a meeting, I snuck out of his apartment and darted across the street.


Chapter Twenty-Three

The goblin proprietor leaned against his broom as I scurried inside the shop. “You again? Didn’t expect to see that.”

“Circumstances have changed. Can you arrange for me to meet with Gunthra? Tell her I’m willing to pay her price.”

I moved out of the way as he swept broken glass into a tidy pile. Things sometimes got broken in raids. Things a Gryphon could tell were illegal but didn’t feel like formally confiscating. Things a demon might want to hide.

One of those things stunk strongly of bergamot. Normally, I liked that smell, but it was overpowering in the small shop. My nose burned, although that could be from something more toxic. I doubted the goblin had been using bergamot to make Earl Grey tea.

“Would you mind?” He motioned to the dustpan I was blocking.

I handed it to him. “Well?” If he refused, I supposed I could go pound on her door myself. But it would be easier to do this behind Lucen’s back if the goblin agreed.

The goblin’s ears twitched. “My people did not participate in the fighting last night, but that’s only because the fighting stayed away from us. We are a pragmatic people. War is bad for business.”

“And for people’s lives.”

“That too.” Clearly, lives were an afterthought, if they were thought of at all. The goblin dumped his trash into a bin behind the counter. “The sylphs won’t like it, but Gunthra will be curious. Stop back tomorrow.”

“How about you give me a call tomorrow?”

He flashed his many teeth in a disturbing grin. “Your satyr friend wouldn’t approve of this, would he? Very well. Give me a number.”

 

 

In the five minutes I’d been gone, the satyrs had gathered in The Lair to discuss strategy. They pushed two tables together, and Dezzi took the spot at the head. There were nine of them total on the council, and four sat on either side of their Dom. I was strangely pleased to see Lucen had a seat close to her. Despite offering me protection without her permission, maybe he hadn’t lost his place as her third. Why I cared escaped me.

I gave everyone the rundown on what had happened over the last couple hours, intending on leaving out the bit where I went into a fury bar. Alas, I had to explain how I deduced who Victor’s master was so I had no choice. No one seemed thrilled by that except Devon, who complimented me on my balls.

“You can’t compliment a woman for having balls,” I told him once the meeting adjourned.

“Why not? You haven’t proven yet that you don’t have any.”

I rolled my eyes and turned the netbook toward him. “This is him.” I’d brought up the newspaper photo of Victor so he and the others could see it.

Lucen had found an address for a Victor Aubrey, presumably the same one, so the first order of business was attempting to round him up. I’d wanted to return to the bar and get my hands on the furies, but Dezzi had refused. While Lucen and Gi prepared to go after Victor, she planned on talking to the fury’s Dom.

“I want to know if he knows anything about this,” she said. “If he doesn’t approve, then we can handle the matter with minimal damages.”

“And if he does know and does approve?”

“Then we have a problem.” She tossed her braids over her shoulder. “Not you, us.”

I failed to see how I was excluded from this problem, but I’d argue later when I knew whether there was one.

“Coming, little siren?” Lucen called from the entrance.

Back to “little siren”, were we? Guess Lucen was over his hissy fit. “I’m allowed to come along for the ride?”

“I’m not about to leave you home alone this time.”

Right. Bastard.

 

 

Victor wasn’t home, which wasn’t exactly surprising. I sat in a car with Lucen and Gi for four hours, staking out his place. When midnight rolled around, two new satyrs took our place.

Lucen started the car. “I doubt he’ll be back. The Matches are less than twenty-four hours away. The furies will have pulled all their available addicts to help them get ready, and if they suspect you’re looking for this guy, his master will be keeping him close.”

I didn’t say a word on the drive back to Shadowtown, but unease churned in my gut.

Gi took off, and I decided to use the rest of the night to run through some of my training exercises. This week had been terrible health-wise—bad food when I bothered to eat at all and no gym. Sure, I’d probably run the equivalent of a half marathon through The Feathers yesterday, but that hadn’t exactly helped my muscles. They were still sore.

“I’m sorry I snapped at you earlier.”

I was in the middle of a precarious balance pose and almost fell over. “Is that possible?”

Lucen leaned against the wall, watching me. “I’d say so since I just said it. I’m concerned about you.”

“Well, you don’t have to be anymore. I gave you all the information you need. I can be killed now without it interfering with your war-prevention efforts.”

“I care about, you little siren. Should be obvious.”

I swallowed and pretended that my insides didn’t feel as though they were melting. Maybe Lucen was right and it should be obvious. But he was what he was, and so was I. How was I supposed to get over my fear of what he could do to me?

Yet another reason I had to talk to Gunthra and find out what her cryptic comment meant.

I let my hair fall over my face so Lucen couldn’t see my distress even if he could sense it. “I care about you too.”

“I know.” Of course. Stupid misery-sucking satyr. “So what’s bugging you?”

I paused my stretching. “If we can’t get Victor tonight, that means we have no choice but to look for him at the Matches.”

“Ah, you’re nervous.” He stood next to me, close enough that I could sense the air disturbance between us. In spite of how he’d annoyed me this evening, my body ached for his touch. Just give in, it urged my brain. Do you really want to die without having slept with him?

No, body, but I don’t really want to die without having visited France, and that might not be happening either. So shove it.

“Yeah, I’m nervous. I hate the Matches. Never thought I’d be going again. And there’s always a chance we won’t catch Victor and everything will blow up.”

“We have a name. We have a face. If he’s there, we’ll find him.”

“And his master?”

“That’s Dezzi’s job to handle the politics. All we need to do is find Victor and get a confession.”

“And let the fury responsible for all this get away?”

“No one’s said that’s what will happen.”

I balled my hands into fists. No one said it, but it might. The Doms would do what was necessary to keep the Gryphons out of their business, and if that meant Victor died to appease the sylphs, so be it. And while Victor probably ought to die for his crimes, he wasn’t the only one.

Someone had to make sure justice was served, that the Gryphons learned the truth so I could walk free and the guilty person couldn’t ruin more lives. No doubt that someone was going to be me.

To do that I needed backup.

 

 

I half-expected Assym and his merry band of hippie-thugs would be pounding on The Lair’s door at five the next day, demanding the satyrs hand me over. But Lucen assured me we had until midnight.

“That’s all we need, so relax.”

“Right.” I had a hard time believing it, or relaxing.

While Lucen once more met with Dezzi and the satyr and harpy councils to discuss strategy—a meeting I wasn’t invited to—I took the opportunity to do two things that would be certain to infuriate everyone gathered in The Lair.

First, I called Steph, something I should have done last night if I’d had the sense. Thank dragons, she was neither injured nor arrested. We couldn’t talk for long because she had a feeling the Gryphons were trying to use her to find me a second time. I had to laugh at that as I gave her a message to pass on. For once, the Gryphons and I had the same idea.

Next, I used another of Lei’s glamours to design myself a new face. The goblin—whose name I still hadn’t bothered to discover—had called me earlier. Ten minutes to seven, with the meeting below in full swing, I left to meet Gunthra.

 

 

“Miss Moore.” Gunthra stood as I entered the same room we’d met in last time. “Nice disguise work. I admit, I wasn’t certain you would return. Why did you change your mind?”

I smiled. “That’s information. It has a cost.” What the hell. Two could play goblin games.

“I see.” She flattened her ears and beckoned me to sit. “So we are agreed to the price? I tell you everything I know about your unique abilities, and in return you owe me one favor of my choosing at a later date?”

“One favor that doesn’t involve me harming an innocent person. And that includes myself.”

“Harm can be too broadly defined. It could be interpreted to mean anything.”

Well, crap. That had kind of been my intent.

I thought quickly. “That does not involve me hurting, killing or otherwise ruining an innocent person’s life. Including mine.” I ran that through my head a few times, doubting it was as rock solid as I’d like.

“Agreed.”

And that was probably my proof that it wasn’t as rock solid as I’d like. I sighed. Would have been nice to be able to bring a lawyer.

Gunthra and I shook, then she had a servant bring in tea. It was all eerily familiar.

“Tell me, Miss Moore,” Gunthra said, passing me a delicate china cup. “What do you know about our young?”

Young preds had what to do with me? I set the cup down and shrugged. “I don’t know anything. Just that I’ve never seen one.”

“Don’t be so sure.” Gunthra rose and took one of the preserved butterflies off her mantel. She set the glass frame on the table between us. “You know where butterflies come from, yes?”

“You mean caterpillars?” An image sprang to mind, one that I’d strangely—or perhaps not so strangely if it had been the result of magic—forgotten about it. The shell-like things in the basement of Purgatory. Only…

I straightened, my jaw threatening to fall open. Was she getting at what I thought she was? Was that crypt I’d found not a crypt at all, but a…well, the opposite? Had those things been cocoons?

My mind must have been buzzing perceptibly because Gunthra’s left ear twitched. “Caterpillars are ugly, clumsy little insects until they undergo metamorphosis. And when they emerge from their cocoons, they’re beautiful creatures, are they not? Colorful and capable of flying distances their earthbound old selves could never do. No one adores caterpillars—they’re pests—but butterflies are admired.”

I didn’t understand what this had to do with me, but she definitely had my attention. “You’re telling me preds aren’t born. Preds are—”

“Were once human, yes.” She sat back down and sipped her tea while I gaped at her. “This is no big secret, you understand. Had you not failed to join the Gryphons, you would have learned the same, I’m sure.”

“Oh.” Well, that was kind of disappointing.

“I tell you this because you need to know it in order to understand what you truly want to know. So another question for you. What sort of human may be transformed into a better self?”

A better self? That was debatable.

I ran my finger around the fleur-de-lis pattern on the sofa, wondering how I was supposed to guess. She’d only thrown the transformation bit at me a minute ago. But the more I considered, only one answer seemed plausible. Preds had magic in their blood. They must, therefore, come from humans with magic in their blood.

“No,” Gunthra said, when I answered.

“No?”

“No. You are entirely wrong.” She smiled at my confusion. “The magic involved in the metamorphosis process is, as you can imagine, intense. Powerful. And it must be worked in isolation. That is, the person undergoing the process must have no magic in their blood lest that power interfere with the process. You follow?”

I settled back against the sofa, nodding, and yet my gut tightened. I had an inkling of where Gunthra was going with this now, and I didn’t like it one bit.

Even if it couldn’t possibly have anything to do with me. Because it couldn’t. Right?

“So…” My throat dried up, and I reached for the tea. Maybe having it here wasn’t just a social nicety. “What happens if someone does have magic in their blood?”

“They die.”

“They do?” I exhaled in relief. Silly, Jess. Of course you’re not some kind of fucked-up pred.

Gunthra twirled one of many rings around her finger. “This is also common knowledge among my people. I can’t speak for the Gryphons this time.” Abruptly, she stopped fiddling with the ring and leaned forward. “Now we get to the part that your satyr friends couldn’t have told you if you’d asked. The part that’s costing you something. And that part is, Miss Moore, that I lied.”

“What?”

The goblin smiled wickedly. “Humans with magic in their blood don’t always die.”

Oh. Oh fuck.

“Mostly they die.” Gunthra waved her hand around, clearly enjoying playing with my head. “Often enough they die that no other reason needs be given for why no one is stupid enough to attempt to transform one. But occasionally, rarely, one lives.”

She stared at me with that creepy, blinkless gaze. My stomach rolled over and decided it had had enough.

I didn’t want to know but asked anyway. Because I had to. “And when that happens?”

“My forebears called the results—the hybrids—an abomination.” Gunthra stood, and the smile on her face disappeared. Although she was a good ten inches shorter than me, I got the sense that she was doing her best to make me feel like the smaller one. I had half a mind to stand up, but I didn’t want to test my knees. My whole body felt mushy, including my brain.

God no. Don’t let what she’s telling me be it. I am not some part-pred. I didn’t hurt humanity. I helped them.

No, us. Us—I helped us.

Gunthra clasped her hands behind her back. “This is why my price is high, Miss Moore. My forbears buried the information that I’m sharing with you because people like you are dangerous to us. You draw strength like we do, but we cannot control you. Your soul is less than worthless to me. Your soul is dangerous to me were I stupid enough to steal it. You understand? It has been transformed by our magic.”

“No.” I exhaled the word in a bluster of relief. She was lying again. She had to be, and this was my out. “This other guy, the one like me, he’s an addict. So that can’t be right.”

“Then he is by choice.”

“What? No! No one would choose to be enslaved.”

Gunthra regarded me piteously. “You believe my addicts get nothing from their bargain? The bond is not entirely one way. I feed them as well, Miss Moore. They send me power, and I can send it back and more if they require it. I heal them, energize them, give them strength they wouldn’t otherwise have.” She studied her rings. “If this person accepts that, then the bond works. You would not accept that. That’s what makes you dangerous.”

I sat in silence for a moment, gathering my thoughts. My throat trembled like I was going to vomit, but inside I felt numb. Dead. It had to be the shock. This could not be true, yet still I grappled for more information as if my life depended on it. Or my soul.

“So I can’t be addicted?” Okay, I could focus on the silver lining here. This was what I’d needed to know, wasn’t it? Assym couldn’t addict me? My soul was safe.

Didn’t mean I wouldn’t hurl later.

“You can be, but no one with sense would want you. You have the same power as we do, and the bond is not one way.”

“But how does that make me dangerous? Preds can’t addict other preds, so what good is the power?”

“That is not something I can tell you. You’ll have to figure it out yourself.”

“You can’t tell me, or you won’t?” She didn’t answer, but her face was frosty. I took that to mean won’t. “Shouldn’t this be covered under our deal?”

“I can only tell you those things which I know. Since I’m not the same as you, technically I can’t know what anything is like from your perspective. You see?”

Yeah, I saw. She could tell me a lot more, but technicalities were a goblin’s best friend.

I buried my head in my hands. Was Gunthra suggesting I could use the same weak power I exerted over humans on preds? Impossible. I couldn’t even control a human the way a pred could.

And I didn’t really want to think about controlling anyone, or feeding off of anyone. Except I’d been doing that since I was eighteen, hadn’t I? Treating humanity as an emotional buffet. It hadn’t been my choice, but I’d sure put my gift to use. I pretended I did it for good reasons, but what good really did I do? Enough to negate the bad, or just enough to rid myself of the guilt I felt for feeling most alive when those around me—even those I cared about—suffered?

It only made sense that I wasn’t entirely human. Part pred. Hybrid. Abomination.

Yeah, I felt that last one.

My throat tightened, just waiting to expel my disgust with myself.

“My gift,” I said, my voice trembling. “It’s like a satyr’s. Does that mean—?”

“You’re part satyr, yes.”

I closed my eyes. Xander’s voice from yesterday taunted me. “A pred’s gift comes from a corrupted soul.” He’d been right. Gunthra had said it—my soul had been transformed.

Screw you, Xander, and the Hitchcock movie you flew in on.

I am not evil. I’m not even half evil. I’m…a fucking abomination. Face it, Jess. You’re not little siren. You’re little satyr.

I dug my nails into my palms. Although I didn’t move another muscle, I swore the room was spinning.

“Who would do this? If none of your people would bother trying to transform someone like me, then how did this happen?” And when? Why didn’t I have any memory of it?

“I can’t tell you that. When I said previously that the answer was simple yet not, that’s what I meant. Only another of my people would have the magic to do this, but I can’t imagine why anyone would.”

“And you’re sure it has to be a pred?” Victor and I had this, and our mysterious mention in the Gryphons’ files, in common. Perhaps the Gryphons knew more about my screwed-up gift—heritage—than Gunthra thought. Was that possible?

Gunthra poured more tea. “It must be. Only humans can create new humans. Only satyrs can create new satyrs. Drink some more tea, Miss Moore. You look pale.”

I clasped a hand over my mouth. Preds were hilarious. I should be so thrilled to be half one.

I shivered, suddenly positive that I couldn’t hold myself together much longer, and jumped up. My knees bore my weight, but my stomach registered its displeasure. “I need to go. Unless you’ve got anything else mind-blowing to share about this.”

“Unfortunately not.” Gunthra stood as well. “Take care of yourself at the Matches tonight, Miss Moore. You are indeed a rare specimen.”

I ran out of the house and dry heaved by her creepy stone urns.

 

 

I more stumbled back to The Lair than walked. Not only did my insides continue to churn, but my head throbbed thanks to my face being perma-clenched against the possibility of tears. I’d woken up with hangovers and felt in better condition.

The one bright spot in all this was that the satyrs milled about in The Lair so no one seemed to have noticed I’d left. I was just in time too. Lucrezia and someone else stepped outside as I slipped back into Lucen’s apartment. I stood in the doorway for a moment, watching them.

Them. All my life, people had been divided into Us and Them. Us humans who had plenty of our own assholes, but who weren’t—in general—evil. And Them, preds who lived—quite literally—to torment us, to tempt us into screwing up then feeding on our misery.

My Us and Them had just met head-on in the nastiest possible collision. The sort that flung debris all over I-93, chewed up the median and blocked traffic for miles during rush hour.

Part satyr. Part them.

I squeezed the life out of the front doorknob then slammed the door. Lucen’s apartment stunk of satyr pheromones. I stomped upstairs to the guest bedroom and slid to the floor.

My uselessly weak protective charm hung around my ankle, and I ripped it off. What was it protecting me from? Myself? Ha. Gunthra hadn’t really explained why my soul was useless, only that I could be dangerous. What did that mean? No surprise she wouldn’t tell me if it were true. And it had to be true, or why else hide it?

I rubbed my aching temples.

My poor mother. Not only was she likely to be worried sick about me right now, what would this do to her if she knew? Or Steph? What would humanity do to me?

That was it then—no way could I let anyone know. The stakes had been raised. But tonight if the Gryphons found me… I took a deep breath. They’d know about my gift. They wouldn’t know why I had it. They could never know why.

I must have stared into space for a while, contemplating how or when this could have happened to me. Nothing came to mind before footsteps on the stairs startled me.

“Little siren?” Lucen appeared in the doorway. “What’s wrong? I think half the neighborhood knows you’re unhappy.”

Fucking preds… Shit. Could I even curse their races anymore without being a hypocrite?

“Nothing I want to talk about. Getting myself all nice and miserable so I’ll be full of energy tonight.” I forced a smile.

I could tell Lucen the truth, but would he get why I was so upset? I mean, he was a satyr and seemed to like it. But then, of course he did. How many people wished they were another species? So how could he relate? I didn’t even know why he had become a satyr in the first place—by choice or something else? In some ways, Gunthra’s information raised more questions than it answered.

I set my charms on the table and caught my reflection in the mirror. Pale—Gunthra hadn’t been lying about that—but at least I hadn’t ended up with horns.

For the love of dragons, I almost amused myself there. I wasn’t usually such an optimist.

“How’s your meeting?” I asked.

“Over. Come on downstairs. Tonight could be exhausting. You should eat something.”

The thought of food made me nauseous all over again, but Lucen had a point. Wallowing in my own horror would only get me so far. I needed food if I didn’t want to pass out later. I hoped I could keep some down.

“Yeah.” I purposely grazed his hand with my own as I walked past. Mmm. Warm cinnamon lusty thoughts drove away some of my misery. Lucen was evil but not really cruel. He took good care of his addicts. He even cared for random ghouls. It wasn’t as if he were some sadist.

Evil magic didn’t have to mean you were an evil person. Right?

If only I could make myself believe it.


Chapter Twenty-Four

Gi provided me with a spiffy new sheath for my knife, which I dubbed Misery after the engraving on the hilt. I hoped that meant the furies wouldn’t recognize it as stolen when I carried it into the Meat Matches, but that was probably a stupid thing to worry about. Kind of like hoping your hair didn’t get too blowsy during a hurricane.

Or a cage match.

I kept telling myself the Matches wouldn’t be so bad this time around. I was older, wiser and more jaded and mentally prepared. But I knew better. If we didn’t find Victor and force a confession out of him quickly once we got there, real fighting could break out. Real fast. My time was almost up. The furies weren’t dumb, though, and I’d shown my hand by admitting to looking for him. His master would probably be keeping him close.

Still, one way or another, this nightmare would end tonight. That was almost comforting. As for the nightmare Gunthra had shared? I’d wallow in that more deeply if I survived.

Such were my cheery thoughts as we drove out of Boston.

Meat Matches had to be a moving target. If the Gryphons got wind of them, they did their best to break them up. So once a location was discovered, the furies packed up and held the next bouts somewhere else. This time, somewhere else was a warehouse in the nearby town of Chelsea. A fury stood at the gate along the barbed-wire fence surrounding the brick building. Lucen and I drove over with Dezzi, and the fury shined a flashlight into the car.

“No humans tonight,” he said, directing the beam in my eyes. “Our kind and guests only.”

Lucen actually looked relieved. “Jess, if we—”

“Wait.” The fury poked his head through the open window and into the backseat. “You’re that Jessica girl, aren’t you? Go on.”

Lucen peeled away, almost taking the fury’s head off. That would have been an appropriate way to start the night.

It was twenty before midnight when we arrived, but already the warehouse was packed. Bleachers lined the walls, some arranged as if to provide box seating. A chain-link fence ran around the perimeter in front of the seating area, providing a wall that segregated the fighting stages from the audience. There were three stages, two open and a third in the center made of steel mesh. Ropes and wires hung over each stage. In the center cage, an all rage addict band played at an ear-splitting volume.

Tables filled with weapons stood between each of the stages. As we climbed into the satyrs’ section, I could see swords, knives of various lengths, axes, maces, baseball bats, rolls of barbed wire, rope, an ice pick or two, and a variety of things that looked like medieval torture devices. Basically, anything that could stab, slice, pinch, poke, maim or generally cause pain was allowed. Except firearms and other projectile weapons. No one wanted to watch two people shoot each other. Totally boring.

Off to one side, betting booths manned by female furies covered about twenty feet. Flags bearing the names of several fight champions hung above them. Beyond the booths, in a makeshift room surrounded by curtains, would be the concession stand filled with alcohol.

The overall lighting was low, but spotlights illuminated the stages and tables in a harsh white glare. More lights, at floor level, gave off an eerie green glow. Someone had brought smoke machines. The effect made me think of a three-ring circus from hell.

If Victor was around, he’d be hanging among the furies, who’d congregated mostly on the far end. Picking him out from here would be impossible. The furies and their addicts comprised the largest percentage of the mob, taking over half of the seating, and they continued to pour in. For northern New England, the greater Boston area was the place for the Matches.

I dropped my gaze to the nearer seats, which were filling with a disturbing number of white- and silver-haired heads. The sylphs had mostly abandoned their flower-power style of dress for tighter, more practical fare tonight. Like everyone else, they’d come armed, and a few brought addicts as guests. Several thuggish-looking goblins hovered around them.

“Are sylphs normally big fans of the fights?” I asked Lucen.

“Don’t think so, but can’t say. My people tend to stay away. It’s mostly the furies, their addicts and humans that like these events.”

“Yeah, why no humans tonight?”

“I don’t know.”

I didn’t have to be able to read his emotions to know he didn’t like it.

Satyrs and harpies gathered on the bleachers below us. Eyff spoke a few words with Dezzi, then joined his fellow harpies.

Dezzi strode to the center of the steel platform and gathered our attention. Her voice was naturally soft. She didn’t need to raise it to command authority. But over the pounding bass and cranky techno beat, I had to strain my ears to hear her.

“We must be alert. We can be certain the furies guard Victor Aubrey closely, so we will need to fan out. Do not, under any circumstances…” She widened her eyes and stared into the distance.

We all turned our heads to see what she was looking at.

The lights dimmed even further. The sound system screeched, and a few people booed. Wincing, I covered my ears. Great hooks lowered from the ceiling, grabbed the cage and lifted it high into the rafters. A fury I’d never seen before climbed to the elevated stage in the middle of the center platform.

The furies applauded wildly.

Lucen leaned over to me. “That’s Raj, their Dom.”

Raj beamed at the crowd. Although judging from this distance was tricky, he was a good head taller than any of the rage-addict musicians who were now gathering up their equipment. Two horns added to his imposing height. He was neither as thick nor broad-shouldered as most male furies, but he didn’t need to be to look just as scary. Black and red glyphs were tattooed on his face.

“Ladies and gentlemen.” He spread his arms in a faux-welcoming gesture, and the microphone made his voice echo. “I’m so glad you could come tonight.”

More cheers, some foot stomping, all from the furies. The bleachers shook.

“We have a very impressive list of fights building. New ones are still being posted by the betting booths. But before we begin, I’m happy to announce we already have our first formal challenge of the night, one that should be no surprise.” He grinned like a maniac. I tensed.

Raj gestured elaborately toward the sylphs. “Assym, please come down.”

A few satyrs swore as the sylphs’ Dom, flanked on each side by two other sylphs, made his way to the ring. The spotlights circled the warehouse before merging on the group. This time the sylphs clapped.

“Make way for the challenger,” Raj yelled, creating more feedback. He pumped his fist into the air, and the furies and company shouted over the hideous electronic shrieking.

To my right, Dezzi had pulled in the satyr troops. It was obvious what was coming next, and my hopes for finding Victor without any bloodshed tumbled down the bleachers in a painful demise.

Raj shushed the audience with his hands. “And now for the challenge…” He drew out the word as he spun around, pulling in the entire warehouse with his theatrics. “Dezdemona, please come down.”

Dezzi raised her chin, her eyes flashing a dangerous black. “Let’s go.” She gave me a warning glance and descended the platform. Lucen, Devon, Lucrezia and another satyr took up the rear. The spotlights turned on them.

My stomach turned on me. No one in the satyr crowd clapped.

“Welcome, Dezdemona,” Raj said.

“Spare me, Raj.” The microphone caught Dezzi’s voice. “What are you doing?”

The fury cupped his hands together with glee. “The challenge will be issued.” He stepped away from the microphone.

Assym cleared his throat. “I’ve been speaking with Gunthra about ways to avoid unpleasantries that might have a negative impact on Shadowtown. We’d rather the Gryphons not have a reason to be so interested in our affairs again. So we settle this like civilized people. Whoever of your people is responsible for murdering our addicts faces off against the same number of my people of my choosing.”

Damn the bright lights casting so many shadows. I desperately wanted to see Dezzi’s reaction, but she was too far away. I wove through the bleachers, trying to get closer.

“My people,” said Dezzi, and her voice could have frozen a salamander, “did not kill your addicts.”

“This is a formal challenge, Dezdemona. Will you back down?”

The warehouse settled into a heavy silence. The last noise—my boots colliding with the metal bleachers—died away as I reached the concrete floor. From here, I had no trouble seeing the conflict that warred across Dezzi’s face. To back down showed weakness and left the satyrs open to aggression and their addicts vulnerable to theft. But to accept implied there was truth in the accusation. All eyes in the warehouse watched.

And it was my fault. This challenge was because I’d gone to Lucen for help. Because he’d put me under the satyrs’ protection without consulting Dezzi first. Because he’d tried to help me.

This should be my fight.

Lucen leaned over and whispered in Dezzi’s ear. I held my breath as they conversed, then Dezzi nodded.

“We murdered no sylph addicts,” Dezzi said. “But if you wish to fight because of your own blindness, Assym, then my third accepts your challenge.”

My throat constricted and caught my heart within it. No. I had to do something.

I couldn’t stand by and watch Lucen do this for me. Not on top of everything else he’d already done over the last ten years. He’d stopped me from going crazy the day I’d formally been denied entry into the Gryphons. He’d helped me when I first started swapping souls. He’d taken me in when I freaked and ran this past week. And maybe he’d enjoyed the taste of my anger and fear and misery, but what he’d given me in return far outweighed it—hope, redemption, safety.

A chill pierced me. I wouldn’t—couldn’t—let him do one more thing. The thought of him bloodied and beaten made me sicker than I’d been on Gunthra’s couch earlier. After all I’d done in return—refused to trust him, led him on, argued with him, let him know just how evil I thought he was—I couldn’t do this.

Truth bashed me over the head, and I squeezed the chain-link railing for support. Fuck. I’d gone and done what I always rolled my eyes at other women for. I’d fallen for the bad boy. Only an idiot, a misery addict like myself, could be so dumb and self-destructive. But there it was, and whether Lucen had his own selfish reasons for everything didn’t matter anymore because letting him risk his life was going to make me hurl, and frankly I was sick of feeling sick today.

Before I could come to my senses, I charged across the stage, the stolen handcuffs smacking me in the hip. “No! I’m the one you started accusing. You’ll fight me.”

A hush swept through the warehouse. That lasted all of a few seconds, and soon the air bubbled over with the shocked whispers of thousands of people turning to their neighbors and going, “Did she really say what?”

Snickers followed. I had half a mind to flip everyone off, but really they laughed for a good reason. A moronic human had volunteered to off herself.

“No,” Lucen said. “I made the offer.”

Dezzi closed her long-suffering eyes. “You are insane. No. I forbid it.”

“You can’t forbid it. I’m not a satyr.” Entirely. Besides, what Dezzi didn’t know wouldn’t hurt me. “You’re not my Dom.”

“No, no she’s not.” Assym’s face had lit up like a kid’s on Christmas morning. “We’ll accept her.”

“She does not have my permission.”

“And as she pointed out, she doesn’t need it.” Raj bounced on his heels with excitement.

“Jess.” Lucen’s forced calmness was chilling. “You have nothing to lose by withdrawing your offer.”

No, nothing. Just you.

After my chat with Gunthra, I’d already lost most of my self-respect. Not to mention a good deal of my grasp on sanity. That was enough. I wasn’t losing my sense of right and wrong, and this was right.

“I’m not withdrawing it. This is my problem. They accused me first. It’s me they can have.”

The collective murmuring of the audience had reached its limits. The noise flooded my ears. I glanced over. Behind the chain link stood Red-eye and Mace-head. Slowly, an idea swirled about in my brain. Maybe I wasn’t dead yet.

Raj grabbed the microphone. “You’re Jessica?” He thrust it in my face.

“Yes.”

“Her name’s irrelevant,” Lucen said. “She’s not doing this.”

Assym raised his hands triumphantly, and the sylphs now created a racket to rival the furies’. “Since Dezdemona refuses to play, we withdraw the challenge to the satyrs and give it to Jessica the Soul Swapper, Jessica the Addict Killer.”

Asshole. At least he hadn’t called me Jessica the Satyr’s Pet this time.

Ooh, maybe I should ask to be called Jessica the Satyr’s Abomination? That one gave me some edge.

Once again, I almost laughed in spite of myself. This time a brief surge in power shuddered through me.

The furies hooted and hollered. They always did get excited when they expected someone to die.

Lucen yanked the microphone from Assym’s hands. “All right, here’s another challenge for you, Assym, since you’re so fond of them. You kill her, and I will personally behead you tonight.”

That got the satyrs to their feet. The sound was deafening. I did my best to block it out, to focus all my energy on my sight, but it was impossible to see beyond the first row of spectators.

Come on, Victor baby. Where are you? Don’t you realize if I fight a sylph you’ll have nothing left to play with? But Victor was either clueless or had been squashed amidst all the fury stomping.

Raj took control of the microphone again. “Assym, do you accept?”

Assym spluttered a bit, which allowed me to smirk. I wouldn’t have much time left to laugh, so I tried to enjoy it.

“Jess!”

I looked toward Lucen, which turned out to be the wrong direction. Hands grabbed me from behind. The furies were dragging me off the stage. I struggled but was no match.

More furies were shooing the satyrs and sylphs back into the stands. Raj was egging on the crowd and announcing which matches would be leading off. I paid attention even as I flailed. Normally, nonaddict versus nonaddict led off. The furies started with the weakest participants. Since I was the only human nonaddict in attendance though, they were beginning with addict versus addict. At least that bought me some time.

“Hey, wait!” I twisted about in the furies’ grasp. “Wait! Raj needs to know I have another fight that has to come first.”

“With who?”

I pointed to Red-eye and Mace-head with my right foot. “I need to talk to them about it.”

Behind us, the cage was being lowered. Bass-heavy music boomed from the loudspeakers. On either side, two pairs of fury addicts were pumping their fists, roaring and generally riling themselves up on testosterone and magic.

My two captors carried me to their brethren.

“You see,” Red-eye said, smiling at me. “I knew you’d enjoy it.”

I forced down my fear. If they didn’t go for this, I was toast. “You wanted me to fight Victor. You need to make sure I’m scheduled against him first. Otherwise, there won’t be enough of me left for him to fight, and I’d hate to deprive you.”

Red-eye’s face fell. “You suicidal bitch. How dumb are you?”

Pretty damn dumb, all things considered. But then, I’d had one hell of a day. “Well?”

“Raj!” The two of them took off.

I kept searching for Victor and kept not seeing him. The furies were pointing to me and arguing their case. Assym argued back. Probably both sides thought only one would get a chance at me. Possibly both were right.

The furies holding me seemed dumbfounded by this new wrinkle and loosened their grip. I shook my arms free and strode over to Raj.

“Assym, Assym, if she’d already agreed…” He threw me a devil’s smile. “If she fights another human first, she stands a better chance of surviving until a second fight.”

Assym was shaking with anger. “My people deserve justice.”

“Look at it this way.” I poured as much sweetness as I could muster into my voice. “If Victor kills me first, then you don’t have to worry about your person killing me, and thus don’t have to worry about Lucen chopping your ugly head off.”

Red-eye and Mace-head both snorted, and for a second I almost liked them for it.

“She’s got a point,” Raj said.

Assym reddened. “This is not justice.”

“No.” Raj grinned. “This is the Matches. It’s much more fun than justice.” Turning to me he added, “Go have a seat in the bullpen. I want this fight on soon. If you live, you need time to recover, or your fight with Assym’s person will be over too quick.”

“Yeah, I’d hate for everyone not to get their money’s worth.”

My escorts attempted to grab my arms, but I dodged them and headed toward the waiting area. Unlike in baseball where the bullpen always looked comfortable, the furies took the name more literally. I was pushed into a cage with a few rage addicts who were cheering on the fighters.

Assym stalked over, surrounded by his two goons. “You won’t die, satyr’s pet.”

“Aw, too scared of Lucen’s threat, are you?”

He stiffened. “Hardly, but I don’t believe in wasting interesting things. I told you I’d break you, and when my warrior is done with you, you’ll be begging for addiction to end the pain.”

He turned away before I could think of a suitable retort. Wonderful. And a moment ago I’d merely been worried about dying.

I rested my head against the mesh. Damn Gunthra for withholding that last crucial bit of information. I didn’t have much time to riddle out my allegedly dangerous power.

A couple rage addicts who overheard our conversation gave me funny looks, but I ignored them, and soon the bouts had their full attention.

This up close and personal to the fighting stages I smelled the sweat and blood. Worse, some of it occasionally sprayed me. I crept to the back of the cage. Rather than focus on the grunts, crunches and screaming from the fighting areas, I had best use this time to plan.

Step one—don’t die. Step two—don’t let Victor die, either. I needed him alive to tell me who his master was and so I could hand him to the Gryphons. Step three—don’t die again in an effort to take down Victor’s master. I so didn’t see step three going well. Then, of course, there was the small problem of Assym, who I doubted cared at all about my guilt or innocence at this point.

A sickening squelching sound came from the nearest stage. I closed my eyes. The addicts in the cage with me laughed sympathetically at the victim.

“Jess.”

A sweet, lusty magic chased away the revolting sights and sounds around me. Devon faced me, his fingers wrapped around the steel.

“Where’s Lucen?”

“He said he’d kill you himself if he got too close. He and Dezzi are scheming to get you out of fighting, but just in case, take these. Quickly.” He pulled three curse grenades from his pocket and slipped them to me through the mesh.

I pocketed them, figuring what the hell. They weren’t allowed in the ring, but so long as Victor didn’t turn them against me, the better armed, the better all around. Life didn’t fight fair. I didn’t see why I should.

“I don’t intend to fight the sylphs,” I said, lowering my voice. “I’m fighting Victor first. I need to get information out of him so I can turn him over to the Gryphons.”

“You’re doing what?”

“I’ve figured it out. It’s all taken care of. The furies want me to fight him.”

“They want one or both of you dead.”

I wet my lips. “I’ve taught self-defense courses. I’ve got my strength and speed charms. I can handle him.”

“He’ll be charmed out the ass too. And even if he doesn’t know a thing about fighting, he’s got his master.”

“So?”

“His master, who can feed him to keep him going?”

Shit. Gunthra had said something about that too, hadn’t she? That addiction wasn’t a one-way street. She could send power to her addicts.

I pressed my forehead into the mesh until I felt it digging into my skull. How could I have been so stupid to forget it? Even if I kicked the crap out of Victor, someone would be providing him with a constant stream of energy. I had no idea just how much power his master could send. For all I knew, I could end up fighting the barely living equivalent of a zombie. And with no humans here to draw on, I had no one to keep me energized.

I should have told Steph to call Bridget earlier. If she followed my instructions exactly, she’d be alerting the Gryphons about the Matches at a quarter of one. There was no way the Gryphons could reach us before one thirty, and that was pushing it. Could I wait out their arrival?

Devon’s handsome face paled as he breathed in my fear. “Jess?”

“What time is it?”

“Time? It’s about half past midnight.”

“The Gryphons will be coming.”

Devon swore. “You called them?”

“Yeah. Tell Lucen I’m sorry, but Victor’s going down and I’m not getting arrested for his crimes.”

After Devon disappeared into the dark mob, I counted seconds by the thudding of my heart. Then minutes. My time estimate had to be off—my heart beat way too fast—but I needed a distraction from everything going down behind me.

Logic insisted that what I truly needed was a real plan. I’d totally disregarded Gunthra’s mini-lecture on addicts earlier, and thus missed the fact that Victor wouldn’t be your average asshole—he’d be an asshole powered by fury fuel. If I got my ass handed to me, I was going to deserve it.

An enormous cheer erupted from the crowd. One or both of the fights must have ended. Sure enough, a minute later Raj’s voice interrupted my self-flagellation.

“Ladies and gentlemen of all races, it’s time to announce the next round of matches.”

I held my breath. A fury came to our cage door and called two of the addicts out. My stomach unknotted as the men chose weapons and Raj announced their names and the odds. It would be a two-ring circus this round, fights on the near and far stages. The nearest addict from our cage stamped his feet a few times and snorted kind of like a horse. On the stages, other addicts were sprinkling fresh sand to cover the old blood.

“And in the center cage, two debut fighters. I give you…Vic Aubrey!”

My stomach didn’t bother to re-knot. It apparently preferred to jump ship. One moment I was whole, the next my gut felt hollow. Less organs to be damaged, I supposed.

The spotlight circled wildly and landed on Victor, who burst from the bullpen across the way. So nice of you to finally have the nuts to face me, Vic. All the more satisfying it will be to kick you in them.

The fury was back at our door and opening it. I steeled myself as Raj bellowed, “You know her as the Soul Swapper, but tonight she’s a Sword Swinger—meet Jessica!”

For the love of dragons, that was pathetic. Not to mention that as the spotlight settled on me, I felt like I was in some cheesy wrestling arena. The crowd ate it up, though, proving that furies had more in common with human adolescent males than I’d previously given them credit for.

I held my head high, back straight.

“Over here,” the fury said. “You can choose your weapons. No peeking at his choices.”

“Odds are twenty to one Vic,” Raj announced. “If you haven’t already, place your bets now. We’ll be starting soon.”

Twenty to one against me? Bastards.

I examined the table. Even though I didn’t know what Victor would choose, there was a strategy to this. I’d figured it out during my first and only other time at the Matches. Some guys entered the ring armed like G.I. Joe. Not a bad strategy in theory, but any weapons brought into the ring could be used by anyone. Take the mace and risk the mace tapping you in the brain. The sadists, on the other hand, chose whatever they thought would cause maximum pain, regardless of its practicality. Sadists tended to lose.

A couple of the fights I’d watched, however, had featured decent fighters, men and women—both addicts and nonaddicts—who’d known how to throw a punch or wield a knife. For them, the Matches were sport. When two people like that faced each other, the furies tended to make sure nothing got too out of hand. Good fighters put on good shows. While the audience generally wanted to see blood, limbs and teeth fly, they also liked entertainment. So although decent fighters left the ring broken, they left capable of living to fight another day. That was one interesting fact I’d learned from them. The other was that they didn’t over-arm themselves. They knew their strengths and used them.

Alas, my greatest strength was hand-to-hand combat. On top of that, I didn’t want to kill Victor, just disable him and handcuff him. Misery gave me an offensive weapon, and in a pinch I could probably do some serious but nonlethal damage with it. Which meant what I could use was something defensive, but it wasn’t as though I could choose body armor or a shield.

“You only got a couple more minutes, cutie,” the fury said. “Pity you’re gonna get all bloodied.”

“Yeah, yeah. Don’t get too excited about it.”

I wavered between the hefty garden shovel and a baseball bat-shaped cudgel. The shovel, with its flat, shieldlike surface, won out.

“Time’s up.”

On cue, the thudding music was back. My heart stuttered.

Breathe, Jess. Don’t make Victor’s job easier.

I raised the flattened end of the shovel to my face. Blood and rust stained it. The wood handle had been dinged and gouged. How many maniacs had held this? How many people had lost their lives to it? How the hell did I end up with it? Where, oh where, had my life gone wrong?

You relish your suffering, Lucen had once told me. You seek out situations that make you miserable because they also make you feel alive.

Had he been right? I hadn’t chosen this. If I had my way, I’d have been accepted into the Gryphons and led a normal life. But the decision had been made for me, or so I’d always told myself. Yet not being a Gryphon was one thing. Ignoring my gift and leading a normal life was another. I’d chosen the opposite. I’d chosen the rush.

“Move it,” said the fury.

I scanned the crowd for Lucen or any other familiar faces, but all I saw were Red-eye and Mace-head. Red-eye had an intense diabolical expression as he stared at me, but there was no time to ponder its meaning. The fury usher shoved me into the cage and shut the door.

Victor licked his lips from the other side.

A light flashed overhead, signaling the start of this round.


Chapter Twenty-Five

The crowd whooped.

I didn’t move, and neither did Victor. He looked surprisingly different up close. His face was more lined. His eyes appeared even less sane than they had in the newspaper photo. I swore I could sense his malice, but because he was an addict I couldn’t taste it or feed from it.

A coil of steel twine lay at his feet. In his hands, he held a kind of oversized hammer—blunt on one end, pointed on the other. Like someone had squashed one end of a pickax.

“Hi again, Jessica.”

Ugh, I’d forgotten the creepy timbre of his voice. It vibrated in my ears, a low hum under the music and the screaming crowd.

“Hi, Victor.”

He pouted. “I prefer Vic.”

“How about I just call you a murdering sack of salamander shit?” I dropped into a crouch, shovel in front.

One second Victor was ten feet away, the next he was a blur in motion. Heat radiated across my chest as my charms sprang to life. I lifted the shovel to meet his cudgel, and the steel collided in a clang that set my arms vibrating.

I wasted no time. As Victor bounced back, my foot landed on his chest. He smacked the hard ground, back first. My foot came down again, this time on his stomach. So far so good. All I had to do was incapacitate him long enough to get his weapon away, and it was over.

But Victor grabbed my ankle and pulled. I lost my balance and went flying. Hands, elbows and knees collided with the floor. I held on to the shovel but barely.

Victor jumped to his feet and brought down the cudgel inches from my head as I rolled out of the way. My leg shot out and snagged the back of his ankle. Down he went again. This time I got to my feet first. Letting go of the shovel, I reached for his leg, and he kicked me aside. I dodged the worst of the blow, but he pummeled my arm, and I lost the advantage. Shit.

Still on the floor, he swung wildly with the cudgel, his rage blind to the distance between us. Just take the knife and slice open his damn arm, my reason screamed. It wasn’t like he’d need two in prison, right? But my split-second hesitation was too much.

Victor was on me, and the blunt end of his weapon landed squarely in my gut. My wind left me all at once. The warehouse’s cacophony vanished. My entire torso felt like it was caving in. I hit the floor on my tailbone, and more pain shot through me.

Victor used the moment to crow, raising his arms and dancing like a child. In a whoosh, every noise came back at full volume. I fumbled for air. Through my half-closed eyes, he preened in and out of focus, sucking in huge breaths full of my pain.

I balled my hands into fists, anger numbing the agony in my stomach. The very notion of him relishing my suffering infuriated me. At that moment I didn’t care about bringing him to the Gryphons or clearing my name. All I wanted was to hurt him back. Make him pay for being such a sadistic bastard.

Calling on my charms, I charged forward from the floor and brought the shovel down on his knees. Yelling, he collapsed, and the cudgel dropped from his grasp. I whacked him again and again, everywhere but his head. Rage or magic fueled my strikes, and I had no idea where they landed so long as they hit something soft and fleshy.

I couldn’t sustain the emotion for long, though. Sharp pain rattled my lungs with each breath, dashing me with reality. My steam evaporated.

Victor smiled up at me, completely loony. “You see, Jessica? You are like me. I knew it when I watched you seduce Pete and kick him in the head. You enjoyed it.”

“No, I’m not. I only kicked Pete to keep him from raping some woman. That’s not a bad thing.” But I shivered. Victor was right—I’d just given in to the urge to hurt out of anger. Not so different from a fury addict. “I am not like you.”

“Liar!” Victor sprang to his feet with far more ease than he should have after the beating I’d administered. Stunned, I didn’t move in time, and he rammed me with his shoulder. It jutted out at a hideously funny angle, but the magic in him powered him past the pain.

“Liar!” he screamed at me as I fell back into the cage. “You are like me! Admit it, admit it, admit it! You love the suffering. The pain—sweet, tasty pain. And the fear. It’s so much better when you see it in their eyes too. The way they stare at you so pitifully, it makes me want to lick them up like a bowl of ice cream. Doesn’t it, Jessica? Doesn’t it?”

He backhanded me, and I lost my balance. Blood’s coppery taste warmed my mouth. He was too fast, too strong. That wasn’t the charms helping him out. That was his master sending him more power.

I tried to control my fall and only succeeded in spinning out of the way as he turned my shovel against me. Dull pain spread across my left thigh.

The knife strapped to my side made rolling difficult. And down, clang. Down, clang, came the shovel as Victor continued ranting like the madman he was. I crawled backward on my butt. If only I could get a second to grab my knife, but my charms were no match for his magic. It was scramble or die.

He forced me across the cage, and I was once again pressed against the mesh. “Admit it, Jessica. Admit that you want everyone to hurt as much as I do. Admit that you’re just like me.” He held out a hand, as if to offer respite if I gave in. “Admit it, Jessica. Admit it and they’ll make the pain go away. Admit it and drink with us while Boston bleeds today. Admit it, and discover how much more power they can give you.”

I closed my eyes. Make the pain go away—that would be good. So much pain. But it was the mental anguish, not the physical anguish that I really wanted gone. I hurt because I cared, something Victor didn’t get.

“I am nothing like you. I…” Deep breath. “Am not…” Oh, it hurt. “Evil!” I kicked his hand away, finally believing it in every cell of my being.

“Liar!”

And down came the shovel once more. Aching heat spread across the back of my head, then blackness overtook me.

 

 

I couldn’t have been out for more than a second. If I had been, the fight would probably have been declared over. Or at least Victor would have had the sense to finish me off.

My eyes opened, and that was a mistake because with sight came hurt. Grit on the floor dug into my left cheek. One arm was pinned beneath me, and I had no energy to roll off it. Being hit by a tractor trailer probably would have felt better.

There was pressure around my ankles, and I glanced down. Victor was tying them together, muttering “Liar” over and over again under his breath. He voice trembled almost like he might cry. And I thought I had issues accepting myself.

But maybe that was the difference between me and Victor—I hated the high, but it was what it was. I hadn’t asked for it, just like I hadn’t asked to be half-satyr. Shit happened, and as usual, it happened to me way too often. Yet so long as it did, I’d turn it into fertilizer. It still stank, but maybe something good could grow from it.

Victor, on the other hand, loved the high and perhaps hated himself for what he did to get it. He wallowed in the shit, sought it out even, and hated the way he stank of it.

But loving shit—er, misery—was no excuse for inflicting it on others. I had to stop him.

I stretched for my knife, but my right arm refused to move that far. I struggled through the pain, but it was either broken or my energy had run out. Vomit churned in my stomach.

I closed my eyes, voluntarily this time. Not that. I had to maintain some dignity, and puking during a fight—though not uncommon—pretty much destroyed what little I had left.

I counted to five, breathed, and opened my eyes again. I stared out into the audience. Only the first row or two was visible. But there sat Lucen. A lump formed in my throat.

I’m sorry. I did this for you. Tears burned my eyes. I was pathetic. No wonder Lucen was ignoring me for the woman next to him.

Wait, what?

I blinked, and my sight cleared. No, I hadn’t imagined it. He actually was ignoring me, the bastard. What the hell? He had his arm wrapped around a lust addict and was letting her paw all over him.

My blood simmered. Was this some kind of pred joke? I was stuck in this damn cage, possibly going to die, and he was playing with one of his freaking addicts? This, after Devon had said he wanted to kill me for volunteering to save his worthless ass?

A scream grew in my throat. How could I be so stupid? Here I went again—self-destructive, misery junkie on the loose. Lucen had been absolutely right about me. I sought out pain. I’d been willing to risk my life for a freaking satyr. When was I going to learn?

Well, damn it—certainly not right before I died. That was too pathetic even for me.

Magic surged through my body. All that rage flooded my veins once more, but this time it was aimed at myself. Myself for being careless with my heart, for being stupid about Victor, for getting so caught up in wanting to be something I couldn’t that I’d denied myself everything else I wanted.

Goddamn it. Not tonight.

Victor’s cudgel was only a foot away. I grasped for it, and my fingers closed around the handle. Powered by my freaky emotional self-cannibalism, I shot up and swung it at Victor’s kidneys. He stumbled back. I jumped to my feet and bashed him again. The ropes around my ankles twisted me up, but I held my balance this time. Victor lurched away, searching for a defense. I brought the cudgel down on his ass, figuring it would be able to handle some of the blow. He collapsed forward.

This time I was the faster one, this time I was the stronger one. I flung the cudgel away and flopped on top of him, dug my knees into the small of his back and punched him in the neck. His cry got swallowed as his face hit the floor. Something cracked. I yanked his arms back and locked the handcuffs around his wrists.

His “No!” came out gargled. He wiggled free of me, but with his arms bound behind his back he couldn’t do much. Blood dripped from his nose. I pulled myself free of the steel twine and dropped him back to the floor. For good measure, I bound his ankles with the twine he’d used on me.

Then I flipped him over and brought the sharper, business end of the cudgel to his face. “Hi again, Vicky. Let’s talk. Or rather, I’m going to talk and you’re going to listen. See, I know you murdered those addicts, and I know your master worked with you to choose them. The way I figure it, you and Scumbag Pete were just looking for thrills. But your master, he wanted to start a war, and you made a great pawn. Correct me when I get something wrong, okay?”

I think Victor tried to spit on me, but all that hit me was blood. I wiped it away and chose not to ponder the sanitary issues.

“I’ll take that to mean I got the gist. So…” I lifted his chin with the spike because it would direct the next attempt at blood-spitting away from my face. “Any minute now, the Gryphons are going to arrive.” Please arrive. “You can either cooperate and enjoy your prison stay feeding off of all the other prisoners’ misery…” which was actually a way nicer punishment than he deserved, but I was willing to overlook it for the moment, “…or I can kill you. Choose. All you have to do is tell me who’s your master. Is it a fury with red eyes and hair?”

Screams of “Kill him!” echoed from the crowd and morphed into a chant. I pressed closer. “I can see the fear in your eyes that you so lovingly described.”

And then something totally unexpected happened. All at once, I could taste every delicious sour drop of Victor’s fear, every spicy nuance of his rage. Whatever magic had been holding Victor together drained from his body. His face sagged. He moaned as the agony hit, then whimpered as the full truth of what had happened followed.

As for me, my jaw dropped.

Victor’s master had cut him loose.

I wet my lips and tasted drying blood. All the advantage was mine. I ripped off his charms. “You know what I think, Vicky? I think your former master wants me to kill you, but I’m not that stupid. You’re my evidence against him.” Not to mention my own ticket to staying out of jail. “The Gryphons will go easier on you if you cooperate.”

Victor opened his mouth, but no sound came out. Shock seemed to have stolen his voice.

“Come on, damn it. Talk!” I shook him by the unbroken shoulder. “Tell me!”

The chanting grew fiercer. I released Victor, and he lay down on the ground, a blubbering mess. Evil intentions swept over my mind like a mist. Do it. Kill him. Do it. The mist solidified, became a hand around my soul. My body tensed.

So that was it. Victor’s master had dumped him, and I was the new prize.

Power and pain relief swayed just beyond my mental reach. At the same time, rage and bloodlust threatened to consume me. With so many fury pheromones flying, how could I fight it? I didn’t even want to.

Take the pain relief. Take the rage. Take the glory.

I hung my head, thinking furiously. Victor was a liability to his former master now, and he was weak. The fury had gotten what he wanted. Almost. If Victor died, if I killed him, the only evidence tying Victor’s old master to the addict killings disappeared. Then I would fight the sylphs, still weaker but backed by the power of my fury master. And whatever the outcome of that fight, more were guaranteed to break out. They’d spread to Shadowtown, then The Feathers, and without a doubt through the whole city.

The fury’s grip on my soul tightened. All my anger—at the Gryphons who’d denied me, at the satyr who’d stupidly tried to transform me, at Lucen who’d hurt me, at the sylphs who’d screwed me, at Victor who’d framed me—couldn’t be contained for long. I was going to burst.

But…

But my soul was less than worthless. Gunthra had said so. I couldn’t be addicted unless I let myself be. I was dangerous. So dangerous that the knowledge about how I’d come to be had been suppressed. Piece it together, Jess.

According to Gunthra, the magical bond between masters and addicts wasn’t all one way. Devon had confirmed as much. Preds took from humans, but they also gave. Well, I had a pred’s power, albeit a weak one. I could take—from humans. Could I take from preds? Maybe not initiate the bond, but use it? It wasn’t impossible to consider. I could feed off my own emotions, something preds couldn’t do. So why not do something else preds couldn’t do? Something that made me, in a way, stronger than them?

Dangerous to them.

It was so insane it was worth a shot, and it might be my last one. My vision was going red. My will was weakening.

I grabbed Victor’s knee, sucked in every foul, sour, spicy, oily-tasting drop of his negativity. It globbed on to my own pain and fear and humiliation. Magic coursed throughout my body. My head grew fuzzy with it. I channeled all that power into my gift, imagined it forming into hands and grappling with the fury’s grip on my soul.

Slowly, the bond’s flow of power shifted. Instead of a highway with nine lanes running toward the fury and one to me, it became five lanes in, five lanes out. The fury magic poured into me and mine fled in a circuit. I embraced it, let him in. In succumbing, I gained access to all he had.

It was glorious. His power drenched me in a sizzling shower of rage. I’d never felt so alive in my life. No hit of human misery could compare. There was no pain, no despair, no doubt or confusion. Only this—perfection. Power.

Red-eye. My master. I knew for sure now. Knew what I had to do.

I stood, rested my foot on Victor’s head and pumped my arms into the air. The crowd’s hollering reached new heights as they anticipated the scent of blood.

Then I retrieved one of the curse grenades from my pocket. In the half second my speed charm provided, I activated it and threw it at the cage door.

It exploded in a bang of black smoke. Without waiting for it to clear, I rushed through. The magic binding me to Red-eye allowed me to sense his direction without needing to see him. Blindly, I dashed across the floor and charged over the first two rows of spectators, pulling Misery from its sheath.

The mood of the audience changed as the blackened blade appeared. A few furies who saw it scattered, giving me a clear path. I landed in front of Red-eye and jabbed the tip into his throat. A bead of blood formed from the unhealable wound. He gasped.

I grinned and inhaled a gust of power. For a second, the bond between us flowed faster in my direction. Although my feet were firmly grounded, my mind was in the rafters. Among the stars. No wonder people once thought preds were demigods. I felt like one. It was a euphoria beyond anything I’d ever experienced. I could take on the world like this.

“I guess Victor never figured out he could do that, huh? Or he never cared enough to try.”

There was a rumbling behind me. People yelled. The bleachers rattled and shook. I didn’t glance around, but I felt the presence of satyrs closing in. Weapons were being drawn.

“You see, you see?” Assym screamed. “She should have fought my people first. I told you.”

“Assym, get your skinny sylph ass over here! This fury has some explaining to do.”

Red-eye gaped at me as though I were an alien. No, as though I were an abomination, an actual threat. A pred was truly afraid of me. This was amazing.

Then, as he had with Victor, Red-eye cut me loose. The power slipped away from me. Pain swooped back in. My muscles shook. My arms wavered as my bruised or broken left one threatened to give out. A soft hand landed on my back to brace me. Dezzi.

Her pheromones smelled of coconut. I felt no stirrings of lust, and yet her heat gave me strength. “You encouraged Victor to murder the sylphs’ addicts, didn’t you? You instructed him to cut out their hearts so the magi would be implicated. You told him to frame me for the murders.”

A few people murmured. White and silver heads twisted and turned in consternation. Red-eye didn’t answer straightaway, so I pressed deeper into his thick neck with the blade. The trickle turned into a drip.

Red-eye inched away. “You pissed him off. Framing you was his idea, but I had to admit it was a good one.”

“And the dead men?”

“That was my good idea to drive the point home,” he conceded with an impish smile that didn’t entirely hide his fear. His hand rubbed the blood on his throat.

“Lower your blade,” Raj said. “This is a matter for my people to deal with, not you.”

I tightened my grip on the knife hilt. “Your people are ruining my life. That makes it a matter for me.”

“Dezzi, control her.”

Dezzi raised an eyebrow. “As you pointed out earlier, she’s not mine to command.”

Assym coughed. “If this…”

Collectively, all the preds straightened or stiffened. What the…? Then came the crashing and banging of dozens of curse grenades clearing a path into the warehouse.

The Gryphons had arrived.

Chaos followed. The preds fled. Someone grabbed me from behind, and most of the lights went out.

“No!” I fought free of the stranger’s arm, but it was too late. Red-eye had disappeared with the rest of them.

Smoke crept over the ground level like a sentient fog that aimed for the exits. In fact, it probably was part sentient. The clanging of swords and pounding of feet filled the air. Not all the fighting was between Gryphons and preds. Sylphs had turned on furies. Furies had turned on satyrs. The Doms in attendance had vanished.

“Jess!” Lucen waved to me. He’d hoisted Victor’s motionless body over his shoulder.

Struggling for air and almost doubled over in pain, I fought my way down to him.

“Over here.” Lucen beckoned me to follow into the darkness by the concession stand. He propped Victor up along the wall, and my creepy note-writer’s eyes fluttered open then fell shut.

“Get out of here,” I said. “Before they capture you.” A sharp pain seemed to puncture my lungs. My left leg could tolerate almost no pressure. It was going to collapse.

Lucen said something, but I heard no sound. With every pulse of my blood, blackness blocked my vision. My grasp on the knife loosened. I was powerless to hold it. Then the blissful darkness took over.


Chapter Twenty-Six

When I came to, I was wrapped in a blanket, resting in the same spot. Victor was gone. So was Misery. I struggled to sit and endured more pain, though not as much as I expected. Someone had stuck a pain charm around my neck.

I crawled to my feet and followed the voices out onto the arena floor. There stood Dezzi and four satyrs, including Lucen, who was holding my knife. Assym was there, too, surrounded by guards. Three unhappy Gryphons stood with them.

The warehouse was in shambles. The bodies of a few furies were being carried away by Gryphons, and bleachers leaned at curious angles. I stepped over a gun lying in a pool of blood.

Bridget offered me a shadow of a smile as I got close, which I didn’t return. Everyone quit talking.

“Where’s Victor?” My voice came out in a croak.

The Gryphon in charge turned to me. “He’s in custody, at a hospital being treated.”

“So am I no longer wanted?”

“We’re checking into this story. We have some unanswered questions, like why you would have a dead man’s blood in your refrigerator, but no one’s going to arrest you for now. That doesn’t mean you should skip town. We have a lot to discuss when you recover.”

Right. The blood. I didn’t suppose I could find a way to pin that on Victor too. I sighed. It was finally time to come clean, at least about my particular talents. That much was bound to come out when Victor went to trial. I’d be shamed and shunned. So whatever. So long as no one discovered the whole truth, I was in too much misery to care.

“Jess, you need medical attention,” Bridget said. “Let us take you to the hospital.”

Lucen took a step toward me. “We can heal her.”

“You’re hardly healers.” Bridget and the other Gryphons looked at me.

I wandered to a bleacher and sat. Lucen’s beautiful blue-green eyes met mine, and I lowered my gaze. “Yeah, hospital would be good. Thanks.”

 

 

“So, I’m guessing you no longer want me to come back to the Academy and talk about what life’s like outside the Gryphons, huh?”

Bridget’s expression was sardonic, but she didn’t deign to respond directly. “I can’t believe you had this ability all this time, and…”

The “and” hung in the air like a spider on a silk thread. Neither one of us liked it there, but neither of us wanted to icky our hands by swatting it. Thank you, Xander, for relating my gift to a spider.

“If you don’t need any more information from me…”

Bridget shook her head. “Not now.”

“’Kay.” Without a glance back, I limped past a row of cop cars and entered the glow of the ER.

The damage to my body wasn’t as bad as I’d feared—bruised ribs explained the pain when I breathed, almost my entire thigh had turned purple but no bones were broken, my left wrist was severely sprained, I had a loose tooth, and my lip required stitches. Compared to the condition some people left the Meat Matches in, I was in perfect health.

The pain in my bank account to pay for the hospital’s attention would be another matter entirely, as would the mental and emotional pain that fueled me getting home.

I slept away most of the day Saturday, finally getting up around the time my roommates were heading out. Considering they both treated me as though I had the plague, I couldn’t imagine what my life would be like if knowledge I was part satyr got around. Already, I had a feeling I’d be looking for new roommates when the lease was up.

There were two messages from Steph on my answering machine. Five from my mother. Three from my boss at the Tallyho Diner.

Since my cellphone was stuck at Lucen’s, I called Steph back on the apartment phone. “I need a beer. You up for Kilpatrick’s tonight?”

 

 

“You don’t waste time, do you?” The proprietor of Wenda’s Wishes took the vial of blood from me.

“This client’s been neglected too long.” And since my extended absences at the Tallyho had gotten me fired, soul swapping was now my only form of income. I’d better treat people right.

On the bright side, I was no longer forced to introduce myself as anyone’s wench. Small consolation for no steady paycheck.

The plastic cast around my left wrist clunked as I rested my arms on Wenda’s counter. The goblin inspected the blood I’d obtained last night, and nodded.

“Acceptable. What was the name again?”

“Josephine Gomes.”

I left the shop five minutes later with J.G.’s name in my pocket and ten dollars less cash in my wallet. Could it really have hurt the goblin to give me a break on the fee after I’d potentially staved off a war? For the love of dragons. Honestly.

I hurried—hurried being relative because I limped more than I walked—across the intersection that led down the road toward the fury bar where I’d found Red-eye three nights ago. It didn’t seem all that long, but this living-nocturnal thing was screwing up my head.

Shadowtown breathed again. The streets were alive with all sorts of preds going about their shopping, or hanging out at café tables in front of coffee shops, restaurants and bars. Bright lights around storefront windows and torches by the dining tables kept the ghouls hidden in shadow. A harpy plucked away at a guitar on the street corner, singing a song about killing a lover who’d spurned him. As I neared the T stop, more and more humans joined the crowd, testing their courage by getting drunk in the bars.

I checked my watch. Two hours yet before I had to worry about catching the last trains home.

Devon sat with a group of satyrs at one of The Lair’s few outdoor tables. He waved as I braced myself for entering.

I hadn’t the faintest idea what to expect. Lucen hadn’t called to check on me, but then why would he? Dezzi had called to inform me that the satyrs’ protection was being formally revoked, but it was nothing personal. That was a call I’d anticipated. She also had the decency to tell me the various councils were meeting to discuss the fury situation. I didn’t mention Red-eye, and neither did she. Victor, I didn’t doubt, would, and if any real justice was going to target Red-eye for his role in the murders, it didn’t take a brain surgeon to guess it would have to originate with the Gryphons.

Meanwhile, Lucen had the knife I’d stolen, a few changes of clothes, my hairbrush, cellphone and a few other personal items I’d been forced to do without since Friday evening. I wanted them back.

I wished that was all I wanted.

The Lair overflowed with clientele. Satyrs and harpies, knowing that much of Dezzi’s council called The Lair their hangout, had come to discuss everything. It probably wouldn’t make up for all of Lucen’s lost business, but it had to help.

Oddly, I felt very little from them—scarcely any stirrings of lust or jealousy. Ever since I’d sucked in so much of Red-eye’s power, my sensitivity to pred magic had dulled. It was almost like he’d burnt me out emotionally. I wasn’t complaining, although I was curious about the effect of one pred’s power in particular.

I caught sight of him easily enough behind the bar. Lucen was chatting with a harpy but ended the conversation when he saw me.

“Hard at work already?”

“I have no job, but bills to pay and presents to buy.” Assuming I’d still be welcome at my stepbrothers’ birthday party. I hadn’t the courage to find out yet.

No more barstools were available, so I squeezed into a spot by the far end of the bar.

“Water as usual?”

“Sam. Stout.”

Wordlessly, Lucen plunked the bottle on the bar and flipped the cap.

“I need to get my things.”

“Yeah, I know. I was going to call you and see how you were doing, but I have your phone.”

I rolled the beer around on my tongue. “Dezzi figured out I have a landline.”

“Yeah, well.” He gave me a sheepish smile. “I thought you might want to turn that knife of yours on me after what I did at the Matches.”

My answer to that wouldn’t come easily. Lucen wandered away rather than wait out my silence. After a few minutes of checking in on customers, he returned and lowered his voice so the nearby humans wouldn’t overhear. “I’m sorry, little siren. I promised I’d never hurt you, and that’s exactly what I tried to do.”

“Given that Victor was beating the crap out of me, I’ll forgive you.” It had taken twelve hours of sleep for me to understand that’s why he’d done it. Another painful day of contemplation to come to terms with this nonsensical relationship of ours and to sort through my feelings. My conclusions didn’t make me happy, which in its own deranged way was satisfying.

I cringed. “It was actually pretty clever getting me worked up like that.”

“If it’s any consolation, she wasn’t my addict. I borrowed her.”

Beer sprayed from my lips. “Borrowed? She’s a human being, not a piece of property.”

“You laughed.”

“I laugh at all sorts of inappropriate things. It keeps me sane.” I shoved the beer aside and grabbed his hand. The effect on me was immediate. Despite the pain, lust urged me to jump across the bar and tackle him. Every nerve awakened in a glorious rush of desire. My mouth watered for the taste of his. My body cried out for the touch of his skin. Hardest to ignore was my mind, which latched on to those memories of his hard, naked body. I froze, waiting for this first and strongest wave of craziness to pass.

Was my reaction because I was touching his power? Or was it simply him?

I let out a breath, relieved. How screwed up was it that I’d worried he wouldn’t have that effect on me anymore?

“Jess, don’t do that unless you intend to follow through. After ten years of being denied, my willpower is really wearing thin. I’m not used to being told no.”

“I’m not telling you no.” I also wasn’t telling him about me being part satyr, or what had happened between me and Red-eye at the Matches. But that was because I wasn’t entirely ready to deal with it myself.

I was making progress though. However unpleasant the truth was, understanding where my freakishness originated from gave me some sort of closure. I’d been explained. Knowing what it gave me the power to do—or not do—helped, as well.

I had a power that could be used for evil, but I didn’t use it that way. Victor had. Lucen had a gift like that, as well, and although he walked a shadier line, he’d never given me reason to distrust him.

Amazing how getting the crap kicked out of you could lead to clarity of mind. “I trust you.”

He stared at me. “Really? Say it again.”

“Do you have to rub it in my face?”

“Not at all. I just want to hear you say it.”

“Oh fine. I trust you.”

Lucen inhaled deeply, and I knew he was attempting to hoard as much of my lust as he could. “That might be the most erotic thing any human’s ever said to me. Hang around until closing and we’ll gather your things.”

“I’ll miss the train.”

“They’ll be running again by the time you leave.”

I held up my wrist. “I’m broken. I trust you won’t hurt me mentally. But physically, not hurting me might be impossible.” To be fair, that was mostly because I wasn’t sure I could control myself around him.

Lucen seemed to grasp my thoughts. “Not to worry. I’ll tie you down if I have to. I’m very good at what I do.” He winked and sauntered away.

Right. Fucking satyrs.

I laughed at my own pathetic humor. Good thing I amused myself because soon no one else was going to get near enough to be assaulted by my wit. But I’d worry about that tomorrow. Like I’d worry about Lucen’s addicts, and finding a job, and explaining away the blood in my fridge, and breaking the news about my gift to my mother, and discovering what secrets were buried in those files Steph had found and whether they had anything to do with what happened to me. Not to mention the million other things I hadn’t considered yet, but which would undoubtedly make me miserable.

But for tonight, for once, I was going to be happy.

Even if it killed me.
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Looks like someone’s knees are going to get a workout.

 

Lover Enraptured

© 2013 Jodi Redford

 

Thieves of Aurion, Book 2

Avily Donahoe has dated way too many losers trying to get over Jerrick Hunter, the man who taught her everything about the life of crime she left behind. Now he has the balls to show up and ask her to pose as his sub, complete with skimpy leather outfit, to get inside a no-faes-allowed sex club?

Oh, hell no. If anyone’s going to be wearing next to nothing, it’s going to be Jerrick…as her bitch.

Five years ago, Jerrick realized the lonely kid he’d taken under his wing had grown into a tempting, desirable woman—and he’d cut her loose. If gaining her help now means hitting his knees with a leash and a collar, so be it.

But soon their front escalates into an all-too-real erotic game where the prize is the one thing that tantalizes him beyond reason. Their hearts aren’t the only thing they’ll lose if they fail. It could mean the end of everything—and everyone—they know and love.

Warning: This book contains male groveling, the occasional blindfold and feather tickler, wicked sex magic, and a fae thief who isn’t afraid to wear ass-less chaps when the job calls for it.

 

Enjoy the following excerpt for Lover Enraptured:

He was starting to come to the conclusion that the smaller the package, the more potential for testing his patience. Despite being half his size, Avi possessed the ability to drive him to the limits of his sanity.

After their showdown in the bathroom, she’d calmly ordered him into the kitchen—where he was currently making her a salad while she kicked back on the sofa. She was taking this whole getting-into-character to an exasperating extreme. He knew she was doing it to prove a point, and he even understood why.

What she didn’t understand was the dangerous fire she was meddling with.

There was a reason he desperately needed to be the one holding the reins in this charade, and it had nothing to do with some farfetched notion of refusing to kowtow to a woman’s demands. As long as he remained in control of himself, everything would be okay. He could treat this job like any other and stay cool and professional in the process. But with Avi pushing him and stripping his defenses, what hope did he hold of resisting the potent pull of her?

He had to. Giving in was not an option. Popping a cheese cube into his mouth, he squinted at her profile. “It’s bloody cold in here. Can I put my damn shirt back on?”

“The lower temp is good for your metabolism. We wouldn’t want you developing a spare tire around your gut.”

“I appreciate your concern for my health.” Somehow or other, he’d find a way to get her back for this. “What else do you want in your salad?”

“Maybe a few slices of the Nahimi melon.”

He opened her cooler and inspected the contents of the crisper bin. “Looks like you already polished it off.”

“Well shoot.”

He waited for her to demand he drag his ass down to the grocer. Or perhaps produce some magical seeds and till her a garden so she could have her blasted fruit.

“Guess you’ll have to skip adding it. Chop up the rest of the cooked hen on the second shelf and toss it in instead. I need my protein, you know.”

Undoubtedly so she could keep her lungs nice and strong for bossing him around.

A minute later, meal completed to her exacting standards, he carried it to the sofa. She patted the cushion next to her. Before he even sat down he knew what her next request would be.

“You can feed it to me.”

Biting back a growl, he speared a serving of the greens and crispy poultry with the fork and held it to her mouth. Her lips closed around the metal tines with an mmm of pleasure that wrapped around his cock and refused to let go. Yes, she definitely drove him insane. In more ways than one. He battled the potent desire to suck the remaining few speckles of dressing from her berry-vinaigrette-glossed lips.

“Does it meet your approval, my precious?” His voice sounded strained and gruff to his own ears.

Her smile was as sweetly delivered as his endearment. “Color me impressed. Didn’t know you had it in you to cook. You’ve always avoided any domestic activity like it’s a fate worse than death.”

Damn sassy woman. Even if she was right. “It’s a salad. Not much cooking involved.”

She surprised him by snatching the fork from his grip. At bloody last, she was putting this ridiculous dominatrix stuff to bed for the night.

Truthfully, her roleplaying wasn’t the only thing wreaking havoc on his tightly strung patience. Sitting next to her and not running his hands all over her silky skin was killing him. Their brief contact in the bathroom only added kindling to the fire crackling between them. If he wasn’t careful, he stood a good chance of getting burned.

He needed to remove himself from temptation. Now. Desperately clutching the frayed strands of his willpower, he started to shove up from the cushion.

Avi stalled him with her hand on his thigh. His entire world narrowed to the distracting pressure of her splayed fingers. He didn’t immediately notice the fork waving inches from his face. “Wha—?”

She shoved the greens into his mouth, effectively shutting him up. He chewed the offering, his wary focus never leaving her face. She scooted closer and tucked her legs over his lap. A rush of familiarity swept over him. How many times had she curled into him like this? Too many to count. And just like those other occasions when he’d sweated through her need to cuddle, he questioned his ability to keep his hands safely out of the danger zone.

Popping another savory morsel of poultry into his mouth, she looked him square in the eye, her own twinkling with a devilment that put him on high alert. “Put your hand on my leg.”

He returned her stare for a long moment, attempting to decipher if this was part of her cover or something else. Something that’d ultimately prove a far tougher test to his control.

“Don’t make me punish you for your disobedience, Jer.”

The mock sternness in her tone did funny things to his gut. Or maybe the sudden stiffening of his cock had something to do with the lazy swirl of her fingertip along his abdomen. Hard to tell.

Extra emphasis on hard.

If he was smart, he would have called an end to their training right there and packed it in for the night, but apparently his intelligence had migrated south for the winter. “What punishment are you intending to dish out?”

“Well…” She set aside the forgotten plate of salad and straddled his lap. Her fingers drifted along the delicate swells of her hips, the soft scritch of her nails raking the supple leather providing an erotic soundtrack. “If you won’t touch me, maybe I should make you watch me do it.”

Surely she didn’t mean that the way it sounded. “Avi—”

She pressed a fingertip to his mouth. “No, you had your chance. Now you’re going to pay the price.”

Oh, he held no doubt of that. Particularly when her hands ghosted upward, tracing her rib cage and higher still to the fullness of her breasts. She rolled the pads of her fingers over her nipples, mimicking the motions he’d used earlier in the bathroom. His lungs suddenly felt equally as constricted as his damn briefs.

She licked her lips, the sultry haze of desire in her eyes nearly doing him in. “Did you like touching me? Do you wish you could do it right now? Would you caress my breasts, or maybe slide your hand up under my skirt and find out how wet I am?”

Sweet goddess. He hissed a breath between his teeth. “Don’t play this dangerous game with me.”

“Why? Worried I’ll crack through that legendary control of yours?” One palm swept lower and hovered temptingly near her mound.

Sweat broke out on his forehead. He’d never been more grateful for the hindrance of a skirt. Ironic, considering he usually cursed them to hell and back for slowing his seduction progress.

The heated glimmer in her eyes making him infinitely nervous and aroused, Avi lifted onto her knees and tiptoed her fingers along the creamy-smooth expanse of her thighs. Hypnotized, he watched the slow crawl of her hemline ascending toward her hips. The black lace triangle of her panties popped into view, and his shaky exhalation snuck loose before he could rope it into submission. Damn. He was a fucking sucker for sexy underthings.

Then again, he was a fucking sucker when it came to Avi. Period.

“Do you like what you see?” She leaned forward until her lips grazed his earlobe. “Or should I give you something even better to watch?”

His brain screamed one answer while his cock piped in with an entirely different response. Not trusting the words that might jog loose of his mouth, he swallowed hard. This close, he could smell the sweet heat of her. Beneath the luscious floral essence, he easily detected the feminine musk of her arousal. It was driving him out of his mind. He longed to hike her up into his arms and bury his head between her legs, fill his nose with the heady intoxication of her pussy, right before he filled her with his tongue.

She leaned back, awarding him some room to enjoy the show. He knew he was in some serious trouble the instant she hesitantly stroked over the fabric covering her crotch. She was soaked. The slick, succulent sound taunting him verified it. No need for him to see or feel her wet, velvety flesh firsthand.

But he wanted to.

Dear gods, how he wanted to.


Hell on Earth. It’s not just an expression anymore.

 

Crazy in the Blood

© 2012 Lucienne Diver

 

Latter-Day Olympians, Book 2

It’s an ill wind that carries bad news, and Tori’s just had a double load of it blow through her door.

Just a few weeks after she prevented some rogue gods from blowing L.A. into the ocean, more dead bodies are turning up near the leftover crater. Bodies that have been shredded by something too big to be…shall we say, of this world? Worse, Uncle Christos has disappeared after stumbling onto a deadly cult masquerading as the Back to Earth movement.

The connection: Dionysus. Yes, that Dionysus. He’s resurrected his bloody fertility rite, complete with frenzied female groupies who tear men limb from limb. And he’s lured Demeter, goddess of the harvest, over to his side by finding a way to get her daughter away from Hades for good.

Predictably, Hades isn’t about to let her go without a fight. Unless Tori finds a way to bring her back, he’ll abandon the gates of Tartarus. At which time all hell will, literally, break loose.

Between saving the world, the woman, and cultists and her crazy uncle? So much for getting to the beach before all the good spots are taken…

Warning: The wine country is going through a heat wave of epic proportions, and it's not all about the weather. Beware steamy gods with seduction on their minds or brimstone in their blood.

 

Enjoy the following excerpt for Crazy in the Blood:

I opened my eyes to the face of an angel—the fallen variety. The kind designed to lead others into temptation and have them thank him for it. Repeatedly. To make matters worse, he was sitting on the edge of the bed, his weight slanting the mattress so that my body seemed inclined to slide toward his.

Apollo’s golden hair was wild, like the corona of the sun, like it would look after someone had run their fingers through it, clutching his head to their breast or…elsewhere…urging him not to stop. My mind supplied an image of me in that position, Apollo above me, gazing down with those impossible turquoise eyes turbulent with emotion…

I shut it down, closed my eyes and focused on breathing. In and out. No, that was bad. Just…bad.

“Move away,” I said through gritted teeth.

Apollo shifted fractionally, but I could feel him staring at me still. My body cried out for contact, but I ruthlessly ignored it, even though every single cell seemed to strain toward Apollo. I felt alive. More than alive. Manically, enthusiastically, quite definitely, hyper-alive. Full of light and energy. My eyes snapped open at the realization of just what had to be heightening all my experiences.

As my gaze met Apollo’s, I struggled to find a well of anger to tamp down my libido and was surprised not to have to look too hard, though I must have known on some level that this was what would happen if Apollo rode to my rescue. Some part of me must have decided deep down that I could die another day but not while the family was counting on me to track Uncle Christos and not while there were new murders, massacres really, begging to be solved. I didn’t have the luxury of the moral high ground. No, as much as I wanted to blast Apollo with both barrels of my wrath, I was the one to blame here. I had to take responsibility.

Still, my “thank you” tasted like ashes on my tongue.

“Stop. Your effusion is just embarrassing,” Apollo said, brushing aside a sweat-soaked lock of hair obscuring my vision. The jolt it sent straight to my heart made me cranky.

I touched the back of my hand to my mouth and it came away wet. “Drool, eh? Sex-y.”

“Very funny.”

“I feel funny.” I couldn’t hold his gaze. It was just too intimate. His eyes were aqua and glowed like the sun reflecting off the Mediterranean. They made me think of skinny dipping and the power of the surf, surging. I cut that thought to the quick. “Seriously, though, thanks for coming,” I said reluctantly. “I wasn’t sure you would.”

“What, and miss the chance to make you beholden to me?”

“Think again, buddy. In my book, this just makes us even.”

Apollo tapped a finger on his lip, pretending to consider, but not putting much effort into making it look sincere. “Really? By my count, that makes twice I’ve saved your life and you’ve—oh wait, you have yet to reciprocate.”

“Damn you and your scorekeeping. Tell you what, you let me know when you’re going to throw yourself in front of a train, and I’ll be there to stop you. No, really.” Two could play at sincerity.

Apollo’s eyes rolled upward as if he could spot the heights of Olympus right through my ceiling. “It doesn’t work like that.”

I sighed. “Fine.” I looked down to be sure I was decently clothed, unlike the last time I’d woken in a bed with Apollo, and started to rise. Apollo looked regretful, but didn’t try to keep me there.

I was pleased that all my parts seemed to be in working order. It was the first day in what seemed like forever without the shakes. I didn’t have to pretend I was fine. I wanted to give a rebel yell, but that would be undignified. And heavens, having built up my skid row junkie image, I didn’t want to blow it all in one fell swoop. “I need to wash the stink off, and I need food, not necessarily in that order. The least I can do is offer you something.”

I wandered into the kitchen and started opening and closing cupboards, as if elves might have stocked them while I was out. “Um, how about omelets? As long as you don’t like anything in them. More like scrambled eggs, really. Or, I make a mean cinnamon toast.”

He followed me in and lounged against my cabinets. He looked good standing there, and my brain tried to remind me that bedrooms weren’t the only places for fun and games, but those thoughts were by now used to being ignored.

“I’m not hungry, thank you,” Apollo announced as he watched me play at domestication. “I left a…supply…for you in your refrigerator. I suppose you’ll have to let me know when you need more.”

“So, what’s the catch here? What do I owe you?” Rather than look at him, I went about getting the fixings for scrambled eggs and toast. Normally I’d opt for cereal or a Power Bar rather than actual home cooking, but I felt the need for something hot and filling. Besides, I was bursting with excess energy I needed to channel.

“Dump your detective.”

Armed with a tub of butter and a spatula, I whirled on him. “Just because you saved my life doesn’t mean you get to dictate how I live it.”

“Are you yet on a first name basis?”

“Yes.” Most of the time. I dropped everything on the counter and attacked the butter with a vengeance, tossing a glop into my pan and barely waiting for it to heat before adding the eggs. “Anyway, it’s none of your business.”

“He’s not for you. I have seen—”

“What do you know about the dead bodies on top of Mount Lee?” I asked suddenly. I didn’t want to know my future…or Nick’s. I’d read enough of the myths to learn that knowing the future often led people to play right into their doom. The whole self-fulfilling prophecy bit. The only thing to do with that power was mark it “return to sender”.

“The ones in the news?”

“I sure hope there aren’t any others.” I chopped the eggs to within an inch of their lives before sliding them onto a plate and carrying my feast to the table. Apollo sat down across from me. It was such a strange homey scene with the morning light streaming through the windows. All we needed were steaming mugs of coffee and newspapers to help us ignore each other.

“They are related to the earlier trouble?” Apollo asked.

I froze, first bite nearly to my lips. “Trouble? No euphemisms before coffee. Anyway, I think they are. There’s the location for one. Plus, the remains of all the bodies would barely fill a chum bucket, so I’m doubtful it was your average man off the street who whacked ’em. Oh, and the Feds asked me some pretty oddball questions. Wanted to know about biological warfare.”

Apollo’s face went all over strange before tightening into a mask.

I swallowed the bite in my mouth. “What? Does that mean something to you?”

“Maybe. Can you tell me any more about the attack?”

“Not…really.” Not except for that strange dream with the gnashing teeth and slashing claws, the details of which were already slipping away from me. And anyway, it was just a dream. A vivid, terrifying, heart-pounding dream, but still. Unless…

“I’ll show you mine if you show me yours,” he wheedled.

I eyed him. “I’ve seen yours.”


When it comes to love between a medusa and a Vampyre, it’s every man, woman, and snake for themselves.

 

Devil’s Gate

© 2012 Thea Harrison

 

A Novella of the Elder Races

As a coroner, medusa Seremela Telemar has always felt more comfortable chatting over a dead body than over drinks. But when her wild niece, Vetta, runs off to Devil’s Gate, a lawless town that has sprung up overnight in a modern-day gold rush, she knows she has to extricate her before the rebellious girl gets into real trouble. Though she’s confident in her head snakes’ ability to defend her against attackers, Seremela is still a bit nervous about braving this modern-day Wild West by herself.

Vampyre Duncan Turner is not about to let his new co-worker go into that chaos alone. His Vampyric power and lawyer smarts make him the perfect ally, and the fact that he already had his eye on Seremela for more…personal reasons, doesn’t hurt matters. Any romantic thoughts pull up short, however, when they arrive at Devil’s Gate and learn Vetta is set to hang by morning.

Warning: Contains mother effin’ snakes in planes, cars, tents, and beds. Luckily, our hot Vampyre hero doesn’t mind them one bit…

 

Enjoy the following excerpt for Devil’s Gate:

Seremela Telemar leaned against the frame of the open balcony doors in her high-rise apartment and looked out at the ocean view. Tropical humidity licked her skin. As soon as she had gotten home, she had opened up the balcony doors, stripped off her work clothes and put on denim shorts and a tank top.

The weather in Miami was playing the blues. Like the singer Nina Simone’s voice, it had a dark, sultry vibe with a bitter edge and an unexpected snap. Massive knots of moody clouds obscured the sun as they roiled over turbulent water, and heavy rain lashed down in vertical sheets. All that was needed was a world-weary man in a Bogart suit, fingering ivory piano keys in an abandoned hotel as he waited for a hurricane.

One of her head snakes slipped over her shoulder and rose to look at her, its jeweled gaze curious. It tasted the storm-laden air with a slender tongue. She put a forefinger underneath its jaw and nudged it gently. It slid closer and rested its tiny cheek against hers. In another mood, she might have smiled, but not this morning.

Was she really going to do this again?

Yes. Yes, she was.

She sighed, turned on her cell phone and hit speed dial. She held it up to her ear. A strained feminine voice on the other end said, “Serrie?”

“Yes,” she said to her sister, Camilla. “I’ll go get her.”

“Oh, thank the gods,” Camilla said fervently.

“I do not believe the gods are whom you should be thanking,” said Seremela.

“Of course not!” Camilla said. “Thank you, Serrie! You know how much this means to me. Vetta won’t mind me at all anymore—she never listens to anything I say, and I know what would happen if I tried to fetch her home myself. It would blow up into everything being my fault again, and the fight would drag on for hours and hours—and Vetta would make it as public as she could just to humiliate me, she knows how much I hate public altercations—”

“Camilla,” Seremela said. Her tone was sharp enough that it cut through Camilla’s babble. The other woman fell silent. She said, “I need for you to listen to me right now.”

“Of course, whatever you need,” Camilla said quickly.

“This is the last time I’m going to be able to drop everything to help fix your problems and your mistakes.”

Camilla’s tone turned cautious. “What do you mean, the last time?”

“I can’t keep putting my life on hold every time something goes wrong for you, or every time you and Vetta have an argument that you can’t resolve. I just started a new, very demanding job. My employers are wonderful people, and they’re really good to me, but there’s only so much I can ask from them. Unlimited time off at a moment’s notice is not one of those things.”

Camilla’s voice turned cold. “She’s your niece. I thought you cared about what happened to her.”

Seremela bit back her anger. Now it was time for the guilt trip, but it was always time for the guilt trip whenever she didn’t do what Camilla wanted her to do, or say what Camilla wanted to hear. Children were rare for all of the Elder Races, and ever since Camilla had managed to carry Vetta to term, she had a skewed perspective on what the world owed her for achieving such a precious miracle.

“Of course I love both of you,” she said. “And I care about what happens to you. That’s why I’m agreeing to make this trip. But she’s your daughter, and I have to agree, Vetta’s out of control. You have to figure out how to work things out with her yourself. You need to get counseling, Camilla, not only for yourself but for Vetta too.”

“I have to go,” Camilla said.

Seremela rolled her eyes. “Sure you do,” she said. She spoke too late, and a dial tone sounded in her ear. Camilla had hung up on her.

She resisted the urge to throw her iPhone. Instead she checked her work email again. Still no response from either of her new employers, Carling or Rune.

To be fair, she had only emailed them a short while ago, when she had gone into the office to ready her desk for a leave of absence. Deep regrets, family emergency, need to take time off work, will be in touch soon, blah blah blah. She had written the same kind of letter so often through the years, she could compose one in her sleep.

How many times had she sacrificed herself on the altar of Camilla’s neediness? She blew out a breath. Too many times to count.

If she expected Camilla to learn to take responsibility for her own life, Seremela had to do the same. She had chosen to enable Camilla’s behavior over the years. Now it was time to focus her energy on building a new life for herself.

After all, that’s what her move to Miami was all about: taking on a new job and doing medical research she really wanted to do, building a new life and exploring new opportunities and horizons. It was not too late for her to break out of her sheltered, academic shell.

The small, poisonous voice of her Adversary whispered, the only confidence you ever found was in the classroom or the laboratory. When you’re not lecturing over an autopsied body, you turn into a klutzy fool. You haven’t dated in years—actually decades now—and you rarely make new friends. You’re never going to have children of your own, and you’ve grown set in your ways as well. You’re starting a new life with the old you. All your old problems and old weaknesses have come with you, so how can you expect to truly change anything?

She rubbed her forehead tiredly. The medusae believed that each medusa was born with a drop of poison in their souls. The poison turned into the medusa’s Adversary, the dark voice that whispered doubts and fears in one’s own thoughts. The measure of one’s strength was determined by how well one withstood one’s internal Adversary. Seremela tried to overcome that negative voice, but her own Adversary had a lot of ammunition to use against her.

She forced herself to concentrate on the task at hand. There was no reason to procrastinate any longer by pretending that she was waiting to hear back from her bosses. Many employers were very understanding about family emergencies—at least the first time. And Carling and Rune were much better than many other employers. They had gone out of their way to show her how much they valued her.

She sighed, tossed her phone onto the coffee table and went to pack a carry-on. Seriously, when she found Vetta, she was going to wring that girl’s neck. That’d solve any potential problems with further confrontation or conflict. It wouldn’t cure Camilla of her neediness or get Seremela a life outside of work, but that was okay, it would make room for taking care of the rest. Lots and lots of lovely room.

A knock sounded on her apartment door. The nictating membrane on her eyes snapped shut in surprise, and she paused, bras clutched in one hand and undies in the other. Dropping the filmy, colorful handfuls of underwear into her open case, she hurried to the door and peered out the peephole.

A dark haired man stood on the other side of her door, looking like he had just stepped out of an issue of GQ magazine. He stood in a casual stance, hands in the pockets of a hand-stitched linen summer suit, the jacket unbuttoned. Every expensive line of the tailored clothes emphasized his lean, well-shaped body. His sleek dark hair, layered in a razor cut, fell on his forehead as though he had just run his fingers through it. His eyes were just as dark as his hair and glittered with intelligence. In contrast his skin was the pale ivory of a man who never saw any sunlight.

Because if he did, he would vanish in a blaze of fire.
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