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 CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
    Terri Clifton had been a bitch when she had been alive and it was clear her ghost wasn’t any different. It stood behind the counter now, scowling at Eve Williams and tossing out the occasional slur. None of the other people in the shop heard the outbursts, so Eve, keeping her eyes on the tabletop, raised her cup of coffee in a mock salute and drank to the ghost. 
 
    Terri had been the owner of the coffee shop before she’d up and died and the awful woman had made it a point to refuse service to any member of the magical community in life. But the new owners didn’t give a damn who you were as long as you paid and though Eve was raised to respect the dead, she didn’t feel one bit sorry for the hateful woman. 
 
    The bell above the entryway chimed, and Eve braced herself for the gust of frigid air that swept inside with the new addition. She curled her toes in her boots, toes that were still numb from the short walk from her truck to the warm haven of the coffee shop, and peered up - a man. Her client was supposed to be a woman. 
 
    Eve dropped her gaze to the table again as a clatter of silverware sounded from the table in front of her and the discussion there changed to hurried whispers. 
 
    God, she hated this. She raised her mug and inhaled the bitter, burnt smell of her coffee, letting it roll over her. She flicked her eyes up as she took a sip and caught one of the people at the table between her and the door pointing a finger in her direction. People coming into the shop may be snow-blind, but the patrons already seated were not. Unfortunately, many of the customers who still frequented the shop still seemed to be of the variety that preferred their establishments magic free. Why couldn’t the client meet her at the Agency? 
 
    Eve cursed. She’d let the promise of sugar and caffeine draw her out into the cold. She also cursed the Agency for giving her no real choice in the matter. Slipping the note the secretary had given her out of the file, she reread the words scrawled there. Take the case. You may not languish without pulling your weight. 
 
    The scrap of paper listed no repercussions and the perfect penmanship made the muscle under her eye twitch. Even though the author hadn’t bothered signing it, Eve would recognize the handwriting of the Archdruid anywhere, and she imagined the repercussions of not taking the case. She crumpled the note in her fist and shoved it into her bag. 
 
    Damn it. The client was late, and she had already had enough of the people sitting in the shop around her. She would give the woman five more minutes to show up, then she was leaving before more people whispered and pointed. As if necromancers were anything new. 
 
    The bell above the door chimed again and a windblown woman came trudging inside. Eve crossed her fingers, hoping no one else would notice her and did her best to ignore the whispers already directed her way as she looked up. The new woman shut the door and squinted around the cafe, ignoring the barista and the overhead menu, searching for someone. 
 
    Eve sat up straighter and did something she usually avoided - she looked at the stranger and didn’t hide her eyes, bracing herself for the grimace or look of revulsion she expected from the woman. 
 
    The woman came deeper to the cafe, squinting as her vision adjusted to the softer lighting of the interior. Eve saw the woman blanch when she spotted her.  At least it wasn’t revulsion for once - a bonus in Eve’s book. The woman didn’t turn around or slow her stride; instead she walked right up to the table. 
 
    So this was the client. 
 
    The middle-aged woman’s light blue eyes stood out against tanned skin that looked out of place with the winter weather outside. She pulled the hood of her coat down and revealed cropped blond hair. 
 
    After taking in the woman’s appearance, Eve was careful to let her eyes drift back down the to tabletop. She found that, while most supernatural creatures didn’t mind her gaze, other humans clammed up and it made her job that much harder. 
 
    “You’re Ms. Williams?” Eve caught the sound of doubt in the other woman’s voice. 
 
    “Yes. Not what you expected?” Apart from her eyes, the first thing people noticed about Eve were the dark, wild curls on her head made even wilder by her winter hat. She had deep, golden-brown skin that had nothing to do with the sun and a noticeable smattering of freckles across her face. The freckles and curls had a tendency to disappoint most people’s notions of how a necromancer should look. 
 
    She’d chosen jeans and a sweater for this first meeting, deeming the attire appropriate for a coffee house. It wasn’t the most professional outfit, but if the woman wanted professional, she should have met with her at the Agency. The only outward sign betraying her as a necromancer was her eyes. One a warm brown and the other a dark, blood red that caught whatever light happened to be in a room and advertised her. 
 
    “I’m not sure what I expected. I don’t deal with-” the woman waved a hand toward her and let it fall. “Your kind.” 
 
    The woman scanned the cafe. No one looked in their direction or paid the pair any attention that Eve saw. Even the people that had occupied the table beside hers had left. Thank God they hadn’t stuck around to point and stare. The woman sat down and shrugged out of her coat. 
 
    “Do you have a name or shall I call you Jane Doe?” Eve tapped the request form the woman had filled out and given to the Agency. There weren’t many specifics on the page besides the requested meeting place and time, which served as a red flag for Eve. But the crumpled note in her bag meant she’d had to overlook the red flag this time. 
 
    The woman looked around again. Another table sat nearby with several people chatting. Eve thought the music coming through the sound system would do a good job garbling anything the woman had to say, but that was only a guess. The underlying sound of souls droning on from the surrounding people drown out low conversations for her, anyway. 
 
    “You can call me Kate for now.” The woman, Kate, had dropped her voice so low Eve barely heard her. Kate glanced around again after she said her name and Eve had a hard time not rolling her eyes. So, she would be one of those clients. Eve was used to people being uncomfortable around her but she would only tolerate so much. 
 
    “Go on,” Eve urged, speaking loud enough she hoped Kate would take the hint and lift her own voice. She sucked at reading lips and it was best left as a last resort. 
 
    “I wanted to talk to you about my sister. I need you to find her for me. She’s missing.” 
 
    Eve’s shoulders sagged. This was her own fault. She hadn’t met her quota of clients yet this month. “I’m sorry, but that’s not what I do. Police handle the missing person cases, not necromancers.” 
 
    “Oh yes. Why didn’t I think of the police?” Kate said sarcastically. “It would have saved me from being seen with you.” 
 
    “Then why meet with me in public at all?” Eve tried to keep her voice professional and conversational but feared her gritted teeth prevented it. 
 
    Kate closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “I will not be seen going into the Agency. No one of any consequence would come to this place.” 
 
    Eve looked around the cafe and took in the quality of Kate’s clothing and the huge stones set in her rings. Each ring looked like it cost more than a year of her pay and her pay could be substantial. 
 
    Kate cleared her throat. “I understand what you’re saying about the police. Would it help if I thought she were dead?” 
 
    Eve forgot all about keeping her gaze on the table to make Kate more comfortable as she jerked her head up and stared at the woman. “I can’t find specific people, living or deceased,” she drawled. “My abilities are limited to the location a death occurred or tracing the death to a spot nearby. Unless I have the details of her demise, I wouldn’t know where to start and that’s if she’s even dead.” Eve worried at the corner of the file folder and wished she could turn the woman away but the Agency hadn’t left her a choice. She would take the case or face the consequences of not being useful and she didn’t relish the idea of being cuffed. 
 
    She’d been cuffed as a preventative measure one time and the memory brought with it the phantom kiss of the poison wood on her wrist. It remained the stuff of her nightmares. Anything was better than cuffing.  
 
    Kate shifted around in her seat. “Can’t you focus on her or something, follow her soul?” 
 
    “No,” Eve said sharply. She swallowed hard and said, in a softer voice, “I can’t do that.” Eve wanted to change the subject even if she wanted to find out how Kate knew about soul tracking. It wasn’t common, and she only knew one other necromancer in the city who had the ability to do it. “Let’s ignore my limitations for a second. Why do you think your sister is dead?” 
 
    Kate looked down at her laced fingers. “She disappeared about a month ago. We weren’t close but Shelly didn’t make enough money so I tried to help her out. We were supposed to meet for lunch but she never showed. I called her and didn’t get an answer, so I waited a few days before I tried getting in touch with her again and still nothing. I stopped by her apartment and let myself in when she didn’t answer. Her place looked like she hadn’t been there for a while.” 
 
    Eve wrapped her fingers around her now empty coffee cup. “There are a lot of explanations for her not being at her apartment- “ 
 
    “I’m aware of that,” Kate snapped. “But Shelly was a homebody. She didn’t like to leave home for long and she wouldn’t leave behind her possessions. Besides, she’d asked me for help with one of her bills. I was meeting with her to give her the money.” 
 
    “Maybe she got the money somewhere else and didn’t need your help anymore?” Eve offered. 
 
    Kate exhaled a little laugh. “She didn’t hang around anyone with money.” 
 
    Something about the statement made Eve’s skin prickle. “What aren’t you telling me?” 
 
    Kate leaned back in her chair and stared down her nose at Eve. “I need secrecy, Ms. Williams. Unless you can guarantee that, I’ll tell you nothing else.” 
 
    Eve bit back the reply she thought the woman’s attitude deserved. Mouthing off wouldn’t do her any favors and she needed this client. “Everything we’ve discussed since you filled out your paperwork is confidential. Now, if we discussed something illegal, I’m obligated to have the Agency inform the Druids. Anything of the nature you’re discussing is just between us.” 
 
    Kate’s cheeks turned red. “I’d prefer not to get Druids involved at all.” 
 
    Eve wanted to point out that Sanctuary, run by the druids, controlled the Agency. They regulated everything magic related, including magically inclined humans like herself, but Eve agreed with Kate. She preferred to avoid them at all costs. Thinking of the druids made the pendant under her shirt lay heavy and cold against her skin. She didn’t want to think about Sanctuary or druids right now. 
 
    Kate sighed. “The occult fascinated my sister, Ms. Williams. She craved knowledge, always wanting to discover more, see more. She wanted what magic she could find.” 
 
    Eve interrupted. “Magic isn’t just given out. You have it or you don’t.” 
 
    “I understand that. Even as a little girl she had this stupid fascination with magic that went further than it should. She told everyone she could make the shadows play with her. It got worse once she hit high school. My parents didn’t approve and sent her to a rehabilitation program when they found out how deep her obsession ran. I thought the program worked but not long after she got back,” Kate trailed off and Eve waited until she found her words again. “If it became known, it would have ruined my family. My parents had to disown her. She changed her name and moved on.” Kate looked away. 
 
    “Why would it ruin your family?” 
 
    Kate picked at her nails and wouldn’t look up. “My name is Katherine MacDonald and my father is the president of MacDonald enterprises. My parents didn’t know I still met with my sister. They didn’t know I helped her out with money from time to time. They found out she’s missing now and they want to know what happened to her.” 
 
    A knot formed in Eve’s stomach. The MacDonald family was well-known among magic users for their anti-magic stance. The family’s company had been in the news plenty of times for civil rights violations, refusing to hire or honor contracts with the magically inclined community. You had to be stupid or powerful to renege on a deal with some magical creatures. The MacDonalds happened to be the latter. 
 
    Even if Kate insisted on using a false name at the Agency, it wouldn’t have stopped them from finding out her real identity and, damn it, they’d kept that information from her. She cleared her throat and filed the Agency’s omission from the file away for later use. “Your parents still don’t want anyone to understand their connection to your sister?” 
 
    “No. You are a last resort, Ms. Williams. Besides, they disowned her. That doesn’t mean they stopped caring about her.” 
 
    Eve stopped herself from snorting. Being disowned wasn’t new to her; she’d been through it twice, and in her experience, no one had cared one bit about her afterward. 
 
    “Look, I’m not a detective and I empathize with your sister, I do. Trust me when I say, I understand what she went through with your parents. But unless I have a body right in front of me or nearby, I’m useless. If she turns out to be alive, I’m even less useful to you.” 
 
    Kate straightened in her seat. “I’ll pay triple whatever fee you charge for this sort of thing.” 
 
    Eve snapped her mouth closed when she felt it hanging open. “Money isn’t a motivator for me. I can’t promise you this whole endeavor won’t be a waste of your time or money.” Her services were far from cheap. 
 
    Kate nodded. “I understand you can’t guarantee your results but there isn’t anyone else I can ask for help. All I need is for you to try.” 
 
    Eve bit the inside of her cheek. There wasn’t an alternative and as long as she took Kate on as a client she’d be fulfilling her obligations for the Agency. “I’ll try.” 
 
    “Good.” Kate reached under the table and pulled her purse from the floor. She produced a small manila envelope and slid it across the table to Eve. “There’s a set of keys to Shelly’s apartment, along with her address and places I knew her to go. All the pertinent information I have is in there.” 
 
    Kate pulled out her wallet and withdrew a slip of paper, handing it to Eve. “That’s the number you should use to reach me. But, please, only use it if you must. And don’t use your real name if anyone but myself answers the phone.” She slipped on her coat and stood. “I look forward to hearing from you.” Kate pulled the hood of her coat up until it obscured her face and wound her way to the front door. 
 
    Eve watched her go and when the door closed behind her, she dumped the contents of the folder out onto the table. A set of keys, a photo and several sheets of paper fell out. Addresses and phone numbers flowed across one page in neat handwriting. The photo showed a woman who looked like Kate, but younger. Instead of Kate’s blue eyes, Shelly had brown and her features were heavier versions of her light eyed sister’s. 
 
    Eve looked at the list of addresses and groaned. Shelly’s apartment sat across the river in East St. Louis, well out of bounds for her. It was another caveat she had to deal with when taking on clients or just living her life. She could travel around the city proper and even move around the greater St. Louis area, bounded by Florissant to the North, Mehlville to the South, Chesterfield to the West, and the mighty Mississippi to the East. Anything outside of that required her to ask the druids for permission and she hated asking them for permission. 
 
    She’d tried to leave that world behind almost four years ago, refusing clients who needed her outside of her area and supernatural clients which needed druid involvement more than human clients. The effect of that latter being she had to take on contested wills and banishing ghosts - low grade and low paying work for the training she’d received. 
 
    Eve shook herself out of those thoughts and looked at the clock above the coffee bar. It was 4:30. It would be best to get permission now rather than wait but delaying any contact with druids sounded even better. Besides, focusing on the search for an alive Shelly was the better alternative and in that case, she knew just who might be able to help. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The building sprawled under the gray, snow-laden clouds. Nothing on the outside of the building indicated what went on inside, but most people called the indoor space the Magic District. It overflowed with shops run by charlatans posing as witches and warlocks, along with a few made-up magical specialties. It wasn’t against the law to do so; it was just rude. 
 
    An oddity, the building looked like it had gobbled up the smaller buildings around it until only the monstrosity of an indoor market remained. Eve took advantage of the empty parking lot and parked close to the entrance. For once, briar, the thorny vines druids used to close off areas to any but themselves, didn’t bar the doors. The shopkeepers were behaving themselves this week then. 
 
    Eve climbed out of her truck and dashed through the snow, eager to get out of the wind that ripped at her coat and stole her breath away. The metal security door leading into the building made her cringe as it clanged shut behind her. The smell of old incense and burnt herbs mingled with the stale stench of unwashed bodies, all of it coalescing into a scent Eve would forever associate with the place. 
 
    A shopkeeper nearest the door looked up at her. A smile spread across the ancient - looking woman’s face as she picked up a little trinket on the table outside her shop and took a step in Eve’s direction. 
 
    After enough run-ins with the woman, Eve knew her to be one of the many fakes, selling supposed love charms and various other talismans to ignorant shoppers. She took umbrage at the thought she looked like she needed a love charm or like someone who would stoop to using one if such a thing existed. She didn’t want the woman to hassle her, so Eve let the woman get close before she flicked her eyes in the old crone’s direction. It was like an electric shock went through the woman and she backpedaled into her shop, closing the door behind her. Sometimes a crimson eye came in useful. 
 
    Eve roamed through the chilly building. The shops inside might hold two or three people at a time but many stood vacant. Genuine magic didn’t dwell in many of the little shops but you could still get it if you knew where to look. 
 
    She followed a sharp corner and then another. The building’s odd construction made for even odder corners easy to overlook. She slipped into one such corner where two brick walls came together at an almost impossible angle. 
 
    The shop sitting in the dim corner had one window facing out of it but Eve saw nothing through the thick curtain hanging in it. An old wooden door with a large pane of glass stood as the entryway to the shop and, like the window, curtains covered it, obscuring any view inside. A hand-painted sign sat in the window in front of the curtain and read, “Wist, Finder of Lost Things.” Another sign hung below it with spots for store hours. All the slots were blank with a post-it note stuck over it that said, “Whenever I feel like it.” 
 
    No light escaped from the edge of the curtains and the door didn’t budge when Eve tried the handle. A basket of chalk sat out along the shop’s brick wall beside a rickety looking wooden bench. She picked up a piece of chalk and scrawled on the uneven surface of the brick as best she could. 
 
    I need something found. Hurry your ass up. She signed her name with a heart at the end and dropped the chalk back in the basket. The words she’d just written melted into the brick until no trace of them remained. 
 
    Chalk words, In my own time, necromancer, bloomed from the bricks. No signature accompanied the words but at the end, the author had drawn a realistic rendition of an obscene gesture. Eve smirked. She liked Wist; she would even say she trusted her and considered her a friend. She just hoped no one ever asked her why because she wouldn’t be able to give an answer. 
 
    Eve held her breath as she sat down on the bench underneath the shop window. It shuddered under her weight but it didn’t collapse so she settled in to wait. The voices of two goblins drifted toward her, haggling over the price of something at the shop across from her dark corner. 
 
    She jumped a little when the door next to her creaked open. 
 
    “Hurry. I have things to do today.” Eve looked up to find Wist hanging out the doorway next to her. Her long white hair was matted and sticking up in weird places. The chalk dust on her dark jeans and a wrinkled tank top completed her just-rolled-out-of-bed look. Eve was pretty sure the witch hadn’t even bothered putting on a bra. 
 
    She followed Wist into the little room that served as her shop. Besides two battered-looking chairs, the only other things in the room were a wall hanging that covered a good chunk of the wall opposite the door and a potted plant that looked like it had seen better days - years ago. There were no other doors leading into or out of the shop that Eve saw. 
 
    Wist flopped into one chair with all the grace flopping allows and Eve followed suit into the other one, aware of the witch’s golden eyes watching her. 
 
    “What do you want?” Wist drummed her fingers on the tattered chair arms. 
 
    “I need you to find someone for me. Someone potentially dead.” 
 
    Wist raised a brow and leaned forward, like she was eager to hear more but she said nothing. 
 
    “Do you think that’s something you can do?” Eve raised a brow back at Wist. 
 
    Wist threw herself back to slouch in the chair again. “If she’s dead, I don’t know if I can help you. I need living flesh and all that.” 
 
    “I’m not convinced she’s dead and I’m no detective. If you would try…” Eve trailed off. 
 
    “No harm in trying except no guarantees of success and no refunds.” 
 
    Eve nodded. “What’s your price for the finding?” 
 
    The corner of Wist’s mouth quirked up. “Something of the monetary variety would be nice. Say, ten percent of your fee?” Then she added, “But I also like favors and if this person turns up dead you’re asking a hell of a lot of me for nothing.” 
 
    Eve kept her face neutral at the mention of a favor. One of the first rules she had ever learned: never make a deal with anyone whose magic you don’t understand, and she knew terribly little when it came to witches. 
 
    Eve showed Wist her teeth. “I’m not stupid enough to agree to something like that. Usually. What kind of favor are we talking about?” 
 
    “Nothing big.” Wist offered no more information than the two words. 
 
    “No dice.” Eve shook her head. “Defined terms only or no favors.” 
 
    Wist made an exasperated sound. “What if it’s a favor that doesn’t involve magic or bodily harm?  I’ll even go one better and say it expires within two years time. You’re asking me to do a lot here. It’s not like you lost your keys or something. I should charge you thirty percent and a favor.” 
 
    Eve weighed the witch’s words. “I’ll give you forty percent if you skip the favor.” Wist’s eyes widened and her brows shot up. “I’ll even be nice and tell you the client promised to pay triple my normal fee.” 
 
    “Shit.” Wist sucked air between her teeth and hissed. She shook her head. “Money can only go so far. Favors are a better currency.” 
 
    Crap. If Wist passed up forty percent, then she was dead set on the favor and they wouldn’t come to any other agreement. Eve scowled at the witch. “Fine.” 
 
    Wist sat up straight and clapped her hands together. “Now, a name, some information, and some items.” 
 
    Eve hesitated. Kate wanted secrecy, but she didn’t know if it would mess up Wist’s magic if she didn’t have Shelly’s real name. “Do we have a client, uh, witch privilege here?” 
 
    Wist said, “yes,” too eagerly for Eve’s liking. 
 
    “My missing person went by the name of Shelly Donaldson. Her real name was Shelly MacDonald, of the MacDonalds.” 
 
    Wist looked nonplussed. “The MacDonalds that own the tracking and transportation company.” It still didn’t ring a bell for her from the blank look on her face.  
 
    Eve sighed. “Never mind. Those are the names she went by. I can also tell you she was obsessed with magic according to her sister.” 
 
    Wist flicked her hand in the air. “Irrelevant. Do you have items of hers?” 
 
    “No but I could get some. What do you need?” 
 
    “Something she used every day and something with sentimental value. Strong sentimental value.” 
 
    “I’m going to her apartment soon to poke around. I hope.” 
 
    “You hope?” 
 
    “Her place is across the river,” Eve mumbled and looked away. 
 
    Wist snickered. “When do you think they will loosen your leash?” 
 
    Eve ignored her jab. “I’ll see if I can’t get you the things you need.” 
 
    “Don’t rush on my account. I can’t get to it tonight. I’ll need a few days.” 
 
    “A few days?” 
 
    “I don’t tell you how to do your magic, necromancer.” Wist thrust a finger in Eve’s direction before snatching it back. “I have to have my energy up.” 
 
    Eve resisted the urge to wrinkle up her nose. Energy was one of the few reasons she didn’t mind being a necromancer and not a witch. Given enough food and sleep, she would recover from using her magic and avoid slipping into magic starvation. She understood enough to know food and sleep can keep a witch alive for a while but neither would help a witch recover from using magic. They needed sex to accomplish that and Eve had a hard enough time engaging in that activity as it was. If she needed it for energy, she would have given in to starvation or given up and been cuffed long ago. 
 
    “Fine, I guess get in touch when you’re ready.” 
 
    Wist stuck out her hand. “Shake on it, necromancer.” 
 
    “Seriously? Do we have to do this?” 
 
    Wist didn’t put her hand down. 
 
    Slowly, Eve slipped her hand into Wist’s and the two women shook once on it. Eve pretended she didn’t feel the prickle of electricity when their hands touched but she knew better than to think she’d just imagined it. Of course Wist would want to seal the deal. Magically sealed, magically enforced. 
 
    Eve stood to leave but Wist waved a hand at her before using the other to rummage around in the pocket of her jeans. Eve didn’t see what she pulled out but caught the object as the witch tossed it to her. She stared down at a coin whose surface was so worn she doubted anyone would ever accept it as legal tender. 
 
    “For luck in getting across the river.” 
 
    Eve scowled at the smug grin on the witch’s face. 
 
    Wist shooed her out, and she trudged back to the entrance and past the shop owned by the old woman. The crone peeked out through the dingy lace curtains in the shop’s window as she passed and she caught the woman crossing herself. Eve wanted to laugh and tell the woman she’d been raised on hallowed ground but she didn’t think it would make much difference to the woman. She shoved against the cold metal of the security door and made her way back outside. 
 
    She shivered against the dropping temperatures and frowned when she saw her truck covered in the cursed white fluff. It still fell from the sky with no sign it would stop any time soon. She climbed in and warmed up the truck, pushing her forehead against the steering wheel while she waited. 
 
    She didn’t want to ask for permission to go across the river into East St. Louis. It would mean having to meet with the Enforcer, so she could plead her case. The less contact she had with him the better. The druids kept the order when it came to magic but their Enforcer remained the last line of defense and the one charged with handling the most dangerous magic users. If you did something that warranted his attention you probably weren’t meant for this world much longer. 
 
    He decided where she went and when she would go. She gritted her teeth. Why did she have to ask, anyway? Where the hell did they think she would run off to? They would find her in a matter of minutes if she ran, thanks to their Trackers. Even if she slipped out of the city without being caught, what then? The druids occupied strongholds in every major city around the world and most smaller cities had at least an outpost. She wouldn’t be able to hide anywhere for long. 
 
    Eve scowled down at the coin Wist had given her, flipping it over in her hand. She tossed it into the seat next to her without a second thought and it hit her phone. 
 
    Her phone rang, making her jump and jerking her out of her bitter thoughts. She glanced at the screen. The Agency. 
 
    She drew in a slow, steady breath. “It’s Eve.” 
 
    “Ms. Williams, the police have requested you. We’re sending the address to you now.” 
 
    Eve stared at the phone in disbelief as a link to the map popped up. The Agency rarely gave her police work and the only time they asked was when the police necromancers were overextended. 
 
    She clicked the link for the map and her heart skipped a beat. The address sat in the middle of East St. Louis. A police case sanctioned by the Agency meant she had automatic permission to cross the river from the Druids. Eve whooped and tossed the phone back into the seat next to her. No one would ever notice if she swung by Shelly’s apartment to take a quick peek once she finished with the police. 
 
    Her heart also leapt at the chance for real work. Not a contested will, not a ghost hanging around doing nothing more than existing. A chance to use her abilities. 
 
    Heat flooded her face at her excitement. What a morbid thought, being excited that the police needed her. Nothing good ever came of anyone needing her services. It meant death was coming or death had already passed by. With the police, only the latter ever occurred and never because someone died peacefully. 
 
    Eve flicked the wipers on and leaned her head back on the seat, waiting for the snow to clear enough to back out. She would stretch her magical legs and do something useful for once. No shame in wanting that, she reasoned. And if she stopped by Shelly’s without having to deal with the Enforcer, all the better. She couldn’t help smiling as she pulled out of the parking lot and headed toward the river. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
    Police cruisers blocked off the street. Their red and blue lights reflected off the new snow as Eve parked. She rooted around in the passenger floorboard until she found the lurid neon yellow band she was looking for. Black runes circled a skull and crossbones and the word Necromancer appeared in bold black lettering across the bottom of the band in a font large enough Eve was sure you could read it from space. 
 
    She frowned at the hazard symbol emblazoned at the top before she grabbed her work bag and trudged through the slush that remained on the sidewalk from too much foot traffic. 
 
    She received glances that turned into wary looks as she walked down the sidewalk but no one stopped her. The neon band gave her a buffer against having to interact with anyone beyond the most necessary of formalities. 
 
    The sidewalk gave way to a gravel lot blocked off by police tape. An officer at the edge raised it and she passed through, making her way to the back of the lot where the most people congregated. A feeling of cold breath on her skin whispered to her. Death lingered nearby. 
 
    “Eve!” Someone broke away from the group ahead and waved at her. 
 
    She crunched across the snow-covered gravel, dodging deep ruts left by the semis parked at the edge of the lot and nodded to the man. “Hello, Thornton.” 
 
    Bob Thornton was well into his seventies. His cheeks had the hollowed out appearance of a man constantly hungry and the oversized winter coat he wore to keep the cold and wind out accentuated the thinness of his legs. Tufts of white hair stuck out from under his hat and his own neon band glared out against the black of his coat at her. Except he also wore an actual badge as a full member of the police department. 
 
    “I’m glad you could come out. I was worried the Agency wouldn’t let me have you when I called.” His voice rasped and the dark circles under his eyes confirmed why she’d been called before he even told her. “I’m afraid I’ve pushed myself too hard over the last couple of days. It’s just the cold, you know. My old bones don’t tolerate it like they used to. Tires me faster. A few good meals and some sleep will see me fresh. But the work goes on whether or not I can do it.” 
 
    He motioned to two people standing nearby, and she followed him toward them. The cold feeling against her skin intensified, seeping down through her tissue and bones until it settled into the marrow, creating a buzzing sensation that hummed through her entire body. 
 
    She stopped next to a tarp spread out on the ground. A dusting of snow blanketed the top. Even with the biting cold of the wind, the sense of death sliced through her, sharp and cold, spreading gooseflesh with it. 
 
    If she let it, the cold would grow and spread until nothing else mattered except giving in to the temptation to ease the pain and buzzing sensation. Only touching or listening to the dead would ease it and both actions brought with them a deeper desire for something more. Something too terrifying for her to acknowledge or put into words. 
 
    Thornton’s voice interrupted the hold the new death had on her. “You remember my apprentice Charles, and this is Detective Smith.” 
 
    Eve shook herself and nodded at the two people. Charles’s coat and baggy pants went a long way in hiding his size but his cheek bones stuck out sharply, emphasizing his hawkish looks. He pushed his glasses up higher on his nose in way of greeting. An obnoxious gold band with a huge stone sat on his finger glinting in the cold floodlights. The detective didn’t bother looking up from her notepad. 
 
    “What do you have for me?” Eve asked, eyeing the tarp. 
 
    The detective answered. “We got a call about a body out here from one of the truck drivers. He thought someone had succumbed to the cold until he got a good look at the body.” The officer bent down and pulled back the tarp. Eve agreed it would look like someone had just laid down in the lot’s middle from further away but up close that wasn’t the case. 
 
    A woman’s body lay under the tarp. She wasn’t even wearing a coat and the blue tinge to her lips and fingertips stood out from the pale skin. Her blood, bright red against the yellow of her shirt, had seeped out from the jagged wound across the artery in her neck and turned the snow under her red. 
 
    “Just the memories?” Eve asked. 
 
    Thornton nodded. “That’s all for now. It wouldn’t be worth the marks since I doubt she’ll be able to speak with the neck wound. She’s too frozen to bother with trying to raise now, even if she could.” 
 
    At the mention of marks, a phantom sensation of marks being added to her sigil traveled over her forearm. The usefulness of a necromancer was finite. There were only so many thralls you could raise before it became one too many. Unfortunate necromancers had paid with their lives for not knowing when to stop over the centuries. 
 
    At least someone had been clever enough to figure out a way to approximate how much time you had left. Continuous bands of runes were inscribed on Eve’s wrist and just below the elbow of her right arm. The flesh between the two bands had a scattering of marks with no discernible pattern to them. On a necromancer who had seen a lot of work, marks would fill the skin, making beautiful patterns. A bit of beauty to warn of impending demise if you continued working. 
 
    “I don’t understand why I can’t do it,” Charles said, irritation lacing his voice. 
 
    Thornton clucked his tongue at the younger man. “Because I’m too tired for magic at the moment and Ms. Williams, though adequately trained, is not permitted to oversee your attempt at accessing the memories of the dead. Nor would the department want to pay for more of her services than necessary.” He nodded to Eve. “Go on then.” 
 
    Eve shivered and knelt down beside the body. She sat her bag down and took her gloves off, the bite of the wind cutting into her bare hands. She pulled a pill case and one of the athames from her bag. The athame’s black handle was dulled from handling over the years, but the short blade still sliced through thick layers of flesh to get to the blood her magic required. It was meant for trolls and others of their ilk but it would work on frozen flesh in a pinch. 
 
    She worried the body had been sitting outside too long and the blood wouldn’t flow for her, but when she pulled the blade back out of the little incision, blood coated the tip. There wasn’t much, but it would be enough. She laid the athame down carefully to avoid losing any of the blood and picked up the pillbox. She held it to her lips and whispered, “Open.” Simple and sweet could be the best kind of magic. The pillbox popped open, and inside, jewel-colored capsules in different shades of red, blue, and purple glittered under the cold glare of the parking lot lights. She pulled out one of the red capsules, dark with her own blood, and clicked the pillbox shut again. An electric spark danced along her fingers as the magic lock activated. 
 
    She crushed the capsule in the fingers of one hand and used the other to dab at the blood on the little blade. She brought her fingers together and mixed the blood of the woman with her own before she placed her palms together as if in prayer. 
 
    Parting them, she brought her hands down on either side of the victim’s head and touched her fingers lightly to the woman’s temples. The woman’s soul and its steady beat pulled at her, almost in time with the beating of her own heart. 
 
    She heard the memory at first, more than saw it. The crunch of gravel and the grunts of a struggle. The pain of a blade slipping into her ribs brought the hazy memory into focus. She fell sprawling into the light layer of snow on the ground. There wasn’t enough snow to cushion her fall, and gravel bit into her bare palms and chin. Ragged breath forced its way out her lungs. She wanted to strain her neck and get a good look at her attacker, but she only saw what the woman had seen in the moments leading up to her death. 
 
    Hands that weren’t hers shoved her up to run when another sharp pain pierced her chest and when she looked down, red bloomed from a spot on her shirt. Eve screamed. No, the woman screamed, and it was hard to breathe as the knife sliced across her neck. Eve threw herself out of the memories. 
 
    Her heart crashed against her ribs as she forced the breath, shuddering, from her lungs. The wind stung her face and bare hands as the woman’s last moments lingered, mixing with her own memories. She had training enough to separate out the memories of the dead from her own but that didn’t mean it was easy or pleasant. 
 
    “What did you see?” Charles’s words grated against her ears and Eve curled her nails into her palms. She wouldn’t open her eyes and answer. Not yet. 
 
    “Quiet, boy. You know better.” Thornton’s soft, rasping voice was less irritating as he admonished Charles. She opened her eyes and looked to the spot Thornton’s voice had come from. 
 
    Thornton had his eyes trained on her, unlike the detective standing at his side who kept her face turned from Eve. It still wasn’t enough to hide the look of revulsion on the detective’s face. 
 
    Thornton had his hands shoved deep into his puffy coat, and he bounced up and down on the soles of his feet, a spritely movement that didn’t mesh up with his silvery hair and wrinkled face. 
 
    Eve opened her mouth, but the memory of a strangled scream played in her ears, and she snapped it closed again. No one had turned to stare at her like she was crazy, so maybe she hadn’t screamed. She focused on Thornton and not the stuttering speed of her heart or the scream still in her ears. Now was the time to be professional, to detach herself from the victim and help the only way she knew how. “She was being chased and was attacked from behind. I didn’t see her killer’s face.” 
 
    Thornton stopped bouncing and handed her an alcohol wipe. “Wound order?” 
 
    She focused on wiping the blood from her fingers instead of on her words. “Right side, slipped between her ribs. Upper right torso, then the neck.” The sensations of the woman’s death sparked along her skin in the same spots, ghostly feeling now compared to their initial pain. The memory of the neck wound made it hard to draw a proper breath. 
 
    “Is there nothing else you can tell us? Was the killer a man? A woman?” The detective spared her a glance out of the corner of her eye before putting all of her attention back on her notepad. 
 
    “I can’t tell you with any certainty,” she answered. 
 
    The detective grunted and wrote something down on a sheet of paper before handing it down to her to sign, a standard form giving all the details she had stated. She took the pen in her clean hand and signed to approve of what the detective had taken down and handed it back to her. 
 
    “The department thanks you for your services, necromancer.” The detective turned and strode off, leaving Eve still kneeling on the ground at Thornton’s feet. 
 
    “I still think you should have let me do it. I only have a few more months left to my training.” Charles didn’t look happy at all. 
 
    Eve busied herself with finding the matches she kept in her bag, refusing to get drawn into whatever was going on between the two men. 
 
      “There are rules in place for the safety of everyone. Besides, you wouldn’t have been able see any more than she has seen. Probably less so.” 
 
    Eve glanced up. The younger man hadn’t missed the not-so-subtle dig. Charles’s cheeks were already ruddy from the cold, but he had flushed even more. His face twisted into something unpleasant before he stalked off in the same direction the detective had gone. 
 
    “He’s getting close to the end of his apprenticeship and he thinks he knows it all,” Thornton said, staring off after the man. “It’s good to put him in his place on occasion.” 
 
    “Mmm.” Eve lit a match and watched the flame eat up the alcohol wipe with her blood and the blood of the deceased. Beyond a few ashes, no physical trace of her magic would linger. She hopped up and fished her gloves out of her pockets. “Go get some rest Thornton. I’m a busy woman and don’t have time to be doing your work too.” 
 
    Thornton grinned. “I didn’t know banishing ghosts and raising the dead to see who is supposed to get the good china was in such high demand.” 
 
    Eve sniffed and held her chin up. “Beats having an apprentice badger me.” She broke out in a smile. 
 
    Thornton chuckled. “I agree with you there.” He motioned back to the street. “Let me walk you back to your car.” 
 
    Eve nodded and fell into step beside him. Her body remembered the woman’s death and her phantom wounds throbbed dully on Eve’s skin in time with the woman’s soul. Eve winced. The ghostly sensations would stick around a while longer but at least the victim’s memories had untangled from her own enough so she could think straight again. She was eager to get away from the body and the dull ache it caused in the pit of her stomach. 
 
    A spike of cold shot down her spine as if she weren’t wearing a coat at all in the frigid temperatures. She stopped in her tracks as Thornton kept on walking. 
 
    She twisted around until she spotted it. The ghost stood right on the edge of the trees bordering the lot. It looked almost as solid as the humans nearby. In fact, if it hadn’t tried to get her attention, she would have missed it. 
 
    It motioned to her. 
 
    “What is it?” Thornton had noticed she wasn’t following him any longer. 
 
    “A ghost.” She pointed toward the trees. 
 
    Thornton squinted and sighed. “I knew the time was coming sooner or later but I can’t see it.” 
 
    “I’m sorry Thornton,” Eve said gently. Seeing ghosts came with the territory of necromancy. Except when a necromancer was nearing the end of their career. Ghosts became harder to see until one day the ability to see them slipped away completely; an early warning sign that your usefulness was ending. 
 
    “Is it our victim?” Both Thornton’s face and voice were doubtful. It wasn’t unheard of, but ghosts usually remained only if they were the victims of magical crimes. 
 
    “No.” The coloring of the ghost looked dulled, but the victim in the lot had been fair skinned, and this ghost was not. 
 
    “If it’s calling to you, you might as well see what it wants.” 
 
    Eve started back across the lot, and Thornton followed her. Only the sounds of his feet moving through the snow let her know he followed; his soul was silent. If he has one. She’d never heard the soul of another necromancer. She’d never heard her own. She didn’t linger on the implications of that knowledge often. 
 
    “Excuse me, but you need to clear the area. Your services are no longer needed.” Eve spotted the detective that had taken her statement moving toward her, and she caught sight of Charles standing not far away, smirking. 
 
    “It’s all right,” Thornton called from behind her. “Ms. Williams is following a trail of sorts.” 
 
    The detective looked skeptical but nodded. “Be quick.” 
 
    Eve was grateful for the respect Thornton garnered as she continued on toward the ghost. It had moved to stand just inside the trees. 
 
    “Did you want to say something?” Eve called when she got to the tree line. 
 
    The ghost kept its gaze on the ground as it shook its head and pulled down the high neck of the coat it wore. A ghastly cut sliced through its neck, similar to the one the victim had in the lot. 
 
    “I think there’s another victim nearby,” she said over her shoulder to Thornton. He turned and quickly started off after the detective. 
 
    The ghost held its hand up and motioned her to follow then it slipped from view. 
 
    But not before the ghost had flicked its eyes in her direction and Eve had gotten a good look at them and noticed the red iris of a necromancer. 
 
    She grimaced and inhaled, trying to recall what it felt like to stretch the part of her that was all but dead. The part of her that had been on the path to becoming a druid but had withered before it took hold. She didn’t smell much more than the mingling scents of all the bodies working the crime scene and the smells of damp wood. She stepped into the trees and followed the ghost. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    Eve looked over her shoulder. Charles stumbled not far behind, trying to work his way through the frozen undergrowth to follow her. 
 
    “There’s a ghost that bears a similar wound to the victim back there. I’m following it.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t you leave that to me and Thornton then?” The man scowled at her. 
 
    So he wanted to get territorial - fine. Her teeth were chattering, and she was half frozen. “All right. You can drag Thornton out into the woods and find the body. Then I’ll still have to come in to collect the memories -”   
 
    It felt like an electric current ran up her arm. An inscription inked into her skin setting off its warning to her that strong magic lingered nearby. She inhaled again, and this time it paid off. The acrid, electric smell magic left behind assaulted her nose. The wind shifted and carried the scent away from her. 
 
    She rooted around in her bag until she found the pillbox and, popping the lock, took out a small clear pill and slipped it into her mouth. She tossed up a silent prayer the cost of the little pill full of True Sight potion wouldn’t outweigh the benefits. 
 
    “What are you doing? What was that?” 
 
    Eve closed her eyes as the capsule burst in her mouth, releasing its sweet liquid. She opened her eyes and looked at Charles. 
 
    “There’s been magic use in the area. I’m just looking.” There wasn’t anything to see at first - the world appeared as it always did. Phantom lights slowly grew out of the surrounding darkness, twisting and winding until she spotted the trails of magic. Faint green trails threaded through the dark trees. They would belong to the creatures that inhabited bits of wooded areas like this in the city. The trail underneath interested her most, a faint red. Violent magic, death magic. 
 
    The red trail led deeper into the woods in the direction the ghost had gone. She looked behind her, and the trail led toward the parking lot, back the way she’d come. Eve pushed past Charles until she saw the faint trail leading all the way to the body of the woman. It wasn’t much, most likely residual magic clinging to whoever had carried it. 
 
    A group of people, including Thornton, were moving toward her spot. Eve threw her hand up. “No need for you to go in. There’s magic at play.” 
 
    Everyone in the group looked to Thornton and he nodded wearily.  
 
    The detective swore. “Call in the druids. Someone spread the word to break down.” The detective and the other people following him scattered. No point in doing anything more with magic involved. The police were not equipped to handle cases involving magic, so magical crimes fell squarely into the hands of the druids. 
 
    Eve glanced at the woods. The ghost had returned and beckoned her to follow again. Eve shook her head and turned to leave. No way was she going to stick around if the druids were coming. Even if it meant seeing Harlen. 
 
    Thinking about him made her chest grow tight. He had raised and cared for her when no one else had wanted her. She loved him like a father, loved him more than anything. And she had disappointed him in the worst way. He hadn’t said more than a few sentences to her since her disgrace. 
 
    No. It was in the past and she wouldn’t think about it. She trudged toward her truck with renewed purpose. She didn’t want to deal with any of the druids and she certainly didn’t want to see the disappointment in Harlen’s eyes when he looked at her now. 
 
    She made it several steps before the ghost leapt in front of her. Eve had to look down to meet the ghost’s eyes. Most of the color had leeched away from it; it was getting too far away from its territory. 
 
    The woman reached up and put her palms against Eve’s shoulders and shoved. It did little but Eve felt the pressure where the woman’s hands should have been. It felt like cold water ran down her spine. The woman pushed again. 
 
    Eve stepped around her. “Look, someone else is coming to check it out. I can’t stick around-” 
 
    The ghost hopped in front of her again and swung its head violently. Tears shimmered in the ghost’s eyes and she opened her mouth to speak. She slapped a hand over her neck like she was in pain before pointing back toward the trees, pleading with her eyes for Eve to go back. 
 
    Eve sighed. She didn’t have time to humor the ghost, but she turned anyway and caught sight of the body on the ground, covered again by the tarp until the druids arrived. She took several steps towards the body and paused. The body looked the same, but the trail left by the magic was gone. She looked towards the trees and saw it retreating into the frozen underbrush. 
 
    Eve looked around, but the spell weavers Sanctuary would send ahead of their investigation team wouldn’t arrive for several more minutes, and there was no one else around that could go after the trail. She had no business going into the woods, but the ghost’s frantic motions and urgings didn’t help settle the gut feeling that, if she didn’t follow the trail, something bad would happen. 
 
    She spotted Charles watching her not far away. “What’s wrong? Shouldn’t you be getting out of the way too?” he called. 
 
    She looked from him to the ghost and sighed. There wasn’t a doubt in her mind she would regret her decision, but she couldn’t ignore her gut. 
 
    “There’s something I need to do,” she called back and before anyone else noticed her, she sprinted toward the trees and after the ghost. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
    The crunching and popping of snow and sticks under Eve’s boots were the only sounds as she moved as fast as she dared through the underbrush. The luminescent red trail of magic faded to the point it no longer gave her any details about her surroundings. She took out her phone and turned its flashlight on to help improve her pace. 
 
    She paused every so often and listened to the nighttime sounds of the wooded area, searching for anything that sounded out of place, but the heavy cloud cover overhead seemed to muffle the world around her further. 
 
    The trail in front of her flickered before the red trail disappeared altogether; the potion had run out.  A light sweat broke out over her body. Headache, nausea, vomiting and hallucinations were just some things she had to look forward to as the cost of the potion. At least the effects were never the same. Maybe she would get lucky this time. 
 
    Bright spots appeared in her vision, and she felt a buildup of pressure in her temples. So much for getting lucky, and now she couldn’t see the trail. She grimaced. The druids were probably at the crime scene by now, and she’d learned nothing new. If she turned around and picked her way back, she would run into druids. Maybe she could swing around and mirror the edge of the tree line to avoid them altogether. 
 
     She pulled up the map on her phone to double check her position. Heading west might get her out undetected if she didn’t mind going that far out of her way. She walked a few paces, and a creeping cold curled around her and seeped into her bones. The body called to her from nearby, and Eve’s curiosity warred with her desire to leave undetected. 
 
    She turned on her heel. Only a little further, she reasoned. A few paces more, and the sensation of new death became almost unbearable. Eve tried to get a sense of its direction, moving the light of her phone around. She saw nothing but the trees and their branches casting their jagged shadows on the snow covered ground. 
 
    The pop of a stick off to her left caused her to pause, holding her breath and listening. She decided it was nothing and continued to move forward and as she walked around a tree; she stopped short. The body, or what was left of it, lay face up in the snow. 
 
    Eve crept to it and knelt down. Like the ghost, a gash sliced across its neck, but that was the only real similarity between the ghost and the body. The victim looked desiccated. The skin had shriveled and pulled back from the victim’s straight white teeth. Sunken hollows sat where the eyes should have been. Only magic would have put the body in that condition with the death so sharp and new. 
 
    Eve heard the pop of sticks breaking not far off and she shivered. She’d seen all she needed. She stood and sighed. There was no avoiding the druids now; she would have to bring them to the body. The electric sensation of the magic still danced up and down her arm, and the caustic smell filled the air again. She took a step away from the body and gasped as the sensation jolted painfully. 
 
    She watched as the body sat up. The sightless, disfigured face turned to her, and opened its mouth. Wisps of shadow slithered out and began to envelope the head. 
 
    Eve watched wide-eyed as a Shade manifested around the shriveled up corpse. The nether creature incorporated parts of the corpse into its form, evolving into a grotesque melding of human and roiling shadow.  
 
    Eve backpedaled and searched frantically for the athame in her bag as the shade looked to be orienting itself to its surroundings. Her hand closed on the hilt of the old knife but the back of her heel caught on something in the snow covered underbrush. She landed hard in the snow and struggled to get to her feet. At least she kept the iron grip on her phone. She swung the little light around and illuminated the shade. 
 
    It crouched in the snow, watching her with milky, sightless eyes and leapt from its position with a speed that surprised her. Its body collided with her and she tumbled down and down. She screamed and lost her grip on the phone. Brief flashes of light illuminated her fall as her phone flipped along with her through the air. She slammed painfully into the frozen ground and all the air rushed out of her lungs. 
 
    The shade landed next to her from the sickening sound of the thump, and Eve frantically dug around in her bag until her fingers closed on her athame’s blade. She sliced her palm on it then threw her palm out blindly when she heard the shade struggling to get up. She knew she connected with the shade when her hand went numb. “Know peace and let the living bother you no more.” She tried to picture peace and calm even though her own heart skittered. She felt a tug on her magic and the shade didn’t move from its position next to her. 
 
    Eve laid there in the dark, sucking in a few nervous breaths before testing out her various limbs. Nothing appeared broken from her fall - but she had no idea where she had landed. Her phone was either face down so she couldn’t find it or, knowing her luck, it lay broken from the tumble, because she didn’t see its light anywhere. She didn’t see anything at all. 
 
    She sat up and scooted away, putting more distance between herself and the body, as if that would ease the ache of death in her bones. 
 
    Why had the shade crossed over into the land of the living? It wasn’t unheard of for the nether creatures to leave wherever it was they resided, but it was very rare. So rare Eve had only ever read stories of it happening. 
 
    A crashing sound of breaking branches and snapping undergrowth sounded from somewhere above her and she froze. Something moved through the woods above her, and fast. What now? She didn’t trust herself to move in the darkness, so instead, she stilled herself and tried not to make any sound. 
 
    A commotion erupted above her head, then crunching as whatever it was walked over the snow and underbrush. A stillness fell over everything, and she heard a snuffling sound coming from above. Something pelted her in the head, and she threw her arms up to protect herself. The familiar sickening sound of bones breaking and flesh tearing filled the air. 
 
    “Evey!” Her name sounded like a growl from above her. 
 
    Eve relaxed. The gravelly voice was a familiar one. 
 
    “Hey Ben. I don’t suppose you could give me some light?” A fair amount of grumbling happened above but a soft glow grew near where his voice had been. In the dark of the woods, the faery light’s brilliance made her eyes water. She threw her hand up and blinked a few times as the orb of light floated down closer to her. 
 
    Eve looked around. The shade had shoved them both down an embankment. She glanced at the body and her own blood stood out on the corpse’s shirt. Her blood and magic banished the shade, and now, the corpse looked like it had suffered horrible burns where the shadows had enveloped it. It made the corpse even harder to recognize; they would have to use dental records to identify the body. 
 
    At the top of the embankment, Ben stared down at her. His wild hair and beard made a dark halo around his face. He squinted. “I heard ya scream. How d’you get down there and with a dead body to boot?” He leaned his head out further over the lip of the embankment and sniffed deeply. 
 
    “Not all of us can see in the dark, Ben.” 
 
    “True enough. Doesn’t explain the body though or the signs of struggle up here.” Ben leapt out and sailed over her, peppering her head with snow and debris. He landed on the ground next to her, crouching. His bare feet made little sound. This close, Eve saw the silver that streaked through his hair as it caught the faery light. 
 
    All sinew and lean muscle, Ben wore only pants to protect himself from the cold. The runes and sigils the druids used to amplify their magic covered all the visible flesh of his body. “I’d ask how you’ve been, girly, but given the circumstances, I’ll keep the question to myself.” 
 
    Ben was a tracker and one of the best Sanctuary had, wearing his Wild so close beneath the skin that Eve had a hard time telling if the man or the beast controlled his body. She saw the subtle changes in his face now, the look in his eye that let her know the Wild was the one peeking out. 
 
    All druids carried the Wild inside them; it was just a matter of how much it developed that determined what you would specialize in. If you had a well developed Wild, then you were given over to the shifters and received training to find which animal forms the Wild preferred to take. You learned to control it and live twined together as a single being. Those less talented went to one of the other factions - Spellweavers, Tenders, Healers, the list went on. No matter what your skill level, if you reached puberty and your druidic magic Bloomed, Sanctuary had a place for you. 
 
    If you Withered instead and had no other discernible value, well, good luck. 
 
    Eve shifted around and stood, testing again that nothing was broken in her fall. She spotted her phone nearby and retrieved it. The screen remained intact, and she did a little shimmy over the fact it appeared to have survived the fall. Ben had remained crouched in his original position watching her. “It’s good to see you Evey, but what happened?” 
 
    Eve sighed. “I noticed a ghost up by the first body. When I saw it was the ghost of a necromancer, I looked around.” She told him about the magic trail and its disappearance and concluded with the dead body. “How a shade found the body all the way out here, I don’t know.” 
 
    “I take it this isn’t a familiar necromancer to you?” he asked. 
 
    Eve shook her head. 
 
    Ben moved across the ground to the body and sniffed, his nostrils flaring. The body had landed face first, and Ben rolled it carefully so it lay staring up at the dark sky with its sunken eyes. He studied it for a long while, and Eve burrowed her face down into the collar of her coat, trying to stay warm. 
 
    Ben stiffened and emitted a growl that put Eve on edge. “What is it?” 
 
    “Let’s go up and I’ll show you.” Ben stood and easily scaled the slick side of the embankment. 
 
    Eve looked at the body one more time and started her ascent. She took much longer to climb it than Ben, even with the treads of her snow boots to help. She squeaked when she felt an upward tug on the back of her coat. Ben hauled her up and held her dangling by the scruff of her coat longer than necessary then let out a bark of laughter at her scowl before placing her down beside him. 
 
    He pointed to the ground. She still couldn’t see well with just the single faery light that had followed them up but she could make out where the snow had been disturbed in her brief scuffle with the shade. 
 
    “What am I looking at?” 
 
    Ben’s chest rumbled in a growl again and Eve took it as a sign of annoyance. “That was a mighty big gash on the lady’s neck,” he prompted. 
 
    Eve looked down again, and it dawned on her what he was pointing to. Or what he wasn’t. She couldn’t say there wasn’t any blood on the ground, but the minimal amount there wouldn’t account for the wound the woman had or what had happened to the rest of her blood. “She didn’t die here,” she said with a frown. 
 
    “No, she did not. And I can’t smell any magic in the area. I haven’t smelled any since I followed your trail out here.” 
 
    Eve narrowed her eyes at him. “I smelled it when the shade manifested. I also smelled it when I first entered the wooded area. One of my inscriptions went off.” 
 
    Ben shook his head to reply but then snapped his attention to a point past her and narrowed his eyes. “I told you to stay, and I’d take care of it,” he said. 
 
    Another growl sounded, then a bark. 
 
    The growl was like Ben’s and caused Eve’s stomach tighten. It didn’t belong to the man that stepped into view, but Eve had known he wouldn’t be far from the growl. More faery lights followed the man into the clearing, flooding the area with light and giving Eve her first clear view of Harlen in four years. He looked almost the same as when she had seen him last. More silver peppered his brown hair at the temples than she remembered, but that was the only discernible difference. 
 
    Harlen’s gaze darted across the clearing before coming to rest on her. A look of surprise crossed his face, then something else, but he looked to Ben before she worked out what the look had been. 
 
    Harlen held the title of the Speaker for the Dead for Sanctuary. He had the lucky combination of being both a necromancer and a druid, a rare and cherished occurrence, unlike Eve who wasn’t one of the few fortunate women whose druidic magic had Bloomed. 
 
    Puberty had hit her and she’d lost any discernible talent for druidic magic beyond an above average sense of smell. The magic had withered away, leaving her simply a necromancer. 
 
    Eve didn’t remember much of her childhood before being taken to Sanctuary. It was a hazy time in her memories and she didn’t even remember her mother’s face. She knew enough to know Harlen had petitioned to be not only her mentor but also to have her legally made his charge when her own mother decided she couldn’t deal with having a necromancer for a child. He had personified patience and kindness while she grew up under his hand. He taught and cared for her when no one else wanted her, and he helped cultivate the control and willpower needed for high level necromancy. 
 
    And now he stood not twenty feet from her, a stranger. 
 
    “You were supposed to stay back with the others until I came to get you,” Ben said, giving Harlen a hard look. Ben was the head tracker assigned to Harlen, just as much for help as for Harlen’s protection. The Speaker was a precious commodity and Sanctuary took his safety seriously. 
 
    “True, but it is hard to ignore the pull of the dead.” His eyes flicked to Eve but settled on Ben, waiting for an explanation. 
 
    “There’s a body of a necromancer down there. Evey says it was taken over by a shade and she found it here. But this isn’t where it died.” 
 
    “Is there anything you wish to add to Ben’s report, child?” he asked, fixing at her with his gaze, longer this time. One pale blue eye, one red and glowing out of the darkness at her. 
 
    Harlen was the only one she let get away with calling her child past the age of ten, and something about the way he used the form of address now made her chest ache. She wanted to say something, if only to say she had spoken with him, but she couldn’t think of anything to add that Ben hadn’t already said. She shook her head. 
 
    “I’ll deal with this body first,” Harlen turned to look behind him. “Samuel, please escort Eve back.” 
 
    Eve saw the wolf behind Harlen, its dark coloring standing out against the snow. Harlen reached out and lightly touched her shoulder as she walked past him and looked her in the eye as he called over his shoulder, “Samuel, please inform the Enforcer of our change in plans.” He let his hand fall. 
 
    Eve furrowed her brow then comprehended his words. It was a warning; the Enforcer was at the crime scene. She gave a small nod to Harlen and followed Samuel. She had been trying to avoid the Enforcer and thought she had gotten lucky being called to a police case. Turns out her luck sucked. She still hoped she would escape his notice. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Samuel did a fine job of trying to make her uncomfortable on the way back. He stalked along too closely next to her. The wolf turned and sniffed at her, baring his teeth and growling. There had been no great love between Eve and Samuel when she had called Sanctuary her home. Time and distance didn’t appear to have improved the situation. 
 
    “Oh shut up,” Eve mumbled. 
 
    His hackles raised, but he did nothing more than growl. 
 
    Soft lights filtered through the trees ahead. Eve grimaced as the sound of Samuel shifting between forms echoed off the surrounding trees. When she didn’t hear any more, she glanced to the side. Samuel stood shorter than Ben, with a stockier build. He bared his teeth at her in a feral smile. 
 
    “It’s been a long time necromancer. I’d ask how you’re doing, but I don’t fucking care.” 
 
    Eve clasped her hands under her chin. “Oh, how I’ve missed you Samuel. I always looked forward to our back and forth.” 
 
    “I almost forgot how much I hate that fucking mouth of yours,” he snapped. 
 
    They stepped out of the trees and Eve drew up short. The police had already cleared the lot of their equipment, and briar replaced the crime scene tape. Bears, wolves and a few other assorted animals walked around the scene, snouts to the ground, searching for scents. Eve spotted a blond wolf nearby, much larger than the rest. Its head had snapped up as they came out of the trees. 
 
    Eve waggled her fingers next to her hip, a small hidden wave for the wolf. It wagged its tail once and flicked its ears before it went back to scenting the area. 
 
    Eve easily spotted the Enforcer near the first body. He wore armor much darker than the standard issue brown leather and green cloaks the other druids were wearing.  He hadn’t turned his attention to them yet, and Eve took advantage of his turned back as she took a step in the opposite direction toward her truck. 
 
    “Enforcer,” Samuel shouted and Eve froze. “The Speaker and Ben are dealing with something in the woods first.” Eve whipped around and glared at Samuel. He wore a look of absolute pleasure on his face that told her he had known Harlen was giving her a warning. The bastard knew she didn’t want to come into contact with the Enforcer. 
 
    Eve looked from Samuel and found the unfriendly stares of the other shifters and spellweavers staring at them. They may respect and revere Harlen because he is their brother and the Speaker but she was nothing to them. 
 
    Eve’s eyes darted to the Enforcer who still stood over the first body, scowling at her. The brightness of the faery lights and the white of the snow contrasted with the darkness of his armor. He was tall and thin, but the predatory way he moved hinted at the muscle and strength hidden under that armor. 
 
    Samuel leaned closer to her. “We can’t have you getting away without saying hello first,” he said just loud enough for her to hear. She wanted to scream at the man, except that would give him the satisfaction of seeing her distress. 
 
    Instead she turned and walked away. 
 
    “A moment of your time, necromancer.” Eve’s shoulders sagged, but she stopped and turned back around. Any time the Enforcer said something, his accent threw her, used to the Midwestern drawl as she was. The accent sounded English but muddied down, mixed with something else she couldn’t place. His voice held just enough rasp to sound like it wasn’t used to being used much. 
 
    The Enforcer stopped near Samuel, and Eve noted with some satisfaction he looked uncomfortable at the Enforcer’s proximity. 
 
    Samuel cleared his throat. “Enforcer, there’s another body in the woods and the Speaker wants to tend to that one first.” 
 
    “Return to him.” The Enforcer, done with Samuel, advanced toward Eve and stopped close enough she could still hear his soft voice over the clamor of the others working the crime scene. 
 
    He didn’t look a day past thirty, but Eve knew better. He was Everliving, an immortal being frozen forever at the age he was when he had first died. Dark hair curled just past his jaw and helped soften his sharp features. Eve thought if he smiled she might consider him handsome, even with the scars his face bore. He didn’t look like he smiled much. 
 
    “You were to assist the police. Once you assessed the situation and determined someone should call Sanctuary, you should have extricated yourself. Nothing more. Explain your reasoning for going into the wooded area.” His even voice held an accusation in it, and accusation equaled dangerous ground when coming from him. 
 
    She raised her chin. “There was a faint magic trail that was disappearing. I worried it would disappear altogether before anyone got here, so I followed it. When it disappeared, I felt a death nearby. A shade manifested and attacked me, I laid it to rest. And I’m back out of the woods. And now,” she motioned to the street, “I’m extricating myself.” 
 
    She turned, hoping he would drop it. She could have asked for permission to go to Shelly’s apartment just then and she knew she should. But the thought of having to ask for permission rankled her so hard she couldn’t bring herself to do it. He’d never know if she went, anyway. 
 
    “Necromancer.” 
 
    Her stomach twisted at the word. His voice sounded too soft. She turned back and listened closely to him. She could still hear the quick human beat of his soul. Good. She wasn’t sure if it was part of being one of the Everliving or something else, but sometimes his soul’s tempo slowed down and sounded anything but human. Those were the times she knew she had to tread lightly with him. 
 
    His dark eyes narrowed, and he frowned. When he frowned, the scars on his face became deeper. Three slash marks ran down the left side of his face. Two of the slashes ran deeper than the third, slanting down his cheek and disappearing into his beard. The third scar appeared thinner and started just above his brow bone, missed his eye and continued on down his cheek before disappearing into the facial hair above his lip. Druids have magic that can heal many wounds, leaving no marks behind and Eve couldn’t imagine what would have left scars healing magic couldn’t touch. 
 
    He watched her, and she got the impression his gaze went right through her and would see if she was hiding something from him. She was, but that was beside the point. 
 
    She saw the corner of his mouth lift a fraction but his dark eyes remained cold. “You are free to leave once someone can escort you back across the river.” 
 
     Eve’s cheeks grew hot. He couldn’t know what she planned to do. 
 
    “That won’t be necessary. I know my way back, and everyone seems to be busy.” 
 
    “Ms. Williams, I must insist. For your safety.” 
 
    She clenched her fists. “How kind of you to be so concerned, Enforcer. I’m flattered.” She bit the words out. “I’m freezing and going back to my truck now. With your leave.” 
 
    He gave the barest of nods and swept past her. She didn’t stick around to find out who he wanted to send with her. She could only suffer the damned cold so long, and she had missed her chance to go to Shelly’s apartment. 
 
    The inside of her truck wasn’t any warmer than the outside but at least it blocked the wind. She stretched her fingers out in front of the heater and urged hot air to flow from it. She looked up and squinted through the snowy haze that covered her windshield as the huge blond wolf bounded across the parking lot toward her truck. She couldn’t help smiling. 
 
    Maybe she hadn’t missed her chance to go to Shelly’s. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
    The wolf shifted to a man as it bounded around her truck, and Eve averted her eyes. She huddled deeper into her coat when the passenger door opened and the man climbed in, letting a blast of cold air roll through the cabin. 
 
    “What did you do to require an escort home, Lovely?” 
 
    Eve scowled at the man’s greeting. “Nothing at all, thank you very much, William.” 
 
    She looked at the grinning face of the man sitting in the seat next to her. It felt like he took up most of the truck’s cab and if they had been standing he would have towered over her. In fact, he towered over most people. His bare chest peeked out of his jacket, and Eve saw the same dark runes covering it that had covered Ben’s. 
 
    “What’s with all the clothes?” Eve asked, motioning to Will’s outfit. Shifters weren’t known for their love of clothing, and the cold didn’t bother them much. Will wore not only a jacket with his pants but boots too. 
 
    Eve heard his growl over the rumble of her truck’s engine. “New dress code. We’re supposed to appear more human to the general population when we aren’t shifted. That equals shoes and a jacket when outside in the snow.” 
 
    “You are human, Will.” 
 
    Will fixed her with a stare and she got a good look at the part of Will that lurked just beneath the skin. She saw it best in his pale green eyes - something she couldn’t put her finger on, but she knew whatever looked at her wasn’t anything human. 
 
    Will looked away and shook the golden blond hair out of his face. She’d known Will for almost six years now.  He and Ben were the only people from her old life that still had anything to do with her, and they were the only druids Eve wouldn’t actively avoid when she encountered them. 
 
    “You’re still human. Even when you’re not,” she said, putting the truck in drive. 
 
    “That makes no sense, Evey.” 
 
    Eve shrugged. “I think Ben forgot his shoes.” 
 
    Will laughed. “They won’t get that old grizzly into boots. They should be happy if he keeps his pants on.” 
 
    Eve snorted and pulled away from the curb. She went a couple of blocks trying to work out what she might say to him to get him to agree to go to Shelly’s apartment with her. “You wouldn’t have anywhere else to be right this minute, would you?” 
 
    “Why do you ask?” 
 
    Eve drummed her fingers on the steering wheel. “I have a new client, and I need to swing by her sister’s apartment. It so happens to be on this side of the river and since I’m here on business for the police anyway, I figured I would kill two birds with one stone.” 
 
    “I’m not too sure about that, Lovely.” Eve took her eyes off the road long enough to glance at him. Will had his eyes narrowed at her. 
 
    “I’ll make you a deal. You come with me to the apartment for a few minutes, and I won’t tell anyone if you go all wolfy on the way back and hang out the window.” 
 
    His bark of laughter sounded loud in the truck’s cab. “You drive a hard bargain, Evey.” Will looked at her a little longer and said, “You’ll just be in and out then?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” she said, perking up. 
 
    “Anything interesting about your client?” She glanced at Will out of the corner of her eye. He looked relaxed in his seat, his eyes closed. 
 
    “Maybe,” she answered truthfully. “She thinks her sister is dead and wants me to find her.” Will made a noise in response and Eve continued. “So I’m doing the smart thing and asking Wist to help out.” 
 
    She saw Will crack an eye open to peek at her. “Sounds like cheating.” 
 
    “It’s not cheating. If the lady is alive, I’ll never find her on my own. I’m just exploring all of my options. Besides, Wist drove a hard bargain, so it’s not like she’s being cheated out of a client herself.” 
 
    “Why not send her to Wist then?” 
 
    Eve pursed her lips. “The lady had a hard enough time bringing herself to see me. I doubt she would go to the Magic District.” 
 
    Will made another indistinct noise in the back of his throat. When he said nothing more, she relaxed. 
 
    “The Agency wouldn’t have sent her to you if they didn’t trust you could do the work,” he said. Since Will said it, he might have just as likely been saying it to be patronizing as helpful. The blank, serene look on his face as he sat in the seat with his eyes closed didn’t tell her one way or the other, so she didn’t press the issue. 
 
    Instead, she pulled out the manila envelope Kate had given her. “That’s all I have to go on,” she said, poking Will in the arm with it. He opened his eyes and took the envelope from her and sifted through its contents. 
 
    Eve found the entrance to the apartment complex. Four identical, squat brick buildings surrounded a cramped and cracked parking lot. A few overgrown bushes dotted the fronts of the buildings, but other than that they looked a little rundown to Eve. 
 
    She squeezed into an open spot and checked the address again before pointing out one building to Will. 
 
    “I’ll be in there for a bit. In apartment 103.” She took the envelope from Will and grabbed the keys before hopping out. She turned when the passenger door slammed. Will stood beside her Blazer stretching and looking towards the building. “You don’t have to come in,” Eve said with a frown. 
 
    “Unfortunately, I will disagree with you on that point. You should have gotten the Enforcer’s permission, and I’m not about to put my neck out without at least making sure you’re safe like the Enforcer asked me to.” 
 
    Eve snorted at his insinuation her safety was the real concern. It was downright laughable. If the Enforcer’s blade ever came for her neck, she would be sure to thank him for his obvious concern for her safety. 
 
    But Eve couldn’t argue with Will about the point. Either he came with her or he wouldn’t let her go at all. “Fine,” she said and started toward the building. 
 
    She had two keys in her possession, and one of them opened the outer security door. Semi-darkness clung to the entryway. It appeared the landlord hadn’t sprung for a high wattage bulb in the overhead light, and the filmy windows that flanked the entry door did little to let in any of the light from the parking lot. 
 
    The building had three levels, with the bottom floor partially sunk into the ground. Eve took a guess that Shelly’s would be on the bottom floor, so she descended the short flight of stairs off the entryway. Apartment 103 sat in the back corner of the building, and the second key on the ring opened the apartment door. A musty smell hit her when she swung the door in, the smell places get when no one has inhabited them for a while. 
 
    Before Eve took a step into the apartment Will’s voice rumbled right by her ear, “So if this Shelly person is still alive, aren’t you trespassing at this point?” 
 
    Eve hadn’t thought of that. She shrugged and craned her neck to look up at him. “We’re here now.” She walked in without giving it any more thought. 
 
    She found a switch and flicked it. A tiny lamp in the corner popped on and gave her enough light to move around without tripping over anything. 
 
    The place looked relatively clean, but the interior looked straight out of the seventies, like the landlord had done nothing to update the apartment since then. Dark wood trim that looked almost black framed everything, and outdated, avocado green cabinets lined the tiny galley kitchen. 
 
    A couch that looked older than Eve took up much of the space in the living room and a small television sat in the corner. A battered table that looked more like a repository for junk mail than a place to sit and eat stood in the dining nook next to the kitchen. 
 
    “I smell Fae,” Will mumbled. 
 
    Eve waited as he inhaled deeply and closed his eyes, testing the air. Eve sniffed the air herself but didn’t pick up anything beyond dust and a little mildew. 
 
    Will opened his eyes and shrugged. “It’s an old scent. I can’t sense any magic, so we should be safe. There’s another scent underneath, and if I had to guess I would say it was troll.” 
 
    Eve walked over and poked through the papers stacked on the dining table as Will came over and sifted through the pile on the opposite side. Eve didn’t find anything other than old receipts and junk mail. 
 
    “Look at this.” Will passed her a slip of paper. 
 
    Eve studied a pay stub made out to Shelly. She had received it about a month ago from a place called Myth. “What’s Myth?” 
 
    “It’s a Fae place on the North side. Not the best sort of Fae bar to end up in.” 
 
    “Why did she work at Myth?” Eve thought of a few answers to that question, and from the look Will gave her, he thought the same thing too. Shelly worked at Myth, and Will smelled Fae at her place, making Shelly a probable Fae junkie. 
 
    The Fae fed on emotions. During and right after a feeding, the victim of the feeding experienced a profound sense of euphoria, a high with no rival. Eve had heard of people who had lost themselves to finding the next high, giving themselves over to the Fae until they were all used up and nothing remained of who or what they were. 
 
    And it was all perfectly legal if the victim gave themselves willingly. Eve didn’t think an addict could make those types of decisions, but she didn’t get to make the laws. 
 
    “There are more of them here.” A stack of pay stubs was growing larger in Will’s hand. 
 
    “I don’t think it said anything about where Shelly worked in the stack of information Kate gave me either.” 
 
    “Not a word about Myth,” Will responded. 
 
    Eve took the pay stubs from Will and stuffed them in her bag and looked around. Little else remained in the living room worth looking at. She did a quick walk through, ducking her head in the kitchen and noting the dirty dishes in the sink, before leaving Will behind as she entered a short hall. Four doors cramped the space. The one straight ahead led to the bedroom and the one to the right went to the bathroom. 
 
    She checked the two on the left but only found a linen closet and the water heater. 
 
    She was certain that, if Shelly were dead, she hadn’t died in her apartment. There wasn’t any death around that she could feel except for a slow creeping death she placed at a floor up, an older person or someone with a slow working illness. 
 
    She ducked into the closet-sized bathroom and spotted a hairbrush. Wist had wanted something Shelly had used every day, and Eve figured a hairbrush would suffice. Now she needed to find something with sentimental value. She gave another cursory glance around the sparse bathroom. Only a towel draped over a drying rack and a pile of clothes shoved up against the base of the sink remained. 
 
    The bedroom at least had a few more personal effects in it. A large pile of dirty laundry sat in the corner, and shoes littered the floor. A makeup table stood next to the closet, but, except for several bottles of perfume and a smattering of makeup, nothing stood out. Eve spotted a jewelry box on top of a dresser across the room. Jackpot. 
 
    A snuffling sound interrupted her as she crossed the room, and she turned around. Will, once again the blonde wolf, filled the entire doorway with his nose to the ground. He looked up once at her, bared his teeth in a terrifying mime of a grin then went back to sniffing. 
 
    Eve turned back to the jewelry box and peeked inside. A few pieces of shabby costume jewelry, movie ticket stubs and a few dried flower petals littered the bottom of the box. She didn’t imagine the jewelry held much sentimental value, and she doubted the ticket stubs would prove sentimental enough. Dejected, she let the lid fall closed. 
 
    A rough low bark made her jerk around. The wolf’s head popped up on the other side of the bed. When she looked at him he ducked back down so she couldn’t see him any longer. She walked around to see the front half of him hidden under the bed. She knelt down and lifted the bed skirt. Just past Will’s snout she made out the outline of something in the darkness. 
 
    She reached past Will and pulled the object toward her and out from under the bed. The wolf backed out with her and they both sat staring at a lock box. Eve reached up and scratched behind the wolf’s ear before trying the lid. She didn’t have a key for the lock, and the lid wouldn’t budge. She sat the box on top of the bed and continued her search - a search that came up fruitless after the lock box. 
 
    She was finishing with the barren closet when she heard Will shifting again. When she didn’t hear the sounds of rending flesh any more, she went back out to the bedroom. “Smell anything interesting?” 
 
    Will rolled his head, stretching his neck. “Not really. No one’s lived here for about a month now.” He jutted his chin toward the bed. “It smells like she was in a monogamous relationship, but the scents are so old it’s hard to tell.” Eve wrinkled her nose up at the bed. “Mostly it smells clean beyond the smell of settled dust. I’m not picking up anything out of the ordinary except for the scent of fae.” 
 
    Eve nodded. “Thanks Will. You didn’t have to do that.” She walked past him to the bed and picked up the lock box. 
 
    “You’re right. I didn’t. But I’m hoping it gets enough brownie points you’ll take the long way home.” 
 
    Eve smiled as she returned her attention back to the box. The smile turned to a frown. She didn’t want to take the box. That felt like crossing a line, especially if Shelly was still alive. But, if she couldn’t get it open, she didn’t have many alternatives. 
 
    Will stood just behind her looking over her shoulder at the box. “Hey look at that, Lovely.” 
 
    “Hm?” Eve turned to question him as he brought his arm around her and touched the keyhole on the front of the box. Eve heard an audible click as the tumbler unlocked. “Oops,” Will said, grinning at her and letting his canines show.  
 
    She wanted to point out that picking a lock had less moral ambiguity than being given a key and letting yourself in, but she would not complain about the outcome. Instead she said, “Enough brownie points indeed.” 
 
    She sat down on the bed and opened the box. The only thing inside looked like a wad of tissues she carefully searched. Her fingers hit something metallic, and she pulled. The delicate gold chain that unfurled from its hiding place didn’t look thick enough to hold the heavy pendant dangling from it. Eve picked it up and gasped. Pain shot through the side of her palm where it had touched the box and when she looked, fat droplets of blood slid down from a cut. 
 
    Will took the box from her and sat it on the bed while she tried not to let the blood drip onto the mattress or carpet. She couldn’t help that several fat drops fell into the palm cradling her hand. She frowned as the drops spattered the pendant. Oh well, she would clean it later. 
 
    Before she could protest, Will took her bleeding hand and swiped his thumb along the wound. The burning sensation of flesh knitting itself back together made her feel woozy, and she had to grit her teeth. 
 
    “Sorry, Lovely,” Will said as he brought his thumb up and licked it clean of blood. 
 
    Eve wanted to remind him she wasn’t a druid and her body didn’t respond to his healing magic the same way, but instead she exhaled as the rest of the burning sensation subsided. At least she wouldn’t have to do blood clean up. “It’s fine.” 
 
    She scowled at the box. The edge hadn’t looked that rough but then again she wasn’t paying much attention to it. She looked down at the necklace she still held in her hand. “What do you think? Sentimental enough?” she asked. 
 
    “She kept it locked away, and it looks well cared for. So, maybe?” 
 
    Eve stood and took another look around the bedroom before looking back down at the necklace. “It will have to be, I guess.” 
 
    Will slid the lock box back under the bed and stood. “I’m not thrilled that your girl seems connected to the Fae, Lovely. You need to tread lightly with them, and I’d avoid them as best you can.” 
 
    “I’m not exactly happy about the idea, but it’s a lead I’ll have to follow.” 
 
    A frown flickered across Will’s face. “Have what you need then?” She nodded, and a smile returned to his face. “Ready to keep your part of the deal?” 
 
    Eve rolled her eyes as she walked back through the apartment. “I said I would, didn’t I?” 
 
    Will didn’t answer, but she heard him shifting behind her. 
 
    Out of the corner of her eye, Eve spotted a photo hanging on the refrigerator in the kitchen. It looked like a more recent photo of Shelly than the one Kate had given her, so Eve pulled it down and shoved it into her bag with the pay stubs. 
 
    She made it to the living room when a scratching sound came from the front door. Will came bounding out of the bedroom but he stopped and flicked his ears toward the door. He gave her a look she could interpret even when he was wolfy. Stay back. 
 
    He stalked soundlessly past her to the door and sniffed. After a few seconds, he wagged his tail and touched the door handle with his nose. 
 
    Eve obliged and opened the door. Something large and low to the ground darted into the apartment and made a horrible yowling sound. 
 
    Eve relaxed. “It’s a cat.” She looked closer at the thing. Dark grey fur covered most of its body, but it looked like it had been spattered with bleach which caused it to have an unflattering pattern of creams and whites on its back and squashed face. The cat looked wider than it was long. “It’s an ugly cat,” she amended. 
 
    In response, the cat waddled over to her and rubbed against her legs. The heft of it shoved her off balance, and she caught herself against the doorframe. She looked to Will for help but he only gave her a fang filled grin and went out into the hallway. 
 
    Eve tried to untangle herself from the cat, but it followed her all the way out of the apartment. At least she didn’t have to carry the monster cat out. 
 
    “If you’re looking for food, you’ve had enough. If you’re looking for attention, I only have time to indulge one furball.” She patted the top of Will’s head but snatched her hand back before he nipped it. 
 
    The cat yowled at her all the way back to the entrance and outside. When they got to the truck, she opened the door for the wolf and got in herself, relieved when the cat didn’t follow. It sat on the lawn in front of her parking space, watching her and yowling again. 
 
    “Crazy cat.” She turned to Will. “If you wouldn’t mention this to the Enforcer, I’d appreciate it.” 
 
    Will flattened his ears back. She knew the Enforcer would question him, but she could hope. She leaned over into the passenger seat, shoving the huge wolf aside so she could reach the handle to roll down the window. 
 
    The apartment had given her more questions than answers, and now she had to figure out a way to get into Myth. The Fae had turned secrecy into an art form and took protecting clients seriously. She couldn’t just waltz into a place like Myth and expect any of the Fae to talk to her. She’d get thrown out and banned. 
 
    She cranked her heater up to max as the icy air blew in the open window. Will hung out and didn’t look like the air bothered him at all. She put Myth out of her mind and took the long way home. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
    Eve opened a bleary eye. The pale, orange light of dawn spilled across the dark pitted wood of her bedroom floor and cast deep purple shadows where it hit the furniture.  She squeezed her eyes shut as her head throbbed out a painful rhythm. It had been a long night and the True Sight potion was still exacting its revenge on her. Why had she woken up? 
 
    As if answering her question, she heard a light tapping sound. Her head pounded in time with the annoying sound and she felt the sizzle of her wards going off along an inscription inked into her skin. 
 
    She tried to ignore the tapping, but it only became more insistent. She grumbled and sat up, regretting it immediately. Everything hurt along with her pounding head, like someone had kicked her around. Her memories of the night before were a jumble, but she remembered the thrall. That’s right, she’d taken a tumble last night. That would explain the stiff, sore limbs. 
 
    The tapping sound became louder, and she looked around the room, trying to locate it. It sounded like it was coming from one of her windows, so, gritting her teeth, she slid out of bed and padded to the bank of windows that surrounded part of her bedroom. Nothing appeared outside that could make the sound until she put her nose to the glass where the tapping seemed to be coming from. 
 
    A sylph on the other side of the window dropped its glamour and stuck its tongue out at her. Eve gave a frustrated grunt and turned away. Her head hurt, and it was too early for pranks from a bored sylph. 
 
    It pounded on the glass again with its tiny fists and Eve whirled around.  She closed her eyes against the dizziness and nausea that accompanied the quick motion before marching to the window and throwing it open. 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    The sylph stood to its full height, a whopping two inches tall. The faint sunlight caught the iridescence of its translucent body and wings. It opened its tiny mouth, and a rich voice full of southern sweetness issued forth. “Come on down and see me, sugar. Hurry and I’ll feed you too.” 
 
    There was no mistaking the voice. Eve sighed and looked at the tiny creature. “Tell May I’ll be by in a bit.” 
 
    The sylph stuck its tongue out again and took flight. 
 
    Eve shook her head. What did May want with her before the sun had barely risen?  She looked her alarm clock. It said it was just after five. The p.m. after the time made her stomach drop. She’d been asleep for almost 18 hours. Damn the potion! 
 
    She looked outside again and tried to orient herself. The light in the sky came from the wrong direction. Darkness chased the light out of the sky, not the other way around. 
 
    “Wonderful.” She rubbed at the back of her stiff neck and shuffled to get her phone from the nightstand. She’d missed a call from the Agency which meant she’d missed work, something the voicemail waiting for her confirmed. A quick call to the office got that business squared away. The secretary would smooth everything else over for her. 
 
    She forced herself to go through the motions of getting dressed while popping ibuprofen for everything that ached. 
 
    She made a cup of coffee to go and spotted the manila envelope Kate had given her. 
 
    There were few leads to go on, and the only one that might give her anything would be to go to Myth and ask around there. The only problem that posed would be getting the Fae that owned the club to talk to her. 
 
    Eve knew little about the Fae and even with her extensive training, she’d never had much interaction with them. Like trolls and goblins, they were one of long lived races. But unlike trolls and goblins, they didn’t fall into deadly infighting. Which meant they had little need for a necromancer. 
 
    While the Fae would welcome anyone to play, secrecy was their game, and they would say nothing of consequence to most friends, much less a stranger. 
 
    Eve didn’t know how she would get them to talk, but getting them to agree to meet with her stood as the first nigh impossible hurdle - until she remembered who had just asked to meet with her. 
 
    Eve grabbed her truck keys and bag and headed for the door. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    The sign for the Virtuous Woman stuck out ahead. Bright red lettering glowed out in the twilight, and under the name sat an artistic rendition of a woman Eve would not have classified as virtuous. The bar’s name served as an inside joke that certain people didn’t find funny at all. 
 
    In order for a goblin woman to be considered virtuous, she could only work behind the scenes, helping her man or family amass wealth. 
 
    May, the owner of the Virtuous Woman, wasn’t content with that at all. Every bit as shrewd as a goblin man with business, she loved gathering wealth just as much as any of them, be it monetary or informational. May herself had amassed a fortune where information was concerned and she kept her many children strategically placed to gather the juiciest secrets; something Eve took advantage of. 
 
    People packed the inside of the Virtuous Woman. May had decorated the interior to look like a bar straight out of the twenties. Dark wood blanketed the place, and golden fixtures gleamed. Old gas lamps that looked original to the place glowed on the walls. If it had been later on in the evening, May herself would have been moving amongst the tables, chatting up guests. Now, clusters of humans and creatures filled most of the tables. Eve spotted two druids sitting in some seats by the window. They didn’t pay her any attention when she entered and she wanted to keep it that way. 
 
    She kept her eyes down and wound her way to the back wall where a bar ran the length of the room. She didn’t remember the bartender’s name, but he was a familiar face - dark brown hair with a slight curl, brushed back from his face, and green eyes roving the room, looking for guests in need of service and trouble alike. At least he was as familiar as a goblin wearing a glamour got. For all she knew, there were several goblins that took turns working behind the bar using the same human guise. Come to think of it, she’d only ever seen the one bartender. 
 
    She hopped up on one of the bar stools and waited for the bartender to sidle up. “What would you like?” 
 
    “May wanted to see me.” 
 
    The man shouted “Ella” and returned to his work. 
 
    A waitress wound through the tables and trotted up to the bar. Ella, like the rest of the female wait staff, wore no glamour at all. She looked mostly goblin but her ears were too rounded for her to be pureblooded. Despite being a goblin, she would be pretty by human standards. Her skin gleamed a dark bronze, and her black eyes looked liquid and bright. Lustrous blonde hair hung long down her back, a color uncommon to goblins. 
 
    “May has a visitor,” the bartender said over his shoulder. 
 
    Ella nodded vigorously and bounded toward the set of double doors at the end of the bar. A few minutes passed before Ella came back through the doors, May trailing behind, all five feet-nothing of her. 
 
    May didn’t bother with glamours. A perfect cross between a goblin and human, with just the smallest bit of troll in her features, her mahogany skin had the slightest green tinge in spots. She wore her ebony hair short and curled, reminding Eve of old pictures of jazz singers. May’s eyes showed her human pedigree. Unlike the glittering black of the trolls and goblins, her eyes were a golden honey color. 
 
    She may have been short, and she might not use a glamour, but she commanded the room. The place belonged to her, and every eye followed May as she sauntered over to Eve’s spot at the bar. Eve hunched down further into her coat and hoped no one would notice her next to May’s brilliance. 
 
    Before taking a perch on the barstool next to Eve, May snapped her fingers at Ella. In a sweet as molasses tone she said, “Be a dear and get our guest a bite to eat.” 
 
    Ella ducked her head and made a beeline for the kitchen. May hopped up on the stool next to Eve gracefully, even with her dress tight on her hips, and said, “So glad you came, sugar. I haven’t seen hide nor hair of you for a while.” 
 
    “No offense meant, May. I’ve been busy.” Eve did her best to give the woman an apologetic smile. “You wanted to talk.” 
 
    “Yes, well. We’re old acquaintances, so I thought you deserved a heads up. I’ve pointed a very old friend in your direction, and I expect you’ll hear from him soon.” She crinkled her nose up when she smiled at Eve. 
 
    Eve tried to ignore the dread at May’s words and forced a smile back. She could only imagine who the woman would consider a friend. Especially a friend May felt it necessary to warn her about. “Is that all you can tell me?” Eve prompted. 
 
    May’s smile grew. “I deal in information, sugar. That’s all I can give you without charging.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    Ella came back with a plate heaped with food and the smell of it pulled at Eve’s stomach. 
 
    May motioned to the plate. “Guests first.” Eve didn’t hesitate and popped the too-hot food into her mouth, sucking air between her teeth to help cool the burn. Ella had brought some sort of potato, jalapeño, cheesy goodness and was easily Eve’s favorite person at the moment. 
 
    The bartender wandered over and sat a glass of iced tea in front of each of them before moving on. 
 
    May’s face became serious. “Sorry to pull you all the way down here for just that, but I can only trust those sylphs so far.” 
 
    “No worries,” Eve said around a bite of food. “Besides, I needed to talk to you. I need information.” 
 
    Eve caught the faint predatory gleam that flickered through May’s eyes. May hid it well, but she hadn’t been able to stop the curl at the edge of her crimson lips at the mention of potential business. 
 
    “What sort of business brings you my way?” May watched her and took a sip of her sweet tea. 
 
    Eve took a sip of her own drink to soothe the burn the jalapeños left behind and to give her time to think about how to best approach the topic. A hint of bourbon intensified the burn as it wound its way down her throat, and her eyes watered as she struggled to keep a straight face. She cleared her throat in an attempt not to cough and sputter and decided straightforward and to the point would be better with the goblin. “I need an in to a Fae bar called Myth. I’m looking into a girl that worked for them, and you know how the Fae can be.” 
 
    May leaned back on her stool and made a clucking noise with her tongue. “Yes I do.” She looked towards the windows in the building’s front, a small frown on her face. Whatever thoughts the woman was mulling over made her face brighten, and she turned back to Eve. “Now just because I understand your plight doesn’t mean I can go helping you for free.” 
 
    Eve nodded. “Of course not.” She’d expected something like that, and she gave May one of her own smiles. “I believe if you can help me with this, I’ll find the other matter between us settled.” Wist wasn’t the only one who collected favors. 
 
    May’s face soured for just a moment before she sighed. “That’s a fair deal. I’d rather that than remain indebted.” The last word came out as a whispered hiss, like a curse, and May twisted her face up at it. 
 
    Eve thought of all the words she could bring up that might cause the goblin woman chest pain. Dreaded words like debt, bankruptcy, loan, and mortgage. Eve hid her smile by taking another swig of her spiked tea. 
 
    She had cleared May of murder charges. The goblin council of commerce had accused her of killing her husband in cold blood to appease her aspirations of being a businesswoman for herself. May invoked her right to have a necromancer clear her name of the murder charges, and the council chose Eve. She’d just completed her apprenticeship when the goblins asked for her, and Eve suspected they had chosen her because of her youth. Perhaps they thought youth equaled inexperience. She may not have been the most experienced necromancer, but she could still spot memory tampering a mile away. 
 
    It turned out the goblins didn’t like a female trying to have aspirations outside of her place by a male’s side. May’s husband at the time had been happy with the arrangement though and his death was a punishment from the council. They’d tried to kill two birds with one stone and failed. 
 
    May chose not to make a case against the council. Instead, she smiled at her accusers and walked away a free woman with the wealth of all the knowledge Eve had uncovered for her. The council’s plot had backfired, and now May had names and faces she could deal with at her leisure. 
 
    “I’ll send out some of my children to see what they can find. If they have any luck, you’ll get your audience with the Fae.” 
 
    Eve suppressed the urge to thank May and instead nodded once to acknowledge her words. Something you had to learn fast, never thank any of the long lived races. It would be the same as proclaiming you owed them a favor. Even in this case when May was the one that owed her the favor. 
 
    Eve’s phone rang, and when she saw the Agency’s number flash on the screen, she motioned to it and said, “Work.” 
 
    May nodded and hopped off her stool to mingle with her paying customers. 
 
    The secretary spoke in hushed tones, urging Eve to come to the office immediately for a meeting. Eve hesitantly agreed and stared at the phone after she hung up. There were only a few people that could demand a meeting with her, and none of the options were good. She knew the Enforcer would be angry with her for skirting the rules and going to Shelly’s apartment. She should have expected something like this. Her stomach twisted unpleasantly as she hopped off the stool and headed for the door. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
    A squat brick building downtown housed the Agency. Wedged between a law office and a bank, everything about it from the outside stated normal and mundane unless you saw the sigils etched around the entrance door in the front. 
 
    The Agency was the druids’ attempt at regulating the magic normal, everyday humans had access to. But not everyone who got work through the Agency had restrictions like Eve. It was a good way to get steady work as Sanctuary funneled cases that were beneath the attention of the druids to others who would get the job done. In fact, there was a wait list of magic users who didn’t need regulation to join up with the Agency. 
 
    Eve went up the back way to the third floor and into the employee entrance. A waiting room sat on the employee side just like on the client side. Even if you got work through the Agency, not everyone got to have their own office. Luckily for Eve, no one wanted to share an office with a necromancer and the Agency felt it best to have a room dedicated to those who were in mourning. 
 
    The waiting area stood empty, and only one office assistant sat at the desk. Eve walked up to the counter and signed in. 
 
    “They’re already waiting for you in your office, Ms. Williams.” 
 
    “Who?,” Eve asked. 
 
    The office assistant gave her a stiff smile but said nothing. 
 
    Eve sighed. She didn’t see the need for secrecy. As she walked down the long hall, her frown deepened when she saw her office door closed. 
 
    She paused outside her door. It felt rude to walk in without knocking even if it was her office. She settled for a firm rap on the door before opening it. 
 
    Large overstuffed beige chairs and a beige couch sat on taupe carpeting, surrounded by beige walls. An interior designer had come in and vomited beige everywhere. Neutral and calming that’s how the office assistant had described it. 
 
    The fresh flowers placed around the room gave off a scent more reminiscent to Eve of a funeral home instead of making the space more intimate and easing. She supposed human clients might like it, but she couldn’t imagine any supernatural creatures finding the space comforting. If anything, they would feel trapped, caged. 
 
    And have a violent reaction to all the beige. 
 
    A man occupied the chair behind her desk. Fingers laced in front of him, the black leather glove on his right hand contrasted with the warm umber tone of the skin on his left. 
 
    The dryad that had her arms draped around his shoulders beamed at Eve. Her skin, if you could call it that, had the grey brown coloring of weathered wood. In fact, almost everything about her consisted the same faded brown color, even her teeth and eyes. The only color she had was that of the violent red tendrils of leaves cascading from her head and down her back. 
 
    “What do you want, Josiah?” Eve looked at the dryad and said in a gentler tone, “Hello, Cinder.” 
 
    A look of annoyance crossed Josiah’s face, and Cinder stood up straighter and bounced on the balls of her feet. Josiah motioned to himself. “I’m here as Envoy for the Arch Druid; try to have a bit of respect for the position.” 
 
    Eve made a disgusted sound and let the door slam behind her, not moving from it. “I’m not a druid, so I don’t have to lick your boots just because you kiss the Arch Druid’s ass.” 
 
    “Have a seat, Eve.” She saw a muscle under his eye twitch. Good - he deserved every bit of grief she could give him if he thought he could come into her office, and boss her around. 
 
    “It’s my damn office-” 
 
    “That Sanctuary provides you.” Eve whipped her head around. She hadn’t heard his soul when she entered, but there the Enforcer stood near the corner of the room, his arms crossed and his face a mask. “Have a seat, Necromancer. I have more important things to do.” 
 
    Eve dug her fingers into her palms and stood her ground. 
 
    “For God’s sake Eve, just sit down,” Josiah snapped. 
 
    She grudgingly moved to one of the chairs reserved for grieving clients and sat. The Enforcer moved around the room and positioned himself off to Josiah’s side. Cinder twirled around the desk to stand next to Eve’s chair and said something in her singsong voice Eve didn’t understand before looking at Josiah. 
 
    Josiah shook his head at whatever Cinder had said, and the dryad’s lower lip stuck out. She wilted into a sitting position on the ground next to Eve. 
 
    “Thank you for joining us, Ms. Williams. We have business of yours to discuss,” Josiah said. 
 
    “Business of mine?” Eve reached out and stroked the leaves that made up Cinder’s hair, and the dryad perked back up. 
 
    Josiah sat up taller. “Yes, business of yours. The Agency was contacted with a peculiar request for you and, naturally, they informed Sanctuary.” 
 
    Eve cocked an eyebrow. “A peculiar request? Like what?” 
 
    “The trolls are requesting your help. We believe this same client is one who contacted Sanctuary for help. We’ve already passed on his request. To help him would show favoritism and it’s not our business to get involved in the politics of creatures.” 
 
    Eve couldn’t stop the incredulous laugh that escaped, or the sputtered, “Since when?” 
 
    Josiah’s lips pressed into a thin line and through gritted teeth he said, “It’s rare the troll king wants to hold an audience with someone, least of all a necromancer.” 
 
    Eve forgot all about the absurdity of Josiah’s previous statement and stared at him. She had the impression the king refused contact with humans at all, even druids. She’d heard the rumors, a recluse, the king didn’t come into contact with most of his own people, preferring messengers do it for him. 
 
    “What does he want?” 
 
    Josiah frowned. “With you? We have no idea. All we know is he has requested your talents.” 
 
    “What did he want when he asked Sanctuary for help?” 
 
    “Any talks between Sanctuary and the trolls are our business.” He shoved a form paper across the desk toward her, and she picked it up, studying it. If she hadn’t known who it came from she would have tossed the request aside without considering it. The blanks were all filled in but vague to the point of offering no information at all. 
 
    “So,” she began slowly, “the Archdruid sent you here. He doesn’t want me to take the case?” Eve looked between the two men, searching for any signs of what they might be thinking. 
 
    “It’s your choice, Ms. Williams. It’s being offered to you and I can’t tell you what jobs to take.” 
 
    Eve rolled her eyes. “Right. How about this, I’ll think about it and get back to them like any other client.” She pushed herself up out of the chair. 
 
    “Not so fast.” 
 
    Eve plopped back down into her seat. This couldn’t be easy if the Archdruid had sent Josiah. But why had he also sent the Enforcer? 
 
    “Given the nature of this client, it would be best not to keep him waiting. I must ask for your answer now.” 
 
    “If the Archdruid already decided not to help him what do you care if I do? You wouldn’t have even told me about the request if you were completely against it. It would have just gone into the trash.” 
 
    Josiah drew in a breath and grimaced. “There is a rumor that the current king’s power is waning. There are others in the wings ready to take up the mantle, and there are rumblings of infighting over the crown. To put it bluntly, if we go to the king’s aid now, it will look like we are favoring an ailing monarch. It isn’t our job to help him maintain his crown. It’s our job to make sure the blood of the infighting doesn’t spill out into the streets.” 
 
    “Which brings us back to my question, what do you care if I take the case or not?” 
 
    Josiah closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “I care because we want to know what is going on with the trolls.” 
 
    “I see. So you want me to take the case so I can tell you everything I hear.” 
 
    Josiah didn’t answer, but he didn’t deny her claim either. 
 
    “Unfortunately there isn’t anything in my rules that says I have to tell you anything short of a threat to the peace you try so hard to maintain. If you aren’t willing to make it your business, I won’t do it for you.” 
 
    “You saw the bodies of the women last night, correct?” Josiah straightened the sleeves of his robes. 
 
    “You know I did,” Eve drawled, unsure of the direction the conversation was headed. 
 
    “Who can cover up or wipe away magic use?” 
 
    Eve stopped petting Cinder and shrugged. “Goblins, trolls, witches, some ogres. I don’t understand what you’re getting at. There are too many creatures who can hide magic to go blaming just the trolls. Unless there’s something else you aren’t telling me.” 
 
    Josiah shifted in his seat and glanced up at the Enforcer before he said, “That’s all I’m permitted to say on the subject.” 
 
    “I don’t like it when people keep the whole truth from me.” Eve crossed her arms. 
 
    “It’s all you’re getting. So is that your answer then, you won’t take the case?” 
 
    Eve snorted. “I’ll take the case. It’s the troll king for crying out loud.” 
 
    “Good.” The way Josiah smiled made Eve wary. Josiah smiling was rarely a good thing; it meant he was happy and she was about to be less so. “Since it is the troll king, it is a delicate matter. We can’t let you go off to who knows where to meet with him when he is being so secretive with what he wants. We have your safety to think about, given the bodies that have turned up.” His smile widened and Eve’s stomach tightened. “The Archdruid has decided that it will be in the best interest of everyone if the Enforcer escorts you while you work for the troll king. He will guide you on the more delicate situations while allowing Sanctuary to maintain its neutral standing with the power struggle.” 
 
    “What?” Eve’s mouth hung open as she stared at Josiah. She directed her glare at the Enforcer, but he only stood there with an impassive face. 
 
    Josiah glanced back at the Enforcer. “I’ll leave you to discuss the details with her. I’m needed back at Sanctuary.” 
 
    Cinder launched herself from her perch on the ground and tackled Eve in a bone-crushing hug. It wouldn’t have been so bad if Eve weren’t sore from her tumble. The dryad released her and danced her way to Josiah. 
 
    Josiah stood and paused next to Eve on his way out, giving her a once over. “Even though you’re being a pain in the ass, it’s good to see you again.” 
 
    Eve glared at him but couldn’t help softening the expression a little. “Ditto.” 
 
    Once the door snapped shut behind Josiah, instead of sitting behind the desk, the Enforcer walked around and sat in the seat opposite Eve’s and laid a file folder on his knee. Even when Josiah had been commanding the talks, and the Enforcer had been standing behind him, it felt like he was the one Eve should be watching. Now that he sat in front of her, his entire presence felt like it filled the room. Whether it had something to do with his magic or his bearing, Eve didn’t know, but she wasn’t about to let it intimidate her. 
 
    If Eli, the bastard Archdruid, wanted to use her and use the Enforcer as a way to force her hand, she would not make it easy for either of them. 
 
    The Enforcer flipped the folder open. “I wish to speak with you about what you are to do depending on what the trolls ask of you.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Eve leaned forward to get a look at the paper but he tilted it away so she couldn’t see it. 
 
    “The political field of the troll clans is unsteady at this point in time. Many in the clans may see your appearance as an intrusion. Sanctuary has come up with a list of responses for you to give the king depending on what he may ask of you, responses crafted to defuse potentially violent situations.” 
 
    “Here’s a thought, let me do my job just as I always do and everything will be fine. Sanctuary wanted nothing to do with this, remember?” 
 
    “If I remember correctly, it has been some years since Sanctuary has trusted you with any case deemed noteworthy. In fact, I don’t believe they have trusted you with any since your dismissal. So no, I will not let you carry on as you always do.” 
 
    His words weren’t cold exactly, just matter of fact. Eve still felt her cheeks growing warm. She opened her mouth to argue that it hadn’t been a dismissal so much as a disownment but James cut her off. 
 
    “Necromancer, if you wish Sanctuary to trust you with more than just doing parlor tricks, I must ask that you comply with all I require of you in this matter.” 
 
    “You’re kidding right? All I’ve done for the last four years is do what the agency has asked and I’ve done it well. I’ve never missed a check in. It’s not my fault Eli-” 
 
    “The Archdruid,” James corrected softly. 
 
    “The Archdruid,” Eve said through clenched teeth, “is pissed that I didn’t want to stick around and work for him. And now he refuses to let me help Harlen at all. It’s clear Harlen is overworked. He looked exhausted the other night-” Her voice rose. He’d hit a nerve with such precision she was sure he’d meant to do it. 
 
    “You’ve done everything asked of you and done it all well within the rules?” His voice remained soft, his face a mask, but Eve heard the trap in the question. She just couldn’t figure out how much danger it posed. She liked to think the Enforcer couldn’t read minds, but she had no doubt he would know she was lying if she said yes. She kept her mouth shut. 
 
    The corner of his mouth quirked up into an almost smirk, the most emotion she’d ever seen on his face, and it made her want to scream. 
 
    “You wish to be of more use to the Speaker. If you are prepared to do as Sanctuary needs of you for this case, I believe your circumstances might improve. Perhaps we could suspend the need for you to have to ask for certain permissions. Not that you do now.” 
 
    Eve sat still. He knew she’d gone to the apartment. “I was near the apartment and thought I would save you time and kill two birds with one stone.” It slipped off her tongue so smoothly she thought it sounded almost believable. Almost. 
 
    The seconds stretched out while the Enforcer watched her, nothing showing on his face. He rested both of his elbows on the arms of his chair and laced his fingers in front of him. “Not even forty years ago, such a circumvention of the rules would have had me hunting you and serving justice. Brother William would have been held complicit with aiding your crime, and he would have faced severe punishment. Probably banishment from the order and cuffing.” 
 
    It hurt to breathe. Eve could count the number of people she trusted on less than one hand. Will was one of those people, and she didn’t like the implied threat. “But it’s not forty years ago.” 
 
    “You don’t understand just how much you are coddled. And yet you feel you are suffering a grave injustice at the Archdruid’s hand.” 
 
    “Coddled?” Her voice shook, matching the tremor in her hands. “He coddled me by throwing me out of the only home I’ve known? By cutting me off from the only people I care about? He’s forced me to jump through ridiculous hoops just for a chance at a shadow of my former life. No other necromancer has to put up with this crap.” 
 
    “All necromancers submit to a check-in, just as you do.” 
 
    “But they don’t have restrictions! They can live their lives and go wherever they’d like.” 
 
    “None of the necromancers in the city have been privy to private training by the Speaker either. There are none, apart from the Speaker, that can do what you’ve been trained to do.” The Enforcer’s voice was frosty. 
 
    Eve held her arm out and savagely yanked her sleeve back. “What the hell do you think I’m going to do with these?” Two runes sat on the underside of her forearm. One was inked in black and a temporary solution preventing her from using some of her more specialized abilities. The other rune lay branded into her skin and prevented her from tracking anyone using their soul. She would be better than Sanctuary’s own trackers, given she’d met the person she was tracking previously. Shifters could be tricked and put off of a trail, but she couldn’t. There wasn’t a way to alter the essence of yourself. 
 
    “So tell me again how this isn’t the Archdruid being fucking petty because he didn’t get to keep another little necromancer pet. Tell me he isn’t just hanging the threat of you over my head because I wanted out.” Her eyes burned but, damn it, she wouldn’t cry in front of him, even from anger. 
 
    It felt like his eyes lingered on the brand before he said, “Remember who you speak to, tears do not move me. Playing the victim does naught but waste my time. Besides, I’ve witnessed those who are far better at it than you.” 
 
    Eve shoved up from her chair. “Go to Hell.” She let the door slam behind her as she left the office. It was petty, but it still felt good. A head poked out of an office ahead but once the owner glimpsed her, it disappeared just as quickly, and the door to the office clicked closed. 
 
    She had almost made it to the waiting room when it occurred to her this might be what he wanted. He wanted her to give up and storm out. One more strike against giving her more freedom. One more log on the fire at the stake. No matter what else he said, she couldn’t ignore the fact he said her circumstances might improve. 
 
    She would rather chew glass than go back to her office and have to talk to him again. But if she were honest with herself, she couldn’t continue on like this forever. She had more value than what she was currently relegated to doing. She wanted to show her worth and show Harlen all of his time and effort hadn’t been a complete waste. 
 
    She skulked back down the hall and paused outside the office door, closing her eyes. She took a few deep breaths and counted to ten. Then to twenty. Then to thirty. 
 
    She swung the door open and the Enforcer still sat as he had been when she’d stormed out, like he’d known she would come back. 
 
    “Are you done with your tantrum?,” he asked softly. 
 
    Eve clenched her jaw and forced herself to walk back to the chair and take a seat. 
 
    “You said my circumstances would improve if I cooperate and do this your way?” she asked stiffly. 
 
    “They may.” 
 
    A careful answer. Nothing she could use when all was said and done. “I want something more concrete than that.” 
 
    The Enforcer frowned. “That is not something I can do.” 
 
    Eve swore and looked away. She debated her options and found them lacking. 
 
    “Do you think it pleases me to take time out of my day to fuss over if you’re where you’re supposed to be? Or if you are doing what you are supposed to be doing? I have enough to do as it is without having to go through every case that’s brought to my attention for you and decide what’s appropriate given the limits imposed on you. I’m not a damn babysitter. So perhaps you should use this as an opportunity to show me I can trust you and we’ll go from there.” 
 
    “They’re just words,” she said bitterly. 
 
    “I’m nothing if not a man of my word.” 
 
    “Well, you’ve given me nothing.” 
 
    “I’ve nothing to give but maybes. You must content yourself with that.” 
 
    She snorted. “What other choice do I have?” 
 
    “None you could live with I gather.” 
 
    Eve looked away. He had her in a corner, and they both knew it. 
 
    “Fine.” She gestured to the file he held in his hand. “Say what you have to say.” 
 
    “We have no idea why they would want you. The information I am about to tell you goes no further than this room.” He held her gaze with a look that let her imagine just what would happen if she talked to anyone about what he would say. It wouldn’t be pretty. 
 
    “The trolls came to us asking for help a couple of weeks ago. They didn’t give specifics, but it became clear their king needed help keeping his subjects in check. The Envoy already told you why we didn’t answer their call for assistance; we must remain impartial. And now they seek you out specifically, and for what purpose we don’t know. We feel it isn’t coincidence they come to you now seeking aid.” The Enforcer paused. “What do you know of the troll king?” 
 
    Eve shrugged. “He’s a recluse. His own subjects rarely see him. He does little to stop the infighting.” 
 
    “How does he control his subjects?” 
 
    “No idea.” 
 
    He shook his head. “When a troll becomes king, he is king for a reason. Be it here or any other place with a troll population large enough to warrant a monarch. Whatever he says, his people must obey. That is the magic of a troll king - compulsion, absolute obedience to his will. There are many truces and contracts in play to keep this specific king from causing havoc in the streets.” 
 
    “If that’s the case then why would he have trouble keeping his crown?” 
 
    “A monarch’s power isn’t forever. It wanes, and when it does, the masses rise to take control and become the next. There are rumors the king’s time is ending. He is ancient, even for a troll, if we believe the rumors of his age.” 
 
    “So what does he want with me?” 
 
    “That is the question. We’ve speculated few scenarios but none of them require your presence.” 
 
    “What is it you want me to do?”  
 
    “Show up. Listen to what the King wants. But you are not to give an answer to the king until you confer with me once we know what he needs of you.” 
 
    Eve pursed her lips. “Fine.” 
 
    The Enforcer stood. “I will pick you up thirty minutes before the agreed upon time. Be ready.” He strode from the office, leaving Eve alone, staring after him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
    Eve leaned her head against the window. Even the freezing cold of the glass wasn’t enough to help wake her up. She looked down at the travel mug cupped in her hands and sighed. It would not be enough coffee. 
 
    The trolls wanted to meet just after dawn at one of their complexes, a compromise between the Enforcer and the king. Trolls were weakest from dawn until noon, but being on their home turf still gave them a big advantage. She wasn’t a morning person on her best day, and this definitely did not count as one of her best. 
 
    She looked forward to the car ride with the Enforcer least of all. He didn’t seem like much of a talker, and the ride would take at least twenty minutes. She could just imagine the stony silence, but the thought of conversation was worse. 
 
    Hey Mr. Enforcer, kill anyone lately? Yep, that would go over well. 
 
    One of Sanctuary’s sleek black cars turned the corner down the block. 
 
    Eve shoved away from the window and slipped outside as it pulled to a stop in front of her building. A dark tint covered the windows, and she couldn’t see anything on the inside. She opened the passenger door and climbed in, tossing her bag into the floorboard. 
 
    She did a double take when she saw the Enforcer. In place of the usual armor, he wore jeans, and a worn leather jacket over a t-shirt. 
 
    He glanced over at her. “Is there a problem?” 
 
    She realized she was staring. She shook her head and shut her door. “I didn’t expect you to wear street clothes. I figured you’d be your usual Enforcer self.” 
 
    He pulled away from the curb and did a u-turn, taking them back toward the river. “It’s best if we downplay my role within Sanctuary.” 
 
    Eve snorted. “Yeah, that sounds like it will work.” She bowed awkwardly in her seat. “Oh, hello, your majesty. I’m Eve and this is the Enforcer. Oh, no. Not that Enforcer, a different one.” 
 
    He took a deep breath in through his nose and looked at her out of the corner of his eye. “I have no intention of hiding who I am. It is better for our cause if I don’t advertise it. As such, you may call me James while we are in the presence of the trolls.” 
 
    He looked like he’d swallowed something unpleasant and Eve gathered he didn’t want her using his name at all. She opened her mouth to say something else but when James shot her a glare, she closed it and contented herself with staring out her window. 
 
    Once they hit the river, James turned north on the highway, leaving the tall buildings of downtown for the shorter, squatter buildings on the outskirts of the city. He never strayed far from the river, even when he left the highway for a less traveled road. He parked in a small lot that looked out over the Mississippi. 
 
    Its frosty banks glittered in the morning sun as the swift, powerful waters churned past, unbothered by the cold. 
 
    Eve wasn’t. 
 
    As soon as James cut the engine, it felt like the frigid dawn air became a crushing presence just outside the car. She huddled down in her multiple layers and glanced over at James. The only concession to the cold he wore was the leather jacket; his head and hands were bare. 
 
    “Remember, you are not to speak to the king unless he speaks to you first.  To do so would be considered a grave offense.” 
 
    James held her with his gaze until she said, “Got it.” 
 
    He climbed out of the car, and Eve followed, shouldering her bag. He got as far as the back of the car before he stood, scanning their surroundings. Except for his shifting eyes he stood perfectly still. 
 
    He could do that, but the cold wouldn’t allow Eve to just stand around doing nothing. If she’d known he was just going to stand around and wait, she would have kept herself in the car. At least it would have blocked the wind. She shoved her gloved hands deep into her coat pockets. 
 
    The seconds stretched longer, and Eve bounced from foot to foot. She had worn thick winter boots, but they weren’t enough to keep the feeling in her toes. 
 
    “Stop fidgeting.” James gave her the same look he’d given her in the car. 
 
    “It’s cold.” Eve stopped bouncing. “And if you keep giving me the death stare, it will lose its effect.” His scowl deepened until he snapped his head around and came to attention. Eve followed his gaze. 
 
    A woman crossed the street toward them. She was tall and very leggy, a fact easily seen because the woman hadn’t bothered to wear anything to cover her bare legs under the short dress she wore. Her chocolate brown hair whipped back from a face that had small features and a mouth shaped into a perfect puckered bow. 
 
    She smiled a radiant smile at Eve, but it dimmed when she turned it to James. Her attention on James gave Eve just enough time to see the sheen of glamour on her. Eve discretely tried to touch the rune on her wrist that would allow her to peek through glamours, but the glamour was too strong. No matter how hard she looked, she couldn’t crack through it to see a glimpse of the woman’s true form. 
 
    “Hello, necromancer. My name is Erica, and I’m to escort you and your-” she looked from Eve to James, waiting for someone to fill her in. 
 
    “Guard,” James said inclining his head fractionally. 
 
    “Of course.” Erica clasped her hands together. “Now, let’s get out of the cold. My liege is patient, but it is best not to keep him waiting too long.” She turned on her heel and sauntered back the way she’d come. Eve hiked her bag up higher onto her shoulder and followed, with James close behind. 
 
    They crossed the street to the building closest to the lot. The plain structure only had two levels with no real architectural elements to set it apart from any of the other buildings. Erica led them around to the back of the building and stopped just outside a sloped metal cellar door. Rust had crusted over the door to the point Eve wondered what kept it from disintegrating altogether. Erica tapped the dull surface of the door with her nail three times, and the appearance rippled, letting Eve glimpse a solid looking iron door. Runes and other arcane markings flared once before it went back to looking like an ordinary, rusty door. 
 
    The doors creaked and groaned, parting on their own and opened to reveal a set of stairs descending into the ground well past the normal depth of a basement. The smell of dust and earth escaped into the air from the opening. 
 
    Erica turned and flashed a winning smile before descending. Eve followed behind her down the stairs. Metal creaked from somewhere behind her, and James’s head had just cleared the doorway before the doors clanged shut, plunging them all into darkness. 
 
    Eve stopped. The way down the steps had been dark enough with only the dawn’s light outside to show the way, but now there was no safe way for her to make her way down the steep stairs. 
 
    “One moment,” Erica’s voice echoed out of the darkness somewhere below Eve and she heard the woman’s high heels clicking down the stairs. 
 
    A snap echoed up the stairwell, followed by a mechanical buzz. Lights set into the walls at waist level sprang on, illuminating the stairwell. Eve started down again, able to see the bottom of the stairs this time. It wasn’t concrete at the bottom but large slate slabs. 
 
    When she got to the last stair, she lifted her foot to step down onto the floor but James grabbed her shoulder and jerked her back against him. 
 
    “What are you doing?” She tilted her head back to get a good look at him. He only nodded toward the floor and Eve looked closely at it. 
 
    Erica shoes clicked across the floor again, each strike of the heel causing the floor to shimmer, and Eve realized a ward covered the slate flooring. 
 
    “I’m so sorry. Few humans are permitted down here so there isn’t much use having the lights on all the time.” She paused when she saw Eve and James on the stairs and looked down below her feet. “Ah yes, not to worry. That is only set to respond to intruders, and you are the king’s invited guests.” She bowed. “I give you my word you have safe passage into and out of this audience.” She straightened and turned, heels clicking away. 
 
    “You speak the truth, but it is not your place to give such promises,” James called after her. 
 
    Erica stopped and turned to them, her cheeks paling. “You are correct. But I must emphasize that you are invited guests, and one does not bring harm to one’s guests if it can be helped.” She gave another short bow and said, “Please, I must insist we move quickly.” Her smile didn’t quite reach her eyes. 
 
    “My apologies,” James said. He released Eve’s shoulder but maneuvered around her so he touched down onto the floor first. Satisfied, he motioned her forward. Eve was a little surprised; he seemed to be taking his job as guard seriously. 
 
    Every step she took caused the almost translucent ward to flicker under her feet. They turned a corner and faced another rusted metal door. Erica rapped on it twice and, again, runes and symbols fluttered across the surface before the door opened onto another set of stairs leading further down. 
 
    “This is one of my liege’s safe houses. He would have preferred to meet you somewhere a little more opulent, but,” she trailed off before turning and saying, “well, he should be the one to tell you. I’ll also tell you that, once your meeting is concluded, the court will move to another location. It would be unwise to seek us out here again.” 
 
    Given the wards Eve felt pressing in around her, she decided it would be very unwise indeed. 
 
    When her feet hit level ground, she felt magic trip along her skin. The hallway they entered was taller than the one before, stretching fifteen feet or more above their heads. The human friendly lights of the upper floors didn’t extend to this level. Instead, candles sat in brackets along the walls, their flickering light dancing around. Doors broke off of the hallway at regular intervals. Rusted metal made up some, but most of them looked made of thick wood. Thick slabs of stone barred several doorways and Eve wondered what would have to be hidden behind such a barrier but decided she was better off not knowing. 
 
    The hall ended before the biggest slab yet. About twelve feet across and nine feet high, Erica stepped up to it and rapped twice, paused, then rapped another two times. Unlike the two steel doors, there wasn’t a flicker of magic that ran over the surface. Nothing happened. 
 
    Eve looked from Erica to James. Erica tapped her long nails against her leg and James watched the door. 
 
    The ground under Eve’s feet shook violently, and she stumbled, trying to stay upright. Dust floated down from the ceiling and there was no where to go to take cover if the ceiling came down on top of them. 
 
    The earth trembled again, and the large stone slab in front of them changed shape. Rock flowed as easily as water and reformed into a huge stone creature. Even though the thing stood on all fours, its shrunken head still brushed the tall ceiling. In place of its face sat a sheer surface of stone, blank of any features but Eve couldn’t shake the feeling it watched them even if she didn’t see any eyes. 
 
    Erica cleared her throat, and the stone creature rumbled to the side, revealing the doorway it guarded. 
 
    “This way please.” Erica didn’t give the creature a second glance. Eve walked by but kept her eyes on the stone creature the entire time. She had heard trolls were impressive stone shapers, but she’d never thought they could bring it to life like the creature towering over her. 
 
    “It is a golem,” James said in a low voice. “It cannot think for itself and cannot harm you unless its master wills it.” 
 
    “Good to know.” 
 
    The chamber beyond the golem was dimly lit. Only candles burned at the far end of the room, and the light didn’t behave properly. It only extended out in a small circle, making the shadowy depths of the room play tricks on Eve’s eyes. She couldn’t see the edges of the room, but from the way Erica’s heels echoed across the slate flooring, it was a large chamber. The golem rumbled and shook the floor as it moved back to playing a door and blocking any light the hallway provided. 
 
    All around her, Eve heard the quick beat of souls as they pushed in on her. Trolls stood out against the deep darkness, but there must have been more than her eyes could see from the sound of things. She took a deep breath to steady herself and kept pace behind Erica. 
 
    They walked to the head of the room where a throne rose as if carved out of the slab under their feet. It sat between the groups of candles with lakes of wax pooling out around them, and in the throne sat the troll king. 
 
    He didn’t wear a glamour like Erica. He had his lanky body folded in the throne, which only emphasized how tall he would be if he stood up. Black eyes glittered in the candlelight, no whites to them at all, and his skin held the same gray color as the slate slabs they stood on so he looked as if he too was carved from the slate with his throne. His hair gleamed a steely, metallic silver in the candlelight as did the teeth protruding from his jaw, mimicking the glamoured steel of the doors Eve had seen. Trolls took on the aspect of the world around them and the king had surrounded himself with slate and steel. 
 
    A group of trolls stood off to the side of the king, and every one of them looked similar to him, though none of them had hair that shone pure metal like the king. 
 
    Erica knelt on one knee, genuflecting to her king. Even the druids acknowledged him as royalty, so Eve mimicked Erica’s motion and hoped it was the proper thing to do. From the corner of her eye, she saw James give a bow and decided she was right to have knelt. 
 
    “My liege, the necromancer comes humbly to be received by you. The druid comes as her guard.” 
 
    Erica stood and moved to the shadows, leaving Eve and James to stand alone before the King. He shifted in his throne and unfurled to his full height. 
 
    “I am King of the City of the River clan and all clans that fall under Sanctuary’s gaze. I am known as Thorkin Stoneshaper, Goblinbane, Render of Roots, Hunter of the Beasts, and Druid’s Foil.” His voice sounded like shards of stone tumbling over one another. “Tell me who you are that I should allow you in my presence.” 
 
    James stepped forward before Eve could even consider what to say. “I am Brother James, Enforcer of Sanctuary, Hand of Justice and Law, Jordion’s End, and Guard of the Necromancer, Eve Williams.” The king’s eyebrow shot up and he turned his gaze on Eve. 
 
    Eve tried to make her voice steady and clear. “I’m Eve Williams, Necromancer.” She tried to think of something else to add but could think of nothing. The king would have to be content with her less than impressive list of titles. 
 
    “Acolyte of the Speaker.” One of the trolls standing beside the king spoke. The king’s eyes narrowed at her. 
 
    “No.” James said. “The necromancer is not of Sanctuary. She received training from the Speaker and she was his ward as a child. She stands apart now.” 
 
    “You are beholden to no one?” Thorkin asked with a small smile playing on his face. It sounded like an easy question to Eve but rarely were questions as easy as they sounded in her experience. The question would require a careful answer. 
 
    “I am bound to the rules and regulations set upon me and my kind by the druids. I must answer for all of my actions to the Enforcer. But I call no one mine and no one may call me theirs.” 
 
    Thorkin studied her before leaning back in his throne again. “Why does the assassin come with you?” 
 
    James answered for her. “I am the necromancer’s guard, here for her safety.” 
 
    “Oh?” Thorkin leaned forward again, looking interested. 
 
    “I do not know what you want of the necromancer, but I know she is mortal and not accustomed to your politics. I am here to be an impartial guide to her in a way befitting someone who has been asked for help by your highness.” Smooth words. 
 
    “It has nothing to do with Sanctuary being able to keep tabs on what our dealings are.” The same troll that had called Eve the Speaker’s acolyte spoke again. 
 
    “It is a regrettable effect of guarding Ms. Williams.” James bowed his head again. 
 
    Regrettable my ass, Eve thought. 
 
    “Let us not play games. I know what the druids think, Assassin. They think I am losing my throne. I tell you now that is not the case.” Thorkin’s voice rumbled around the chamber, drowning out even the sound of souls for Eve. And she believed him. 
 
    James stood silent, offering no response to the king’s accusation. 
 
    The king turned to the troll that had spoken. “Tell me again why you insist on this female.” 
 
    “The witches can not be trusted. Warlocks are better left to their dark dealings. The rest are trash, not worthy to be in your presence. No, it should be her. You rule the living but they can give you false tongue now. There has been death and there will be more before it is done. If we cannot use the Speaker, we will use his acolyte. She rules the dead and they can not bear false witness to her.” 
 
    “You are sure of this? If I, as king, can receive false tongue, what is to prevent the bitch in front of me from it?” 
 
    Eve clenched her fists. “The dead cannot lie. They have no mind of their own after death. Only the thoughts they had before death remain and just enough processing power left upstairs to follow simple commands and orders.” 
 
    The king sneered, and the trolls standing around him looked away like she had done something perverse. The pair closest to him took a step away. 
 
    “He did not look at you nor did he give you permission to speak,” James said in a rush in her ear. “Do not forget where you are no matter the offense to your sensibilities.” A downward tug on the back of her coat had her kneeling along with James. 
 
    She lowered her head in a deep bow and let James’s words sink in. He had warned her, and she’d still made a faux pas and a potentially lethal one. 
 
    A clicking sound came from the direction of the throne but Eve knew better than to look up. The silence stretched on until the cold of the floor leeched through the material of her jeans. 
 
    “I forget you do not teach your women their place. But I invited her here, and I will be kind to my guest even though she is rude.” 
 
    “My liege, perhaps we should get to our business at hand. I dislike the humans lingering here so long.” The voice sounded like it belonged to the same troll as before. 
 
    “Rise druid, necromancer, and step forward.” Eve stood up and the trolls standing around the king collectively relaxed which Eve took as a positive sign. “Let me see your arm.” 
 
    Eve shoved the sleeve of her coat up to her elbow, exposing the smooth skin of her forearm between her bands of sigils. 
 
    “As an acolyte, were you not required to perform? Where are your marks? I see nothing before me to recommend your services.” 
 
    Eve stood up straighter. “Marks are not a sign of experience. They only serve to keep me from overextending myself.” 
 
    “Before I offer more information, you must demonstrate your abilities.” The king smiled and showed every one of his sharp, metallic teeth. 
 
    “That is asking a lot of the necromancer,” James said softly. 
 
    A ripple of movement from the trolls around them put Eve on edge. 
 
    Thorkin’s eyes narrow and he sneered. “Fine. In return for her show of power, she may ask one question, any question at all, and it will be answered truthfully.” 
 
    Murmurs and gasps came from the shadows and Thorkin turned his head to the troll next to him. “Forning, bring the Betrayer.” 
 
    The troll that had spoken up during the audience with the king walked out into the shadows. 
 
    James signaled Eve closer, and when she got to him, he leaned down and whispered, “When the time comes, I will give you the question to ask the king.” 
 
    “It’s my show of power, so my question.” 
 
    “It’s also your career and your life on the line right now.” 
 
    Eve glared at him, but the scraping of something metal dragging on the ground echoed around the chamber and pulled her attention away from him. The troll called Forning stepped into the lighted area again, pulling a thick metal chain with another troll attached to the other end. It might have had the same slate colored skin as the other trolls in the room but the caked on filth and blood made it hard to tell. 
 
    Forning pulled the troll to a stop in front of the king. 
 
    “Sire?” Forning asked. 
 
    The king gave his head a slight nod, the grin still in place. Behind him, every last troll mimicked the smile. 
 
    Forning moved fast. Eve hadn’t seen him pull the knife until he already had it arcing toward the troll’s chest. She couldn’t do anything but watch, horrified. 
 
    The filthy troll didn’t even made a sound as he slammed down to his knees and then went slack altogether. 
 
    Forning pulled the dagger out and let go of the chain, causing the body to flop to one side, blood gushing from the wound in its chest. Forning bowed once to Thorkin and walked forward, placing the dagger at the king’s feet then joined him at his side. 
 
    The grin spread on the king’s face. “Let us see what you can tell us, little necromancer.” 
 
    The cold slipped into her bones, not unlike the cold outside. She waited for it to turn painful, but it only a whispered through her, her body welcoming it. She suppressed the shudder of pleasure as death laid at her feet and waited for her to claim it. Her hands itched to reach out and touch the body. Instead she clenched them at her sides and waited. 
 
    “We felt it best you have the body as fresh as possible so we stayed the execution until your arrival.” 
 
    How considerate. Eve bowed to acknowledge the courtesy they had shown, but it felt wrong. No matter, nothing to be done about it now. 
 
    She shrugged out of her coat and let it fall to the floor and tossed her hat onto it. It was cold down in the audience chamber, but she wouldn’t feel it much longer. She dug in her bag until she found the pillbox. Her words caressed the box, and the lid opened, revealing the shiny capsules, glittering in the candlelight. She glanced over the many red and clear capsules and reached for the unnatural purple pill, one of only two she carried. 
 
    She raised the pill up in salute to Thorkin and popped it into her mouth, bursting it between her teeth. It tasted like dust at first, and then nothing at all. The liquid from the pill slipped down her throat. She closed her eyes against the building burn in her chest, her lungs still wanting to expand and contract, but the need for it no longer existed. Her body quieted, and her heart no longer pumped the blood through her veins. She slipped easily into death, and it welcomed her like an old friend. 
 
    She left her eyes closed until the burning sensation left her chest and she could no longer feel the cold of the underground chamber. The dead only listen to the dead. 
 
    Eve looked up at the king, ignoring the new movement to the shadows that death brought, and pulled air into her lungs so she could speak. “May I have a name for the troll?” 
 
    “Betrayer,” Forning said. “Names are important to us human. A title is everything. When this creature betrayed our race, he lost all privilege to his previous titles.” 
 
    Eve nodded once before kneeling down next to the body of the dead troll. She held her hand out over its chest and made a pulling motion. “Up you get.” 
 
    The troll’s black, shark-like eyes popped opened, and he sat up, staring into nothingness. The stab wound still bled, leaving a trail down his torso. 
 
    “What would you like me to do?” She had to work fast. Bound thralls were distractible and, once distracted, required a light touch. You couldn’t push them too hard or they would break and be of no more use. 
 
    “I want to know how he ignored my commands.” 
 
    “Look at me.” The troll turned its oil slick eyes to Eve and waited. “Why did you not follow the king’s orders?” She braced herself for the answer, expecting the troll to tell her the king’s magic was waning. 
 
    The Betrayer sat unmoving. A thrall doesn’t move as much as a living thing, but there wasn’t anything happening at all. His eyes didn’t wander. He lacked the muscle spasms, tics and twitches that normally accompanied a thrall. 
 
    “Come on. Just a few answers and then you can go back,” Eve coaxed. She leaned closer and thumped him on the chest. If it bothered him at all, he made no motion to show it. She frowned at him. 
 
    Out of curiosity, she decided to look at him, really look at him. It would take a lot of energy to do so, but she would see his soul as a visual representation. She blinked once, and when she opened her eyes again, the veil that separated the living from the spirit fell away. The orange-ish yellow glow of the souls of the trolls assembled in the room assaulted her vision. Her ears had been right, the darkness of the chamber overflowed with the glow of more trolls than she could count. Shadows moved between the glowing figures, and she dropped her eyes so she wouldn’t see them. 
 
    She shifted her gaze to the Betrayer and recoiled from the body. Her mouth went dry and her stomach twisted. She avoided looking up at the throne as she lowered her hand and the body reclined. “I send you back.” 
 
    James knelt beside her. “What’s wrong?” He kept his voice low. 
 
    Eve didn’t know what to say. She searched for the right words, conscious of the murmurs of the restless unseen congregation around her. 
 
    “Something that can’t be,” she whispered. “Parts of the soul are missing.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
    James turned his head from the body to Eve. “How is that possible?” 
 
    Eve looked down at the body and cringed away, shaking her head. “I don’t know what to tell you. It’s impossible. I can’t do anything else with the body. At least not here.” 
 
    “What is this?” The king’s voice grated against every surface of the space, full of thunder and fury. 
 
    James stood. “The body is missing parts of its soul, an impossibility. Without it, you won’t be getting any answers.” 
 
    Thorkin narrowed his eyes. “What is the cause of this necromancer?” 
 
    Eve pursed her lips and caught James’s eye. He gave her an almost imperceptible nod. No need to keep the news from the trolls. “I don’t know, your Highness. There is only one way I know of to take a soul and even then it’s a complete package. I,” she threw her hands up in the air and shrugged. 
 
    James stepped forward. “Much more is going on here than at first glance. I would like the body moved to Sanctuary so that our Speaker and spellweavers may inspect it.” 
 
    The king sat back in his throne and regarded James coolly. “No.” The word rumbled and seemed to carry as much weight as the thick layer of rock above their heads. “Sanctuary did not come to our aid when we asked, and I refuse the offer now.” The king sat for a moment, then said, “Necromancer, you will discover the cause of this. Find out what happened to the Betrayer, and find out why some of my subjects no longer bend to my will.” 
 
    “With all due respect this isn’t really my forte. I deal with the dead - “ 
 
    “And you will now. I sentence anyone found not following my commands to immediate death. You will give the necromancer Eve access to all the bodies with no resistance. My will be done.” The king’s voice rumbled. “Now, I am done consorting with these humans. Get them out of my sight.” 
 
    Eve looked at the king, stunned. She couldn’t do what he was asking her to do. She took a step forward and opened her mouth but James grabbed her sleeve and jerked her back. “You cannot refuse him now.” He kept his gaze on Thorkin who still watched the pair of them. 
 
    James straighten up. “There is the matter of her question, your majesty. You said she may ask one question and receive an answer.” 
 
    Thorkin smiled. “Yes, she may ask one question and receive a truthful answer.” 
 
    James leaned down to say something into Eve’s ear but the king interrupted him. “I didn’t clarify who that question would be addressed to. I have decided she may ask you one question and receive a truthful answer.” 
 
    Eve’s jaw dropped as she felt the troll’s magic bind James to the agreement with her. She looked between the triumphant face of Thorkin and the dark fury of James. Chuckles and jeers sounded all around them from the shadows, and the troll woman, Erica, stepped toward them, keeping her eyes turned from James. 
 
    Eve stepped forward before she lost her chance. “May I have some of the Betrayer’s blood and hair? There are answers I might draw from it using other means.” 
 
    She was careful to address Forning, but it was the King who answered. “Sanctuary is to have no part in this beyond what you’ve agreed to with your guard.” The king sneered then waved his hand in a dismissive motion. 
 
    Erica and James waited while Eve gathered what she needed from the body. By the time she finished and collected her coat and bag, the chamber was already shaking as the stone golem moved aside, permitting them an exit. 
 
    Erica led them through the halls. They made it to the stairs that would lead out, and Eve’s chest burned, a precursor to needing to breathe again. Once she and James were standing outside, Erica gave a cheery goodbye, and the cellar door banged closed behind them. 
 
    A painful thud in Eve’s chest had her leaning against the wall for support. Coming back from the edge of death was harder than slipping into it. Her body didn’t remember how to breathe and do all the things it would normally do without a thought. She closed her eyes and took a few gulping, gasping breaths. 
 
    When she opened her eyes, the wind stung them. She hadn’t bothered putting on her coat before they’d come outside, and she didn’t see James anywhere. He’d left her to deal with coming back from the edge alone. 
 
    She slid her coat on one arm and paused before she slipped the other one in. She pushed the sleeve of her sweater up to reveal her sigils on her right forearm. They looked the same as ever, and something in Eve’s chest unclenched. Raising the thrall for Thorkin hadn’t added to her marks, but it had sapped a lot of energy. 
 
    She rooted around in her coat pockets as she walked and pulled out the candy bars she’d shoved in them before leaving the house that morning. Sure, they weren’t the best thing for her, but the sugar was quick energy until she got a proper meal. 
 
    James was already in the driver’s seat and had the car started before she made her way around the side of the building. She tumbled into the car and shivered as she shut her door. James threw the car into reverse and left the lot, heading back toward the city proper. 
 
    “It could have gone worse,” she said. 
 
    “I told you not to speak to him unless you had to. You are very lucky it didn’t go worse,” James snapped. 
 
    “I know I messed that part up. Trust me, I’m very aware of that. But look at how well I’m cooperating. I got some blood and hair and I might not even notice if it goes missing once I’m done with it.” 
 
    “That isn’t cooperating. That is a byproduct of doing what I said not to do, and you got lucky. I’m unwilling to attribute luck and chance to cooperation. The body would have been better than blood.” 
 
    “What would I have done with a body? Even if I could take it to my place, I wouldn’t want it there. Its soul was just so…” She didn’t know how to finish the sentence. The soul felt vile, and she wanted to change the subject so she didn’t have to think about it. “So I can ask you anything and you have to answer me?” 
 
    “I would think carefully before doing so, necromancer.” He took his eyes off the road just long enough to give her a look she interpreted to mean she could ask, but it might be the last question she ever asked. The look was meant to shut her up, and it worked for about half a second. 
 
    “Not used to being questioned, are you?” James looked at her with a sort of astonishment as she added, “That wasn’t the question, by the way. I’ll let you know when I want to ask that one.” 
 
    His knuckles turned white from the tightness of his grip on the steering wheel. “I thought you said you’re only willing to press your luck so far.” 
 
    “I thought Enforcers were supposed to be above emotions,” she snapped back.  
 
    His grip relaxed on the steering wheel. “Even I am not immune to antagonization.” 
 
    “Interesting. What’s Jordian’s End?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Jordian’s End was one of the titles you gave to Thorkin. What does it mean?” 
 
    The corner of James’s mouth turned up. “Jordian was a despot of a king that had entrenched himself in what’s now known as Wales. He slaughtered humans and trolls alike and earned himself a death sentence for it.” 
 
    Eve pursed her lips. “So you said you would downplay your role as Enforcer, but you wanted him to know you’ve killed a king before?” 
 
    “It was a question of earning his respect. Throwing that in with my other titles assured I would garner it.” 
 
    Eve just stared at him. She didn’t know much about troll customs when it came to royalty, but that sounded pretty stupid to her. “What question did you want to ask the king?  And that isn’t my question either.” 
 
    “If I answer, I want you to be silent afterward. No more talking.” 
 
    Eve rolled her eyes. “People talk, James. They chitchat.” 
 
    “I do not chitchat with people like you, and you may not use my name any longer.” 
 
    “People like me?  And what people would those be?” 
 
    “Anyone I may have to hunt and bring to justice.” 
 
    “Does that leave anyone for you to talk to?” She turned to watch his reaction but was disappointed. He schooled his face too quickly for her to read anything there. 
 
    “I would ask him how much longer until he lost all control of his subjects.” 
 
    So he wanted to evade one question by answering another? That was just fine. “That seems like something that would offend him. Especially in front of other trolls.” 
 
    “Yes, but he said any question. Besides, I said you couldn’t offend him. I said nothing about myself.” 
 
    A soft laugh escaped Eve. “What kind of guard does that make you? Inciting violence when you’re supposed to be keeping the peace for my sake.” 
 
    “The information would be worth more than your life.” 
 
    He spoke the absolute truth, and even though the sentiment didn’t shock her, it still hurt to hear out loud. She fell silent and leaned her head against her window. It pounded from raising the thrall, and she would have to eat something substantial and soon. 
 
    They were only a few blocks from her home when he broke the silence. “What I said bothered you.” 
 
    “No.” Yes. “I know the lay of the land when it comes to what’s important to the druids. Peace and justice above all else, right?” The amount of bitterness she kept out of her voice impressed even her. 
 
    He turned a corner, and her building came into view down the street. 
 
    “If you know that, then my response shouldn’t have had any effect on you.” 
 
    She turned from her window to glare at him. “Of course it should! It would bother anyone. How would you feel if someone told you your life wasn’t worth enough to save?” 
 
    “Understanding.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” she fired back. 
 
    James pulled up outside the front of her building. Before he had the car in park, she grabbed her bag and reached for the door handle. 
 
    “Necromancer.” 
 
    “What?” she snapped. 
 
    “I am Everliving. When given a choice, my life is expendable compared with that of a normal person. I’ll always come back, they won’t. It is a sacrifice I agreed to when taking up the mantle of Enforcer, but it doesn’t always blunt the outcome.” 
 
    The openness of his words surprised her but changed nothing. She turned back to the door and pushed it open. “You signed up for it. I didn’t.” 
 
    “What do you intend to do with the blood?” he asked as she climbed out of the car. 
 
    She turned her head back to answer but wouldn’t look at him. “I intend to raise a shade and see what answers it might give me.” 
 
    “You will wait for my return before you do so.” 
 
    “If I don’t?” she challenged, looking up at him. He sat staring through the windshield. 
 
    “You will,” he said simply. An absolute command. 
 
    Eve slammed the door closed and went inside. At least she would have a few blessed moments alone to prepare until he returned. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
    James had asked her not to call on a Shade until he came back, but that didn’t mean she had to sit around and do nothing while she waited on him. As soon as she walked in the front door, she tossed her coat and snow boots off and padded across the first floor of her home. The sun’s golden light spilled from the windows that encased the entire eastern side of her home. It had been days since the sun had pierced the heavy clouds and Eve stopped in the light, letting the rays kiss her face and push the remaining cold from her skin. 
 
    She almost convinced herself that it would be okay to go upstairs to her bedroom where the sunlight would stream in across her bed. She could stretch out in the sun like a cat and doze for hours, content to forget about her new obligations to the trolls. 
 
    The thought of James arriving to interrupt her stolen moment of light and warmth made her open her eyes and cross to her workroom, trying to forget about the sun. 
 
    Any time she thought about him, the look on his face when he’d brought up sacrificing himself cut through her. His answer hadn’t sounded calculated; it had sounded honest and raw. 
 
    She shook her head to clear thoughts of him away. Whatever - she knew he wasn’t as emotionless as he let on, but if he wanted to be cold and pretend not to carry human emotions, she wouldn’t stop him. She also wouldn’t let the thought he was a human with real feelings distract her. 
 
    She shoved the large sliding wooden door that sealed off her workroom aside. A south-facing window with a view of the loft apartments across the street took up most of the left side of the room. The light filtering into the room illuminated a wooden worktable in the middle of the space. Shelves and storage stuffed full of books, loose pieces of paper, glass jars and oddities covered the back wall. A second work bench sat to the right side of the room, covered in a layer of books and tomes stacked next to a laptop. 
 
    Eve crossed to the worktable in the middle of the room and shoved hard against it, its thick wooden legs scraping against the concrete floor. She shoved the table until it butted up against the wall under the tall window and, panting, she moved to the shelving that lined the back wall. She pulled down a jar that had what looked like dried leaves stored in it and another filled with black ash. 
 
    Juggling the jars, she shoved some dusty leather books aside that crowded the workbench before setting the jars down. She pulled a large basin from a lower shelf and placed it next to the jars. 
 
    The faint scent of Lily of the Valley filled her nose as she opened the little jar of leaves. Tapping two leaves into the mortar, she pulverized them until only a fine powder remained. She dumped it into the basin and scooped some ash from the jar, sprinkling it on top of the leaf dust. A mini fridge sat at the end of the workbench and it housed the most precious ingredient of all, her own blood. 
 
    Runes and wards covered the black enamel of the fridge. Eve stroked one finger down the side of the door, and the smell of ozone filled the air. She grabbed a bag of blood out before closing the door. The smell of ozone permeated the air again as the door warded itself against anyone but her. Blood held its own magic, especially when drawn for a purpose, and she drew all the blood in the fridge with one purpose in mind - necromantic magic. 
 
    She tipped the whole bag of blood into the basin along with an entire bottle of cheap liquor, mixing all the odd concoction and setting the basin in the middle of the room. She grabbed a long pipette and, drawing the dark mixture into the glass tube, drew the summoning circle. She drew an almost perfect circle in the center of the room with runes and sigils around the circle’s perimeter. Drawing the circle required little direct magic use, but she felt the drain each symbol made on her as the dull ache grew behind her eyes. 
 
    When she finished, she picked up the basin and carried it as far from the summoning circle as she could. She rummaged around in a storage drawer until she found a box of matches. She struck one, holding its tiny blaze up in front of her. “Burn away all that may be used against me,” she whispered, then she tossed the match into the basin. 
 
    A column of fire flared up out of the bowl, hotter than a fire had any right to be, and incinerated anything that remained in the bowl. The smell of rotting flowers filled the room, and the fire snuffed out on its own as if someone had simply turned it off. The basin looked like it hadn’t even been used. 
 
    She moved on to the troll’s hair and blood, and by the time she finished, she shivered as someone tripped the wards. At least James hadn’t made her wait long. 
 
    A knock sounded at the door before she reached it. It surprised her, as part of her assumed the man would walk into her home without so much as knocking, since the locks would mean nothing to him. 
 
    She threw the locks open and stepped back with the door to let him in. Instead, she felt like the floor dropped out from underneath her. 
 
    Harlen stood in her doorway, dressed in slacks and a button-down shirt. His graying hair framed his kind face. 
 
    “Harlen.” His name came out broken sounding and Eve struggled to recover from the unexpected visit. 
 
    Harlen gave her a small smile, but Eve was sure it didn’t reach his eyes. “Hello Eve.” James stood behind him, dressed once again in his armor. 
 
    She motioned them inside, and she tried to hide her irritation at James bringing Harlen with him. Not only did the trolls say Sanctuary couldn’t be involved, it showed how little James thought of her capabilities. 
 
    Once both men were inside, she said, “I’m happy to see you, Speaker, but the king said Sanctuary can’t be involved beyond what James already is.” 
 
    She saw James cut a look at her at the mention of his name, and it gave her some satisfaction to know his name on her lips bothered him. 
 
    Harlen nodded and the small smile left his face. In its place, Eve thought she saw disappointment. “I’m not here as the Speaker, child, I thought you might want an assistant. I’m afraid you may have gotten yourself into something bigger than you can deal with.” 
 
    It felt like someone had punched her in the stomach. She knew Harlen was disappointed with her choices, but she hadn’t believed he also thought her incapable. “I think I’ll be able to manage.” 
 
    Harlen’s face was calm as ever she saw it except for a line that formed between his eyebrows, the only tell he had when something troubled him. “I have no doubt you will. Brother James informed me of what happened, but I’d like to hear the details from your point of view.” 
 
    James wouldn’t have been able to describe what the Betrayer’s soul had looked like. Eve launched into the tale of what happened at their audience with Thorkin. When she got to the part about the troll’s soul missing pieces, Harlen glanced at James before standing up and pacing. After she finished, he still said nothing for a few moments. 
 
    He stopped pacing and said, “How is this possible?” He looked as incredulous and revolted as Eve had felt when she first realized what she was looking at. 
 
    “I know,” Eve said. 
 
    Harlen ran a hand over his face. “You’ve taken some of the troll’s blood and hair?” 
 
    “Yep.” Eve pushed away from the arm of the couch she’d propped herself against and motioned for the two men to follow her to the workroom. 
 
    Harlen moved to the summoning circle and walked around the perimeter, nodding. “Well done.” Eve felt pride at his praise before she became irritated at how much she craved his approval. 
 
    “I take it you’ve made a phylactery then?” 
 
    In answer, she picked up a crystalline bottle and gave it a little shake in Harlen’s direction. She handed it to him as she finished gathering the rest of the materials she would need. She crossed the room and drug an old trunk out of the corner. Popping the latch on it, she tossed several blankets laying at the top to the side. 
 
    “You think I will help you after the treatment I’ve received?” The words pounded into her brain, anger and irritation clawed against the inside of her skull. 
 
    Eve reluctantly pulled the velvet bag that sat in the bottom of the trunk up and gave it a good shake. “Oh settle down. It’s your own fault and you know it. You get too salty for my likes so you stay in the trunk.” 
 
    She untied the bag and pulled out the blackened skull it contained. The skull looked charred in places and runes were scratched into the surface of the bone and darkened with old blood from rituals forgotten long before she had been born. Arcane skulls were in the gray area as far as necromancy was concerned. It’d been illegal for several centuries to create one but that left the problem of what to do with the ones that had already been created. You couldn’t kill them; they weren’t alive. You couldn’t destroy them without a huge backlash of power that would more than likely wipe out a small country. Instead the druids hoarded them to keep them out of trouble. 
 
    “Hello Richard. I see you’ve been behaving yourself,” Harlen said. 
 
    “Is that Harlen? Damn you! You give me to the whelp and I get shoved in a damn box! Expected to do this child’s bidding? Go to hell.” 
 
    “Be nice or you can go back in the box, and I’ll just borrow someone a little more behaved from Harlen.” 
 
    “Please pardon us, Enforcer. It is rude of us to carry on a conversation you can’t follow.” Eve turned and watched as Harlen touched the middle of James’s forehead and muttered words she couldn’t quite hear. 
 
    “Is that an Enforcer? How wonderful. Maybe you’ll mess up spectacularly and he can help put me out of my misery by getting rid of you.” 
 
    “Richard.” Harlen snapped and Richard the skull shut up. 
 
    “I don’t believe you’re supposed to own one of those,” James said and frowned at the skull in her hands. 
 
    “I don’t own it, I’m only borrowing it.” She gave him her sweetest smile and his gaze sharpened. It was mostly the truth. Harlen had let her borrow the skull during her training at Sanctuary. She’d just never bothered giving it back. 
 
    “I don’t like how easily half-truths fall off of your tongue.” 
 
    “So don’t put me in a position to use them,” Eve shot back. 
 
    “You may have to blame your predecessor for that, Brother,” Harlen cut in. “Thomas grew tired of reprimanding her, so he taught her enough about half-truths to keep her out of trouble. At least with him.” 
 
    Eve was grateful that Harlen was trying to help keep the tension low, but she didn’t miss the bitter look on his face at his mention of the previous Enforcer. 
 
    She looked at Harlen through lowered lashes to gauge his reaction, and a defeated look took the place of the bitterness. Thomas had been Harlen’s partner for as long as Eve could remember. But Thomas had left, and once an Enforcer moves on to another post, they cut all ties with everyone. Thomas had spent over twenty years with Harlen and just left him. Eve felt it was her turn to change the subject.  
 
    “All right!  Let’s get this over with so Richard can go back to his home.” Richard used some colorful language to show just what he thought about that idea. 
 
    She stepped into the circle and sat Richard on top of one rune drawn in the middle, ignoring the diatribe of insults he threw around the room. Retrieving an old knife from her workbench and the remaining troll blood, she took the phylactery from Harlen and sat down in the circle, laying everything within easy reach. 
 
    Careful of the delicate handle, fragile from more than a century of use, she picked up the knife. The older the better when it came to using objects for magic. 
 
    She had drawn the circle with old blood, but getting the magic to work would require fresh blood from her. She put the time-worn blade against the skin just below her elbow and, with little pressure, it split the skin. Blood welled from the thin line, and Eve let the drops fall between herself and Richard. As soon as her blood hit the concrete floor, Richard’s foul torrent ceased. 
 
    She took the stopper off of the vial of troll blood and carefully let a drop fall onto her own she had already spilled. Everything outside of the circle faded away until only darkness and silence remained beyond the boundary. To Harlen and James, it would look like she sat in the room with them, and they wouldn’t be able to see anything she saw unless it crossed into the circle of blood. 
 
    She took the crystalline bottle of the phylactery, shoved it between Richard’s teeth, and settled down to wait. She saw movement out of the corner of her eye. A tendril of darkness snaked its way over the line of the circle, just enough to probe at the light that remained in the middle. She waited, not wanting to pay too much attention to it until it was ready to be acknowledged. The tendril crept along the edge of the circle until it paused behind the skull. 
 
    Eve held her breath. This spell was never a sure thing, and she didn’t have the strength to offer any more blood. 
 
    The darkness shot forward and enveloped the skull. More and more tendrils of darkness followed until it had amassed enough to assume a humanoid shape. The creature’s features formed slowly around the skull. Dark, thorny protrusions grew out of its body and the limbs formed at odd angles. It took time for it to open its many eyes to reveal a milky white gaze. 
 
    The Shade opened its borrowed maw, and the phylactery fell into its waiting hand. At least hand was the closest thing Eve could approximate the appendage to. It moved its jaw like it was getting used to the movement. 
 
    “Thank you for answering my call,” Eve said. At least she didn’t have to be careful with her words with a Shade. They didn’t care for semantics at all, and, as long as they understood the gist of what she wanted to say, they were content to listen. They were equally disinclined to play word games of their own. 
 
    The Shade opened its jaw several more time before a reedy chorus of voices hissed out, “You use blood to call. We will answer if it is ours to take.” 
 
    “You may have the blood that sits between us and binds my magic to the circle, and no more.” 
 
    A black wisp escaped the mouth, a motion Eve thought akin to licking one’s lips, but something about it made it seem more obscene than that. 
 
    “That is acceptable. It smells of death.” 
 
    “I’d like you to tell me what you can about the creature attached to this blood.” She pointed to the bottle the shade held and to the blood in between them. 
 
    It brought its appendage up and sniffed at the stopper. The same black wisp that had caressed its mouth slipped out and moved across the bottle. Eyelids drooped down across dead eyes. 
 
    More movement out of the corner of her eye caught her attention, but she ignored it. She’d only used enough blood to summon one shade. Whatever she saw moving was probably just curious. 
 
    The shade in front of her wheezed. “A sad creature at its end. Not much of a meal if it were offered to us. So weak. So broken.” 
 
    “How was it broken?” 
 
    The shade’s eyes opened wide again, and it cocked its head. “Death’s blood.” 
 
    “Could you be more specific?” 
 
    It cocked its head further, almost to a comical degree, the sharp points on its skull glinting in the light. “We do not understand your question. That is the only answer we have to give.” 
 
    Eve frowned. “Is that everything you can tell me about the creature?” 
 
    Eve. 
 
    The voice calling her name sounded far away, and the shade in front of her hissed, dropping the phylactery and lunging to the blood still sitting between them. It made a cage around it with its spiny body. 
 
    She turned, and more tendrils moved into the circle. There was no skull for them to form around, but that wasn’t stopping them from trying. She’d been so distracted she hadn’t noticed the pull on her energy by the interlopers. 
 
    “You may have your meal quickly.” Eve snatched up the phylactery and the knife and jumped back toward the darkness outside of the circle, dragging her foot along the ground to break the circle as she went. 
 
    The magic snapped and light flooded the world around her again. She didn’t anticipate the strength of recoil from breaking the circle. Her knees went weak, and she fell. 
 
    Arms caught her before she hit the floor, and she sagged against them, watching as the blood in the middle of the circle evaporated into the air. On some other plane of existence, the shade feasted. 
 
    She felt herself being lowered to the ground. She maneuvered her head around and found James had been the one to catch her. 
 
    “That was unexpected.” Her voice came out shaky, and she wasn’t sure if she meant the extra shades or James catching her. Maybe both. He let go of her as soon as he had her seated on the ground and moved further away. 
 
    Harlen knelt in front of her and placed a hand against her cheek. “Are you all right?” 
 
    Eve nodded, but the motion made the room tilt wildly. She swallowed hard. “Just the recoil is all. I didn’t disconnect properly. How the hell did all of those shades get through?” 
 
    Harlen only furrowed his brow. “I don’t know, but I would suggest you don’t summon any more shades when it concerns bodies of the nature you described.” 
 
    “What did the creature mean by death’s blood?” James had moved to examine the circle. 
 
    “It could mean multiple things and there’s no telling which one the creature meant,” Harlen said. “The blood of the dead, the blood of the dead to be. I’m not sure. Whatever it meant I don’t know of anything that would cause parts of a soul to be missing.” 
 
    James said something else, or at least Eve thought he did. His mouth moved, but all she heard was the rushing sound of blood in her ears. Her head ached and the whole room lurched and twirled around her. She felt a cool hand on her cheek again. 
 
    Then the room went dark. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    An awful rumbling, wheezing sound resonated in Eve’s ear. It didn’t sound like any noise she’d heard before, and something fuzzy and itchy pressed into her nose and mouth. 
 
    She shrieked and shoved away from the pressure and whatever was attempting to smother her. She sat panting in her workroom floor, staring in shock at a cat. An ugly cat. 
 
    The ugly cat. 
 
    “I hope you don’t mind. I let your cat back in when the Enforcer left.” Eve tore her eyes away from the cat to look at Harlen. He held the velvet bag she had used for Richard, and he placed it back in the trunk. “I didn’t see you as a cat person.” 
 
    Eve scowled down at the cat as it continued to rub and press on her legs. “I’m not.” 
 
     Harlen struck a match, and Eve stared as flames lapped up the circle she’d drawn. It burned slowly, even with the alcohol in the mixture. Magic held her blood and wouldn’t give it up easily, even to the flame. 
 
    “A few extra calories before you do magic next time would be a good idea. Especially if you insist on complicated magic.” Harlen watched her. 
 
    “Noted. How long was I out?” 
 
    “About twenty minutes.” 
 
    “I see James didn’t stick around.” 
 
    “He stayed here for a while, but he had to return to Sanctuary.” 
 
    “Mmm.” Eve pushed up from the floor, disentangling herself from the cat. She glanced to the workbench and sighed. “Of course he had to return,” she added, noting the vial of troll blood’s absence. 
 
    “He left something for you before he went, he said to use it to call him if the trolls have need of you again.” Harlen motioned to a little box sitting on the workbench. “If I felt it would make any difference, I would caution you to excuse yourself from whatever it is that is going on.” 
 
    Eve pursed her lips. She wanted to argue with him but she didn’t have the energy. “I don’t think the King will care what you think, and I don’t think James cares either as long as he gets answers for the Archdruid.” 
 
    “I trust the Enforcer to do what he must to ensure the general well being of the city.” 
 
    Eve snorted. “That’s not saying much for my well being.” 
 
    The corner of Harlen’s mouth turned down. “If you are feeling better, I need to be going. Someone at Sanctuary will note my absence before long.” 
 
    “You’re not here on the Archdruid’s orders?” 
 
    Harlen shook his head. “No. Truth be told, Brother James snuck me out of Sanctuary. Perhaps he’s afraid the trolls are watching you, or he understands the tenuous situation with the Archdruid. Either way, he thought you might have pushed yourself past your limit.” 
 
    Eve couldn’t fathom James being worried about her. It made more sense he worried about missing out on information. But something else Harlen had said piqued her interest. 
 
    “What situation with the Archdruid?” 
 
    Harlen sucked in a breath and let it out slowly, seeming to buy himself time to find words. He grimaced before reaching up to the collar of his shirt and pulling out a living wood pendant and clenching it in his fist. The memory of how living wood felt danced across her palm, warm and beating from the inside out with the heartbeat of Yggdrasil itself. 
 
    The reality of the dead thing that lay cold around her neck left a bitter taste in her mouth. She shouldn’t have kept the pendant. It didn’t really do anything but serve as a reminder of what she had lost. But after wearing it for so many years, its weight comforted her so she left it hidden away beneath her shirt. 
 
    “I’ll be there,” Harlen said to the air. He looked at Eve as he tucked his pendant back under his shirt. “I am needed.” 
 
    Eve nodded and kept herself from watching him as he left. 
 
    “Harlen,” she called out. 
 
    He had almost made it around the corner. He looked back and words failed her. She didn’t know what to say to him, and her head still ached too much to make sense of her thoughts. She shook her head and turned away. 
 
    “Take care of yourself,” he said softly before she heard his steps as they echoed across the floor. She heard the snap of the front door closing behind him. 
 
    She took a deep breath. Their second meeting had gone better than the first but nothing at all like she would have wanted it to be. It still made her want to strike out and hit something. Or curl up in her bed and cry, and she sure as hell couldn’t do that. She needed something to distract herself, anything. 
 
    The cat mewled loudly at her. “Not you. How the hell did you get here?” The cat just stared at her, keeping its secrets to itself. 
 
    Eve remembered Harlen saying James had left a box. She ignored the cat and found the box sitting on her workbench. She picked it up, popping it open. A silver band lay inside the velvet lined box, and it looked too big for her finger. A slip of paper fluttered out of the box and landed on the workbench. 
 
    She picked it up and read the scrunched up, spiky handwriting. Wear this at all times. Touch the band if you need to contact me. 
 
    Simple enough. 
 
    The wide band had delicate strands of silver braided over and over again and inlaid into the base of the band. Such a simple construction, but beautiful. Tiny runes scratched onto the surface of the inside of the band caught her eye. It looked normal enough, and she couldn’t detect anything overtly magical about it.  
 
    She slid the band on, sure it would be too big. Instead, it adjusted itself to her finger until it was a perfect fit. 
 
    Her stomach growled, and she didn’t care about how the ring might work anymore. She needed food and sleep more than anything else. 
 
    The cat rubbed itself on her ankles, almost shoving her over, and she frowned down at the cat. “And a litter box is high on my list too. At least until we can figure out who the hell you should go to.” 
 
    The mystery cat sounded an agreement. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
    Eve opened her eyes to the semi-darkness of her bedroom. No stars or moon decorated the night sky. The cloud cover had a pale orange cast and was too thick and ominous for anything to pierce through. City living had its perks, but never having true darkness took getting used to after living within Sanctuary’s walls for so long. 
 
    Her stomach no longer ached as it had once Harlen left. She’d eaten for energy, but the small throb left in her temples told her she wasn’t done recovering. According to the bedside clock it was just after midnight, and she groaned, closing her eyes and trying to settle back into sleep. 
 
    A painful, cold sensation rippled down her spine, and she jolted upright. She held her breath and felt the dull coldness in the back of her mind. A faint caress, but enough to know there was a ghost close by. 
 
    She flopped onto her back and scrubbed her hands over her face. Her building didn’t have ghosts; she’d checked before she bought her place. She didn’t want to deal with unexpected visitors like this. Given the jolt she’d received, one wanted to talk to her - and now. 
 
    She didn’t want to talk to a ghost right now. She wanted to go back to sleep and pretend things like ghosts couldn’t wake her up. 
 
    Another freezing bolt of pain ran down her spine, like the ghost knew her thoughts. Few ghosts could cause pain like that, but at least it had to be a ghost she knew, otherwise it wouldn’t be able to find her at her home. She knew several ghosts, and almost none of them were ghosts she would want to come find her. 
 
    She gritted her teeth and rolled out of bed. At least she hadn’t bothered changing out of her clothes before falling asleep. A cantankerous meow came from the foot of her bed. “So sorry to disturb you, furball.” Cursing not so quietly and glaring at the cat, she hunted the ghost down. 
 
    It couldn’t be inside her home; her wards wouldn’t allow it. Instead she stomped downstairs and across her living room to the front door. She threw the locks off and slung open the door and a tickle of coolness touched her hand. No visual manifestation stood outside her door, which meant the ghost was too far from its territory.  
 
    “Are we going far? Should I go get my car?” Eve said it more for her own amusement since the ghost wouldn’t be able to reply. She had no choice but to follow it if she had any hope of going back to sleep. She grabbed her snow boots from beside the front door and slipped on her coat. She stumbled as she took a step out the front door and looked down at the damned cat. Pushing the fat thing back inside, she shut the door. “Stay,” she told the door and thought she heard a faint, warbled meow from the other side. 
 
    The cold brushed at her hand all the way down to the lobby. The night doorman nodded to her before returning to his book and Eve sucked a breath in and went outside. She realized how frustrating the game of hot and cold would be when she couldn’t tell if it was the arctic wind hitting her hand or the ghost trying to direct her. 
 
    She shivered and pulled her hood up. If she concentrated hard enough, there was a distinction between the ghost and the night air. 
 
    After three blocks of more or less guessing, the ghost manifested a visual form. Relieved, Eve shoved her cold-numbed hand into her coat pocket and followed the little translucent shape. Two blocks later, the tiny shape gained defined edges. One more block and she knew for certain who it was but she stayed silent to be polite, waiting until the ghost could communicate with her. 
 
    When the ghost stopped and turned around, Emily stared up at her. She couldn’t have been over seven or eight when she died. Her clothes looked like they were from the late seventies or early eighties. 
 
    When Eve had first encountered Emily, she’d tried to find out who she had been, but spotty police records from that time period meant all Eve had to go on was the girl’s first name and Emily’s fear of men. 
 
    The multitude of barrettes that held Emily’s many braids were in pastel hues rather than the bold primary colors Eve knew they would be closer to the center of the ghost’s territory. They clicked together soundlessly as she cocked her head at Eve. 
 
    “Did you need something, Emily?” 
 
    Emily’s large, round eyes were flat instead of her usual twinkle when she closed them and scowled. “He’s looking for you. He wants you to help.” When she opened her eyes again, they looked frustrated. 
 
    “Who? Another ghost?” 
 
    She nodded once then said, “I don’t think you should go lady.” 
 
    Eve cocked an eyebrow at her. “Why is that?” 
 
    Emily bit her lips and rolled her eyes. “He’s new and I don’t like that he can boss me around. It’s not fair.” She crossed her arms and pouted. 
 
    Eve nodded. “Agreed. That doesn’t sound fair at all. Can you show me who is looking for me, anyway? Maybe I can tell him not to boss you around.” 
 
    Emily’s face brightened, but she said, “You still shouldn’t go.” 
 
    “I’m really terrible at following good advice.” She gave the little girl a wink. “Will you show me, anyway?” 
 
    They threaded closer to the little girl’s territory, and she became more vibrant. They turned down an alley, and she dulled again, becoming semi-transparent. She stopped and pointed an almost invisible hand toward another alley. 
 
    “He’s through there.” Emily’s voice had gone wispy and faraway. 
 
    “Thank you,” Eve said, and Emily darted away, her braids bouncing. 
 
    Eve glanced down the alley Emily had pointed at. She saw through to the other end but could see no other specters lingering there. She started down the alley and hoped she would not have to chase another ghost. 
 
    When she came out the other end onto the sidewalk, she saw a translucent form standing across the street. From its size, she could tell it was an adult, but that’s all she could tell. She waited for a salt truck to rumble past then crossed the street. 
 
    The ghost headed north along the sidewalk before Eve could get a good look at it. It solidified faster than Emily had, and the thinning white hair on the ghosts head remained unmoved by the wind. 
 
    “Look, can you tell me what you want right here? You should be able to talk.” 
 
    The ghost didn’t slow or turn around; it kept going. Eve quickened her gait to see its face, but it kept pace with her, so she couldn’t gain any ground on it. 
 
    She gave up and walked along behind it, her irritation with the ghost growing. Getting irritated at ghosts accomplished nothing and made her feel guilty. She had to remember this was a shadow of someone who had probably gotten a raw deal in life and only wanted to be seen and recognized. 
 
    The ghost solidified and, if not for the complete lack of sound emanating from it, Eve would have mistaken it for a living person. Not even the loafers on his feet made a sound as they struck the pavement. 
 
    The ghost stopped outside an apartment building. The old brick of the building soared up and up. In its early years, it had been a factory like the building where she lived. The ghost turned around, and Eve’s heart skipped a beat. 
 
    It was Thornton. 
 
    “Oh God,” she whispered. “What happened?” 
 
    Thornton’s ghost didn’t answer; instead, it looked up at the building before slipping through the glass door of the entryway. Eve tried the handle of the door, and it turned unhindered. 
 
    The entry was empty, and a bank of elevators sat in front of her. Thornton’s ghost waited in front of one of the elevators. Eve pushed the call button and climbed on with Thornton. He reached out to push the button for the sixth floor but, being a ghost, it did nothing. Eve mimicked the motion and the elevator started its creaky assent. Eve’s stomach clenched and sweat slicked her palms; she didn’t know what she would find but it wouldn’t be good. 
 
    The elevator doors opened, and Thornton walked slower now as they moved down the hall. Eve shivered despite the relative warmth of the hallway. 
 
    They passed several doors before turning a corner. Only two doors stood in this hallway - one led to an exit for the stairs and the other to an apartment. A weak chill crept into her bones. 
 
    Eve took a deep breath and went to the door. She tried the handle but it wouldn’t budge. 
 
    Thornton waved a hand at her before he used it to brush the light fixture hanging just outside of the door. She stood shorter than Thornton but, standing on tiptoe and stretching as far as she could, her fingers could reach the tiny ledge made where the light connected to the wall. 
 
    Her fingers hit something, and it fell to the ground, making a muted metallic sound as it hit the carpeting. She stooped, retrieved a key and used it to unlock the door. She looked at Thornton, and he made a motion with his hand, indicating she should go inside. Sweat made her hand slick on the handle as she opened the door. 
 
    Low voices came from inside the apartment, and she froze. Cold light flickered on the wall nearest the door and, when she looked, a television was on in the corner, and the soft voices were coming from it. She turned back to Thornton, but his ghost hadn’t stuck around. 
 
    Eve walked in and shut the door behind her. The apartment was small but nicely furnished, with big windows lining one side of the room. A leather sectional sofa curved around the television in the living room, and the whisper of cold in her bones urged her closer. 
 
    She took a few tentative steps toward it. The television provided enough light to see a loafer-covered foot sticking out in front of the sectional. A loafer like Thornton’s ghost had worn. 
 
    Eve inched around the couch until she saw the body lying in the middle of the room. She knew it was Thornton, but the body looked desiccated, just like the body in the woods. His blank eye hollows stared up at the ceiling. Runes covered the ground, but they weren’t any Eve had ever seen. They looked wrong - bastardized versions of the real thing. 
 
    She looked away and covered her mouth with a shaking hand. She had known Thornton. He’d been a good man and a decent necromancer, much better than any other the police could afford.  
 
    She fumbled around in the pockets of her coat only to remember she hadn’t grabbed her phone on her way out. She looked around the room and saw a landline phone on a table. She dashed over to it and picked it up. Eve cursed. All of her numbers for Sanctuary and the Agency were stored nice and neat in her phone for her. She swore again. 
 
    Why hadn’t she attempted to at least memorize the emergency number for Sanctuary? 
 
    She could always call 9-1-1, but instinct told her not to contact the police. Bringing her hand up to her mouth again, she looked at Thornton’s body. The cold metal of the ring James had given her touched her lip. She’d forgotten about it. She looked at it and tried to remember what the note had said to do. 
 
    Touch the band. Easy enough. 
 
    She touched the band and expected something to happen, she didn’t know what, but something. 
 
    Nothing happened. She let out a frustrated sigh and said “James,” more like a curse than anything else. She looked away from the body and closed her eyes, trying to think about what to do next. 
 
    “What’s wrong? Where are you?” 
 
    Eve jumped, and her eyes flew open. It sounded like James stood right next to her. He wasn’t there, but something was wrong with her eyes. She saw a kind of double vision of Thornton’s dark apartment with the view of another room laid over it like a double exposed photo. She thought she saw the inside of a bedroom laid over Thornton’s living room but the effect was dizzying and made it hard to know for sure. 
 
    “James? I - I’m at Bob Thornton’s place. He’s dead. There was magic. He was a necromancer for the police.” She glanced down at Thornton again. The view of the bedroom shifted, but her view of Thornton’s body stayed the same. Her stomach lurched, and she shut her eyes. 
 
    “Understood. Someone will be there soon.” 
 
    When she’d heard James’s voice, it had felt like he stood right there in the room with her. Now he was silent, and she felt more alone than she had before she’d contacted him. She opened her eyes, and the light of the television flashed over Thornton’s body, highlighting the blood glistening on his skin. 
 
    The room’s walls closed in around her, and the shadows made by the television looked sinister and wrong. She darted out of the apartment and leaned against the wall outside, taking huge gulping breaths. She settled in and waited for help to arrive. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “What have you found for us now, Evey?” The rough voice sounded too loud for the narrow hall. 
 
    “Nothing good, Ben.” Eve opened her eyes. Ben, Will and Samuel swooped down the hall toward her. “That was fast.” 
 
    Ben nodded and said nothing more before he slipped into the apartment. He wouldn’t need any explanation from her; his nose would tell him more than she could. Samuel gave her a sneer before following him. Only Will paused out in the hallway. 
 
    “It was one of the police’s own, Lovely. Sanctuary will have to tell them sooner rather than later, and they’ll want in even if it’s Sanctuary’s jurisdiction. Best to be quick and get what we need before they hear about it and show up.” Will ducked into the apartment. 
 
    Eve felt a ripple of magic crash down the hallway, and two more people rounded the corner, Harlen and Josiah. Silent Ones, the Archdruid’s own faceless, voiceless secret service, followed not far behind. Harlen looked grim and Josiah looked irritated. 
 
    “What happened?” Josiah asked once they reached her. 
 
    Before she could answer, a small body darted out from behind Josiah and made a beeline for her. Cinder bounded up and bounced on her toes, jabbering excitedly. 
 
    “Not now, Cinder.” Josiah was gentle in the way he said it, and his face looked pained as he reprimanded her, but Cinder’s head drooped anyway as she turned to walk back to him. He put a hand on her shoulder as she went to stand behind him again. Eve would never want to cross a Dryad. They could be fearsome creatures in their own right, but they had delicate feelings, especially when it came to their Tenders. 
 
    “What happened?” Harlen tried again. Dark circles stood out under his eyes. 
 
    Eve explained how Emily got her for Thornton’s ghost and how he had led her to the apartment. “Two necromancers dead,” she said. “There aren’t that many of us to begin with.” 
 
    “It’s too soon to jump to any conclusions,” Josiah said, but he sounded uncertain. 
 
    Harlen nodded and went into the apartment leaving Eve alone with Josiah. 
 
    “Why did it have to be you to find him?” Josiah half sighed. 
 
    “As if I wanted to be drug out of bed and into the cold. As good as I am at it, I don’t enjoy finding dead bodies. Especially not if I knew the person.” 
 
    “After the debacle with the Troll king I would have preferred anyone over you finding this body.” Josiah looked down his nose at her. 
 
    “Debacle?” Eve asked, incredulous. 
 
    “Yes, debacle. The Archdruid had hoped you would handle the situation in a way that would prevent unneeded bloodshed. As it is, Thorkin will slaughter any that seem to defy him.” 
 
    “He would have done that anyway, Josiah,” she shot back. “It’s not like I had a choice. If I had, I would have told him no. Even James said I didn’t have a choice but to help.” 
 
    “The Enforcer,” Josiah put emphasis on the word, “is correct. The Archdruid had hoped it wouldn’t come to that.” 
 
    “The Archdruid can -” she stopped herself and Josiah glared at her as if daring her to finish the sentence. Movement down the hall got her attention as the Enforcer strode toward them. 
 
    “Explain yourself,” he said. 
 
    She drew herself up, defiant. “Explain what exactly?” 
 
    “Eve,” Josiah hissed. 
 
    “No, Josiah,” she snapped. “There is nothing about myself to explain-” 
 
    “Whatever the hell is going on out here can wait,” came a growl. Ben stood with his head poked out of Thornton’s door, glaring between Josiah and Eve. “Harlen needs the girlie to come inside.” 
 
    Eve shoved past Josiah, nearly jostling James out of the way in her hurry to leave the hallway. 
 
    She took two steps before she ran into James. She looked up at him, confused. How had he gotten in front of her? 
 
    “Explain why you are here?” James said softly. 
 
    “Harlen needs me,” she said through clenched teeth. 
 
    A deep growling sounded from the door. Eve wouldn’t break eye contact with the Enforcer, but when he turned to glare at Ben, she chanced a peek at him. Ben had his teeth bared at the two of them. 
 
    James stepped aside and said, “We will speak when you are through, necromancer.” 
 
    “Yes we will,” Eve said under her breath. 
 
    Ben moved aside to let her enter and shut the door behind her. 
 
    Someone had turned on a lamp next to the couch and switched off the television. The lamp lent more light than the television had but it took away the darkness that had leached the color from the blood soaking into the grooves of the wood beneath the body. She looked longer at Thornton’s body, how it splayed out on the ground and how the surrounding blood wasn’t enough to make up for the desiccated look of it. 
 
    She turned at a sniffing sound and saw Samuel’s wolfy gaze glaring back at her from the dining room. She didn’t see Will anywhere, and Harlen stood over the body, a sad look on his face. 
 
    “Were you able to get any of his memories?” Eve asked. 
 
    Harlen frowned. “I want your opinion on something first.” He motioned to the body. “How does the death feel to you?” 
 
    She felt the creeping cold in her body, a gentle caress wrapping itself around her bones and settling in. Kneeling down closer, she felt a little pull, like it wanted her to reach out and touch the body. She balled her hands against her thighs and stood up to put some distance between herself and the death.  
 
    Closing her eyes, she let the death touch her again. The soft touch in the marrow of her bones of the cold settling in. Her eyes popped open, startled. There shouldn’t have been anything gentle about the cold she felt with a death so fresh. It should have been painful. “It feels like an older death. Maybe a month gone.” 
 
    Harlen nodded. “Yes, that’s the feeling I get.” 
 
    Eve looked down at the body. The runes stood out bright white against the dark wood floor. “What do you think those are about?” she asked, motioning to the floor. 
 
    Harlen shook his head. “I’m not sure but we found some like it near the body of the other necromancer.” 
 
    “There’s no residual magic around,” Ben rumbled, interrupting. “It should be everywhere, given he was a necromancer.” 
 
    “Someone wiped the place of magic?” Eve asked. 
 
    Ben nodded and inhaled deeply. “He smells wrong too. Smells like he’s been dead just a little while but under that I can smell something rotten. The whole place smells wrong.” 
 
    “His apartment smells lived in though. The rotten smell is everywhere, but everything looks like it was used recently it, and it’s his scent on everything.” Will came out of a doorway from somewhere deeper in the apartment. “Minus the smell of magic, that is.” 
 
    “If I didn’t have the evidence of the body in front of me, I’d be willing to say Thornton died several weeks ago.” Harlen said. 
 
    “I saw the man two days ago,” Eve said, and added, “Alive and well.” 
 
    “How did he smell?” Will asked. 
 
    “I don’t make it a habit of smelling people if I can help it, Will.” 
 
    Will shook his head before ducking through another door into a little kitchenette. 
 
    “What about memories?” Eve asked, looking at Harlen and ignoring Will. 
 
    Harlen shook his head and staggered, using the couch to steady himself. His skin looked waxen, and the dark circles below his eyes looked like deep purple bruises. He couldn’t push his abilities much further. 
 
    “Static,” he answered. “The body has undergone some extreme trauma, but I should have gotten something. His mind had the blankness reserved for bodies much further gone than we know this one to be.” He grimaced. “I will try one more time, but I don’t think I’ll get anything.” 
 
    “I can do it for you,” Eve said softly. 
 
    “Out in the hallway until I come for you, necromancer.” Eve hadn’t even heard James enter. 
 
    She gave him a blistering glare as she left the apartment and crossed her fingers Josiah wouldn’t be around. He wasn’t waiting for her outside, but as soon as he spotted her, he stopped talking to the druids down the hall and stalked back in her direction. She didn’t trust her fatigue to keep her mouth in line when dealing with him. 
 
    “I’m not in the mood, Josiah,” she said when he reached her. Cinder poked her head around and gave Eve a concerned look. 
 
    “Shut up and listen,” he snapped. “I’m only trying to help you.” 
 
    “You could have fooled me.” 
 
    Josiah rubbed the gloved hand over his face, and Cinder stroked his arm in a soothing motion. “You need to watch yourself and your damn mouth.” He dropped his voice low, glancing at the door to the apartment. “Especially with the Enforcer. He isn’t Thomas, you know, and he won’t put up with you the way Thomas did.” 
 
    “I know he isn’t Thomas but I refuse to be afraid of someone just because they give me surly looks and think they can push me around.” 
 
    “You’re failing to remember, he can push you around. He can do whatever he damn well likes if he deems it necessary to keeping the city and Sanctuary safe.” 
 
    Eve opened her mouth, but a muffled shouting came from down the hall. Josiah turned and Cinder hopped away from him, wrapping her arms protectively around Eve. 
 
    “That would be the police,” Josiah sighed. He turned back to Eve and gave her a once over before looking past her. He motioned with his chin. “Go wait out on the stairs until someone comes to get you.” 
 
    Cinder trilled something at Eve in her singsong way and let go to follow Josiah down the hall toward the shouting. 
 
    The light of the exit sign shone out like a beacon to Eve and she headed for it. She didn’t want to deal with druids or ghosts anymore for a long while. It would be easy to slip down the stairs once she got to them and head back home. 
 
    She opened the door and scowled as it banged shut behind her. Briar blocked the way down the stairs. The spellweavers had thought to keep anyone from intruding from this direction. So much for a quick escape. 
 
    Eve leaned against the railing, careful to avoid the sharp thorns. 
 
    Two bodies now. Both afflicted with the same magic and both with a troll connection if Eve was reading Josiah correctly. But what connection could Bob Thornton have had with the trolls? 
 
    The door flew open with a deafening bang, and Eve shrieked. James darted through with a cold look on his face. Confusion crossed it when he saw the briar and then looked at her. The cold look softened a little as the door snapped shut behind him. 
 
    She stuck her chin out. “Before you lecture me, you should know Josiah sent me out here when the police came around.” 
 
    “And you stayed of your own volition and not because the briar blocked your way to freedom?” 
 
    She darted her eyes away from him and crossed her arms, neither confirming nor denying his assumption. 
 
    “It’s a fire hazard if you ask me.” She sniffed and refused to meet his gaze. 
 
    “Come. It is time for you to leave.” 
 
    He reached out and touched the briar. It recoiled just enough for him to slip through. Eve followed behind him, grumbling as he took her all the way downstairs and out the back exit. The door opened onto an alley, and a twisting oaken archway stood across from the exit. Its shoots and vines attached it to the brick wall. 
 
    “Why wouldn’t you let me help?  Harlen is at the end of his limits, I could -” 
 
    “Harlen knows his limits better than you. If he needed help he would have asked for it.” 
 
    “But I-” 
 
    “No. Just because you stumbled upon the body doesn’t give you any right to know anything about the investigation. Harlen shouldn’t have asked for your opinion. It’s bad enough you’re the one that found the body. It will not look good having your name attached to the necromancer’s death when I go to review your case.” 
 
    “That’s not fair! How would I know what would happen if I followed the ghost?” 
 
    “What else would happen from following it? You should have contacted me before you decided to traipse off.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” She sat her hands on her hips. “Since when do I need your permission to walk around? You said I had to contact you if the trolls wanted something. I’ll be damned if I contact you for every little thing. It’s none of your business what I do beyond the trolls.” 
 
    “You’re wrong about that.” 
 
    She bit off whatever reply she wanted to make. 
 
    “Isn’t that the whole point of this exercise?” he asked. “To show I can trust you even with the small things?” 
 
    “No.” She clenched her hands at her sides; unshed angry tears made her eyes burn and her throat feel tight. “The point was to butt in for Sanctuary where it wasn’t wanted and dangle false hope in front of me to get me to cooperate. I thought when I agreed to this I was damned either way and nothing would change, but I had hope. I see now I was absolutely right. It doesn’t matter what I do, you’ll find some excuse to blame me for things that are out of my control, and nothing will change.” 
 
    James turned towards the archway. “Like I said before, you need to work on playing the victim. I find your performance lacking. Go home, necromancer.” 
 
    “My name is Eve, damn it!” 
 
    James said nothing, ignoring her and activating the archway. Bright light flared from it, and she grimaced away, closing her eyes. 
 
    Eve opened her eyes and cursed when the light from the gateway faded. She ran at the archway and kicked the brick wall behind it. She kicked it again with a scream. “This is convenient,” she yelled. “Screaming at a brick wall is the same as trying to say anything to you. Why don’t I have every conversation with you this way? It accomplishes just as much!” 
 
    She whirled around and started down the alley. She spun around one more time and yelled at the archway, “Not going to stalk after me to make sure I go home either? What a small miracle!” 
 
    She let out a long torrent of vile names for him and gave the wall another kick. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    Feeling run down from a poor night’s sleep, Eve drove to her first appointment of the day. Dreams of dead bodies, ghosts and James hurling accusations at her still haunted her waking hours. Damn him. Thornton’s death hit her hard enough but to have his accusations and cold attitude toward her on top of it? 
 
    At least I’m busy this morning. Rarely did she have a day booked solid but after having to take Kate’s case just to keep herself out of trouble, she decided she would take whatever they offered her. She’d called the office early and told them to send her whatever clients she had pending for the day. The print-off in the passenger seat contained nothing good, but the work would keep her distracted and make sure she didn’t have to take any cases like Kate’s again. 
 
    Her thoughts turned back to the night before. She didn’t want to think about Thornton’s body anymore, which left her with little else to think about other than the Enforcer. The nerve of the man, thinking he had a right to anything about her outside of her work for the Agency. She tightened her grip on the steering wheel and let the rough stitching of the leather cut into her fingers hard enough to leave marks. Something else cut into her skin. 
 
    The Enforcer’s ring. 
 
    It took only a few seconds for a revenge plan to form, and she laughed. If he wanted to know what she did at all times, who was she to disobey. It wasn’t being petty; just thorough. 
 
    It was being cooperative. 
 
    She touched the ring and said, “James.” Without waiting for him to reply, she rattled off her itinerary for the day and ended with the promise to keep him up to date with any changes. She didn’t receive an answer from him but somehow she knew he’d heard. She smiled as she arrived at her first appointment. 
 
    The second time she contacted him, she thought he might be amused with her game. By the fifth and sixth time she contacted him, he wasn’t amused anymore. Somehow she felt anger and irritation at the back of her mind whenever she touched the band. She still didn’t stop. 
 
    By late afternoon, she was heading to her last appointment. She’d been driving long enough in the city to know the entrance ramp to the freeway would be backed up, and she did not intend to take it. But it was an excellent opportunity to needle James. 
 
    “The entrance ramp to 65 is backed up. What should I do? I want to make sure I’m at my next appointment at 4:00 just like it’s scheduled in your system. I would hate to inconvenience you by not being where I’m supposed to be.” 
 
    Her words hit against a wall inside her head - James had cracked first. Eve let go of the ring and crowed out in triumph. She knew he’d make her pay somehow for her antics, but the small victory seemed worth it. 
 
    She pulled up in front of an old Victorian with sunny yellow and emerald green accents and parked. Chipper necromancers were hardly welcome on the job, so Eve put aside her elation. This last job was a simple consultation, and then she could do as she pleased with her time. She could deal with that after the last couple of days’ odd requests. Watching her step as she walked up the crumbling sidewalk, she stumbled when words scrawled across her path. 
 
    1 am - be ready for me necromancer 
 
    -W 
 
    As soon as she’d read the words, they faded back into the ground until there wasn’t any sign they had been there. Finally. It had been three days since she’d been to see Wist and she was eager to see what the witch would tell her. She set her shoulders and continued up the path to the house. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The consultation went quickly. The homeowners wanted a haunt banished from the cellar of the home so they could renovate in peace. Nothing so hard that Eve couldn’t do it on the spot. She made arrangements to send the owners a bill and walked back to her truck. 
 
    She counted it a good sign James wasn’t there waiting for her, but when she grabbed her truck’s handle she realized something else was. 
 
    A little sylph sat on her side-view mirror, its wings fluttering and showing a mouth full of little pointed teeth before the air around her filled with May’s voice. “I got you in, Sugar. One of my boys will be by at nine to get you. Make sure you dress appropriately.” 
 
    The sylph, now done with its message, shoved off of the mirror and gave her a rude gesture as it flew off. Eve watched the little thing go. May really needed to get different messengers. 
 
    She grimaced as she climbed into the truck. Not only was she going to have to deal with the Fae tonight, she would have to dress up to do it. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Eve’s phone said it was five until nine. She shivered as someone came into the lobby and let a blast of cold air in. The beads on the hem of her dress stood as chilly reminders it was too short for the weather when her coat pressed them into her thigh. 
 
    She slipped her hand into her coat pocket and laid a finger on the Enforcer’s ring. It felt heavy in her pocket. It probably wasn’t spelled to track her while she wore it, but why chance it. Just because she hadn’t been able to detect a tracking spell didn’t mean one wasn’t there. 
 
    The front door swung open, letting another blast of air slice into the bare skin of her legs. 
 
    Nine on the dot, and it looked like May had sent her bartender as an escort for the evening - until he got closer. Several of the features were off. He had taken little care to disguise the point of his ears. He wore his hair longer than the usual glamour, and it curled slightly around his ears. Maybe she didn’t pay close enough attention, and there were different variations of the same glamour. 
 
    The man spotted her and slowed, letting hazel eyes, another difference, dance over her. 
 
    “Eve Williams?” he asked, sounding almost optimistic. 
 
    Eve nodded, and he smiled a dazzling smile, letting sharp incisors show. “My name’s Daniel.” He held his hand out and shook Eve’s. He held her gaze and didn’t flinch away or grimace at her eye. It was annoying to wear contacts, and since she was going to a Fae club, she didn’t see the need to disguise it. 
 
    She had made the right call on the dress and heels if Daniel’s clothes were any sign. He wore dark slim fitted pants and a tailored suit coat over a navy button-down shirt. He looked put together but not in an overdone way. 
 
    Offering his arm, he escorted her out to a waiting car. He even held the door open for her and closed it after she had settled in. 
 
    After he pulled away from the curb, he said, “Ma said to get you as far as I can without offending anyone. She also wanted me to ask you what you thought of old stone face, Thorkin. Those are her words, by the way,” he added. 
 
    “What?” Eve let her head fall back against her headrest and groaned. “That’s who she sent my way?” 
 
    Daniel took his eyes off the road just long enough to give her a toothy smile. “I see Ma didn’t tell you the specifics. I probably shouldn’t tell you this, but she’d been looking for someone for him for a while. I myself don’t think she should keep you in the dark.” 
 
    Curious, Eve tried to pierce through the glamour surrounding him. She couldn’t detect a shimmer or anything else to give it away. Something clicked into place. “You aren’t wearing a glamour, but you look similar to the guy behind the bar at May’s place.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Well, I should. Everyone behind the bar has to take the guise of my late dad. Ma thought he was handsome. For a human.” 
 
    If Daniel had taken after his dad, Eve agreed with May’s assessment of his father. 
 
    “Well, you can tell May I like Thorkin just fine.” She gave Daniel a dark look before smiling and he chuckled. 
 
    “Yeah, I bet.” 
 
    Silence lingered in the car after that. Eve kept stealing glances at May’s boy, and she caught him doing the same. The third time it happened she cleared her throat. “Do you know anything about Myth?” 
 
    The corner of his mouth quirked up. “A bit. Usually, people have to pay me for information of that sort though.” 
 
    The way he said it and caught her eye made her pulse speed up, and she looked away. 
 
    “But, seeing as I’m taking you into the lion’s den at my ma’s request, it would only be fair to tell you what I can.” The devilish smirk left his mouth, but the ghost of it still sat in his eyes. “Myth is struggling to stay afloat. Kind of uncommon for a Fae place, but with so many options in the city, only the desperate need a place like Myth.” 
 
    Eve snorted. “The desperate can get in, but I have to call in favors.” 
 
    “Now, now. Anyone can get in, but not everyone gains access to what they want. That’s where I come in. I’ll warn you now, whatever Fae talks with you will want a taste upon meeting you.” 
 
    “What?” Eve asked shrilly. She hadn’t known that bit of information. She wanted none of the Fae latching on to her and glutting themselves. 
 
    “Only a taste,” Daniel blurted. “Again, that’s why I’m there. Any more than that and I’ll find they’ve broken the agreement we have.” 
 
    “That’s all fine and good for your agreement, but that doesn’t stop them from taking more.” 
 
    “You’ll find most people aren’t willing to break an agreement with a goblin.”  
 
    Eve shivered. “I can believe that.” Daniel laughed, breaking the darkness that his statement had brought to the conversation. 
 
    Daniel pointed out Myth as they drove by. It sat sandwiched in the middle of a strip of smaller stores, and nothing about it made it stand out except it was the only place still open and a line of people stood outside in the cold, waiting for a chance to get in. 
 
    Eve scanned the line as they drove past. “For a place struggling to stay open, that sure is a long line of people waiting to get in. Especially on a Thursday night.” 
 
    Daniel made no comment, but his mouth formed into a thin line. He had to circle the block a couple of times to find a suitable parking spot. 
 
    As they got closer to the club, Eve frowned at the long line. Standing out in the cold didn’t sound like much fun. 
 
    Daniel put his hand on her lower back and ushered her past the waiting line and up to the bouncer. The guy looked like a bodybuilder that had taken it too far- all muscle and popping veins. Eve thought his neck looked bigger than her waist. He didn’t even have a coat on against the chilly air, but maybe they didn’t make coats big enough to fit over that type of bulk. 
 
    The giant man’s soul sounded anything but human. Eve touched a tiny rune on the underside of her wrist and let her eyes wander over the bouncer to see what really stood before her. Under the glamour, the bouncer stood two heads taller than the human front he put on. A jacked up cross of ogre and troll if she had to guess. The bulging muscle and veins only got bigger and more impressive as the glamour faded away. He looked like he could snap her in half with one hand. 
 
    She let go of his true form, satisfied to look at the glamour and not what sat underneath. She didn’t hear what Daniel said to him but the burly man stepped aside and let the two of them in. Jeers sounded from the line but were stifled by a glare from the bouncer. 
 
    In the dark entryway, Eve hesitated. Her head buzzed with a stuffy feeling standing in the darkness, and she felt disembodied from herself. Daniel had said she’d have to give one of the Fae a taste, something she didn’t think she was prepared to do. Daniel slid his hand in hers, and she jumped at the contact. He didn’t pull her further into the club but stood next to her and gave her a reassuring smile. The fuzzy feeling lessened, whatever it had been. 
 
    “After you.” Daniel motioned into the club. She gave him a weak smile then stepped inside. 
 
    Darkness hung in the air but not in a dingy way. The club felt secluded, exclusive; people and creatures packed the place. 
 
    Silver chandeliers that looked like silversmithing marvels hung overhead, the filagree so delicate and fine Eve had no doubt each one had been crafted by hand. Crystals and silver ornaments hung off of them, catching and refracting the light in a dazzling way. The old wooden floors gleamed against the light like they had been newly refinished. Intimate tables for two or three littered the open part of the floor, along with a several pairs of couches. 
 
    Booths sat in darkness against one wall, offering their occupants privacy. A platform stood across the room, serving as a stage for a wisp of a woman whose voice warbled over the din of the crowd, and a bar ran the length of one wall where people clamored for the attention of one of the bartenders. 
 
    The place smelled heavily of new construction and very old magic. 
 
    “If this is struggling, I want to see what a healthy Fae club looks like,” she whispered. She looked at Daniel and found his face shrouded in confusion. 
 
    He shook his head. “It didn’t look like this the last time I was here. It was a pit to come get a cheap fix. In fact, I felt a little bad bringing you here.” 
 
    A breathy voice rose above the voices of the crowd and the sound of their souls, right in her ear, and it made the hairs stand up on the back of her neck. “Hello, child of May. Hello, Ms. Williams.” 
 
    Daniel gave her hand a squeeze and pulled her closer. It took a moment to spot the woman advancing toward them from the bar. The soft light caught the woman’s skin, illuminating the silver swirls of the Fae just beneath the surface. The silver patterns ran up and down the woman’s bare arms, a delicate network of marks. Her eyes appeared blue from reflected light as she crossed the room, but when she got near enough, they were silver to match the marks on her skin, and a star shaped pupil sat in the iris’s middle. 
 
    The other patrons around the woman watched her hungrily as she crossed the room. She was a pretty predator, just like all the other Fae. 
 
    The woman bowed in front of them. “Hello Daniel.” She reached out and stroked Daniel’s upper arm, but she kept her eyes on Eve. “My name is Thandy. I’m the proprietor of Myth. Why don’t we go have a seat away from prying eyes?” She didn’t wait for Eve or Daniel to respond but sashayed through the crowded club, letting her fingers linger here and there on patrons. Every one of them had a dazed look on their faces like they’d just experienced something wonderful. 
 
    Eve didn’t want this woman to touch her. 
 
    Thandy led them toward the bank of booths along the wall. Everyone in the booths looked well-to-do, and there were more than a few Fae mixed among them, with their bright silver eyes and pretty looks. 
 
    Many booths, no matter how hard Eve tried to look at them, caused her eyes to slide right over them, strong don’t-look spells preventing her from seeing what went on in the darkness. Thandy stopped at a booth and waited for Eve and Daniel to climb in. 
 
    Eve went first. She tried to let go of Daniel’s hand but he tightened his grip. She started to question him but saw the tiny shake of his head. Instead she let him awkwardly help her into the booth. 
 
    Thandy sat in the booth opposite them and looked at Daniel. “Now, let us be formally introduced.” Thandy held out her left hand and let it sit on the tabletop, clearly wanting Eve to place her hand in the upturned palm. 
 
    “Eve Williams, I present you to Thandy, the Joy Touched. Thandy, I present you to Eve Williams, Necromancer.” 
 
    Daniel let go of Eve’s hand, and she brought it up on top of the table, but jerked when Daniel’s hand touched her bare thigh. She shivered as his fingers caressed her skin but focused on the Fae. She would admonish the man after the introductions. 
 
    She placed her hand into Thandy’s and suppressed her instinct to recoil. The woman’s skin was cold and smooth. Even with her Fae beauty, everything about Thandy screamed predator, and letting the fae woman hold her hand for those few seconds became a test of will. 
 
    Without warning, Thandy let go of her hand and sat back in her seat, smiling. Eve drew her hand back under the table. 
 
    Daniel took his hand from her thigh and slipped it back into hers. Eve hoped he wouldn’t feel how hard it shook. Her head felt fuzzy, and the room felt too warm. She wanted to shrug out of the coat she’d left on. 
 
    “Don’t worry, you aren’t my taste Ms. Williams. But I know someone who would pay a pretty penny to get ahold of you.” Her eyes gleamed, making her look more alien than human, as her features grew sharper. “But that’s not what you’re here for. May said you had questions.” 
 
    Eve found her voice after a few tries. “I came here to ask about someone who used to work for you. You knew her as Shelly Donaldson.” 
 
    Thandy’s face remained pleasant enough, but her expression became pinched. “I wish I could discuss her with you Ms. Williams but we pride ourselves on discretion in our little community.” 
 
    Possible arguments for the fae’s statement flitted through Eve’s head. She knew the Fae didn’t just talk to anyone - it’s why she had gone to the trouble of getting an introduction. 
 
    A woman walked up beside the booth and cleared her throat. She kept her eyes downcast and had a sheepish look to her. “Excuse me, Mistress, but you are needed.” 
 
    A look of mild annoyance crossed Thandy’s face, but she gave Eve a pretty smile. “Please excuse me a moment.” 
 
    Daniel leaned in closer to her as soon as Thandy moved out of earshot. “I hope I’m not overstepping myself, but I’d like to point out they have to use discretion with clients. Employees that are human or human enough are exempt from that rule as they have to be tracked by the Druids. Unless your Shelly was also a client?” 
 
    Eve just stared at him, not believing her ears. May would skin him for giving her information like that without securing something else in return first. Even Eve knew that much. 
 
    “I don’t think so. I think she wouldn’t have been able to afford it for long.” She spotted Thandy still occupied across the room and turned to narrow her eyes at Daniel. “What’s with the hand holding and thigh touching?” 
 
    The corner of his mouth lifted and he let go of her hand. It felt like a fog enveloped her mind, and a tingling warmth wound its way down her limbs. The room went out of focus as she slid down in the seat. 
 
    Daniel threw his arm around her and cupped his hand to her cheek. His face came back into focus, his brow furrowed. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” he murmured as he helped her back up into the seat. “I forgot the effect is gradual as you walk in. You got a heavy dose of the fae magic they have going through the place.” 
 
    “How’s that?” Her voice sounded a little slurred to her ears. 
 
    Daniel took her hand in his again and gave it a squeeze. “Ma’s mostly goblin, but she’s troll too. I’ve got enough troll blood in me to nullify whatever the feel-good magic is. You went all glassy eyed when we walked in, and I figured you would want a clear head when talking to the fae.” 
 
    Eve shook her head, trying to rid the rest of the fog. She looked sideways at Daniel. “I was going to ask if hand holding and thigh groping was the norm when escorting people for May.” 
 
    “I can say with certainty that the ogres I’ve dealt with don’t take the thigh groping as well as you do.” 
 
    Eve laughed and caught Thandy coming back their way. She tried to compose herself before the fae woman could sit down. 
 
    “Sorry about that, but I have to handle business promptly. Now, is there anything else I can help you with?” She smiled as if she’d done something clever. 
 
    “Actually, I assume Shelly wasn’t a client. My records show she didn’t make enough money for that. But as an employee, her information should be available for me. In fact, the more I look into this, the more I’m becoming convinced this is a supernatural case. That means I must turn everything I’ve found out over to the druids.” Just a little lie. Eve knew little about Shelly, but Thandy didn’t have to know that. “I’m just trying to save everyone, especially you, some trouble by collecting the information now. I’d hate for the druids to come in here and investigate.” 
 
    The smile fell from Thandy’s face. “You’re right. We should save the druids the trouble of coming here. What would you like to know?” The words sounded forced. 
 
    “Everything you can tell me about her. When did she start working here? When did she stop coming in? Did she have anyone that came in to see her? What were her duties? Anything at all.” 
 
    Thandy pursed her lips and leaned back in her seat. “I’d have to look up her start date, but someone informed me she stopped coming into work about three weeks ago. No idea why, and I didn’t care to find out either. She didn’t stand out in particular and I have no idea if anyone came in to see her. I wouldn’t have known who you were talking about if her sister hadn’t asked about her already.” 
 
    “What sort of duties did she have here?” 
 
    Thandy smirked. “The same as any other girl with her skill set. Get drinks and food. Make sure the guests are comfortable. Do what you have to for the VIPs to enjoy themselves.” 
 
    Eve didn’t like the look of derision she saw cross Thandy’s face when she’d mentioned the last task, but she racked her brain for something else to ask. 
 
    “Did she ever collect her last paycheck?” Daniel asked. It was a good question and one Eve wouldn’t have thought to ask. If she didn’t know better, she would have called May after tonight to thank her for sending Daniel. 
 
    Thandy sniffed. “I’d have to check on that. Books aren’t my forte.” She narrowed her eyes at Eve. “Anything else?” 
 
    Eve looked at Daniel and he shook his head. “I guess that’s it except for what your books can tell me.” 
 
    Thandy nodded and stood up. “Enjoy our hospitality while I get the information you want.” She stood and walked off. 
 
    Thandy had worded her statement carefully. Eve took it for the warning it was meant to be; the Fae woman would play nice for a bit longer but all bets were off once she got Eve the information. “I think we should head out as soon as she gets what I need.” 
 
    Daniel nodded. “I was going to tell you that.” 
 
    “Let’s at least poke around while we can.” Daniel got up and helped her out of the booth. There were a couple of people dancing to the woman singing on stage, and Eve pulled Daniel along with her into the back of the club. The lights grew dimmer the further they went. 
 
    Almost hidden in the gloam, a doorway stood covered by a beaded curtain. Eve stopped walking and shifted some beaded strands aside. A set of stairs ascended and Eve could hear a different sort of music drifting down them. 
 
    Eve glanced at Daniel. “Think we can take a peek up there?” 
 
    “Doug’s on duty tonight so it should be okay, but put your hand on my chest,” Daniel said. 
 
    Eve raised her eyebrow but did as he said, putting her free hand on his chest. He slid his arm around her, letting go of her hand and pulling her against him. He smiled. “Now, look like you are super into me.” 
 
    Eve rolled her eyes. 
 
    “That’s a girl. Let’s go.” 
 
    Eve tapped him on the chest and glowered at him in mock anger. He gave her a lopsided smile and pulled her even closer to him until she was leaning her head against his shoulder. He guided her through the curtain and up the stairs. They hit the landing at the top and turned a corner. 
 
    Bodies undulated in the room beyond to the music that had filtered down the stairs. 
 
    In terms of layout, the room looked similar to the first floor of the club, but the similarities ended there. Sapphire tinted light permeated the space, transforming the dancing bodies into ethereal specters. Flashes of silver-infused skin tangled with the limbs of other creatures and humans. There were only booths in this part of the club and Eve’s eyes darted away from them against her will whenever she tried to take a peek at who or what occupied them. 
 
    Another unglamoured ogre - troll hybrid stood sentry inside the doorway, out of obvious sight. It frowned at them, but Daniel stared it down until the guard returned to scanning the room. 
 
    “Do you come here often enough he recognizes you?” Eve whispered. 
 
    “Nah. Doug is on Ma’s payroll.” 
 
    “Wait,” she stopped walking, forcing Daniel to stop. “That’s Doug?” 
 
    Daniel cleared his throat. “Doug’s a fine name when he can’t even pronounce his true name.” 
 
    Laughter tore Eve’s attention away from him. A girl, barely into womanhood, was half dragging a man toward a door Eve hadn’t seen when she’d first walked in. Eve caught a look of the man’s dazed face and, even though she’d never seen it before in person, she recognized the look of a feeder’s high. 
 
    There wasn’t much to the girl’s outfit, and it was easy enough to see the witch runes that covered parts of her body. The girl opened the door and disappeared behind it with the man. 
 
    “One of the servers,” Daniel said just loud enough for her to hear. “Your Shelly would have been responsible for the same duties as that girl.” 
 
    “I don’t really want to know what those duties are, do I?” 
 
    He took a breath to answer but something caught his eye and Eve followed his gaze, her eyes going wide. “Charles?” 
 
    Thornton’s apprentice looked just as shocked to see her. 
 
    “I didn’t know you came to places like this.” Charles looked her up and down before letting his gaze fall on Daniel. 
 
    “I don’t usually. I’m here on business.” 
 
    Charles’s eyes raked over the way she was pressed against Daniel but he said, “Oh. I come here pretty often with my girlfriend. She thought it would be a good way to get my mind off of everything tonight…” Charles trailed off and looked away. 
 
    The events from the previous night rushed through Eve’s head and she disentangled herself for Daniel, careful to let him take her hand again. “I’m sorry about Thornton. He was a good guy and a great necromancer.” 
 
    “He was. I’m just glad the druids found him so fast.” 
 
    Eve nodded and tried to keep her face blank. “Yeah. The faster they can get on the trail of whoever did,” she waved her hand around like she had to search for the right words. She didn’t want to let on like she knew any specifics. 
 
    “I wonder how they found him so fast?” Charles grimaced and Eve reached out and touched his arm. 
 
    A voice called out to Charles, and it sounded familiar, but Eve couldn’t place it until Kate MacDonald leaned out of one of the booths. Her eyes locked with Eve’s and Eve wasn’t sure which of them looked more surprised. 
 
    “I’ll get us something to drink.” Daniel motioned to the bar. He rubbed his thumb over the back of her hand and gave her a small smile as he released it. 
 
    None of the fogginess from earlier tried to claim her thoughts, and she scowled after Daniel as he retreated. He tossed a sly look over his shoulder, and she returned it with one she hoped let him know how much trouble he had just gotten himself into. She had to hand it to May though, her choice of escort was spot on. He had figured out a way to give her privacy to talk and still be able keep an eye on her from the bar. 
 
    She brought her attention back to Kate, whose cheeks had gone red. Kate motioned Eve toward her booth, and Charles followed, but neither one of them sat. 
 
    “You two know each other?” Charles asked. 
 
    Kate nodded and took a deep breath. “I hired Ms. Williams to inquire about my sister. I assume that’s why you’re here,” she said, looking at Eve. Kate’s voice slurred just a little, and her eyes were glassy. 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    Kate reached out and squeezed Charles’s hand. Eve caught a better look at the gold band she had noticed him wearing a few nights earlier. She could see now that there was a large square stone setting in the middle of the thick band of gold. It made sense now why he wore it, it was probably a gift from Kate given the collection of large rings adorning her fingers. “Sweetie, would you go get some drinks.” 
 
    Charles looked between the two women. The look on his face made it clear he didn’t want to leave.  
 
    “Please?” 
 
    After a few seconds of staring at Kate, he turned to go to the bar. 
 
    Eve sat down across from her and watched Charles wind his way through the throng of dancers. “Mommy and Daddy couldn’t handle Shelly’s obsession with - how did you put it - the occult? But they will be okay with you seeing him?” Kate’s stoney face gave Eve her answer. “I see. He’s your dirty little secret then?” 
 
    Kate looked away toward the bar. “Have you found out anything about my sister, Ms. Williams? I remember hiring you to find out what happened to her, not to judge me.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but you wrinkled your nose up when you talked about Shelly and here you are, doing pretty much the same thing you accused her of.” Eve happened to agree with Kate, she had no business judging anyone. But the way Kate had talked about Shelly being an outcast for what she’d done… And here Kate sat, still loved and still working for the family business. 
 
    “She and I are nothing alike.” Kate spat the words. “I love my sister, but we are night and day.” Kate stared daggers at Eve before composing herself again. “Now, have you found out anything about Shelly?” 
 
    Eve motioned to the club around them. “Obviously, I found out she worked here, which is more than you gave me to go on.” 
 
    Kate swallowed hard. “I didn’t think it would matter. Do you think I’m happy she worked at a place like this?” Her gaze drifted toward the door that Eve had seen the girl walk through. 
 
    “I don’t understand why you came to me though? You’re seeing Charles, obviously you know he’s a necromancer.” 
 
    Kate shifted in her seat and looked uncomfortable. Eve thought she looked like she wanted to say something, but Charles appeared at the table side; he had already made it back from the bar. Amazing how fast he could get drinks while Daniel still stood up at the bar trying to get the bartender’s attention. It must make a difference if you’re afraid of missing anything. 
 
    Kate looked irritated that he’d come back already but slid over so he could take a seat next to her. “You can talk in front of him.” 
 
    Charles shot Kate a look of annoyance. 
 
    “I’m waiting on some information from Shelly’s boss. I don’t know if it will tell me anything, but I might as well have the information as not. Later tonight, I might get something useful. I may have a way to track where Shelly is whether she’s living or deceased. Either way, I hope I can give you an answer in the morning.” 
 
    Kate sat up straighter, and Eve regretted attacking her decisions when the look of hope and relief crossed Kate’s face. 
 
    “How do you intend to do that?” Charles cut in. 
 
    There wasn’t any way Eve would drop Wist’s name without having her permission first. “It’s very involved, and a secret method passed only between masters. If you are curious about it, I suggest you bring it up with whoever takes over your mentorship.” 
 
    Charles cheeks turned red, but he smiled. “Of course I’ll ask.” He turned to Kate and said, “Going to Eve was smart. The druids’ Speaker for the Dead taught her and she shadowed the great Mathias Bellows. She earned the rank of master before she turned twenty.” He turned his gaze back to Eve. “Thornton had a high opinion of you; he mentioned you often during lessons. Perhaps I’ll probe you for information when I attain my master rank.” 
 
    “I look forward to it.” The mention of Mathias Bellows caused her blood pressure to spike. At least he’d moved across the country, and she didn’t have to worry about Charles or any other local necromancer getting involved with his particular brand of jackassery. 
 
    Thandy appeared at their table, breaking Eve out of thoughts of ancient history, and tossed the file she carried down on the table. Daniel appeared behind her, drinks nowhere in sight. 
 
    Eve snatched the file up and said, “Good evening everyone.” 
 
    She didn’t wait for Kate or Charles to say anything and let Daniel push her towards the door, neither one of them wanting to find out what happened when Thandy’s hospitality ran out. They didn’t pause for anything until they were both safely back in Daniel’s car. 
 
    Eve’s breath clouded the air in front of her while they sat in silence, and she shifted in her seat so she could face Daniel. “You could have done the whole rubbing my hand thing at any time, couldn’t you?” 
 
    “Sorry about that,” he said with a little smile. He shook his head. “Actually, I’m not sorry at all.” 
 
    A laugh escaped Eve before she could stop it. Oh he was trouble, all right. 
 
    Daniel started the car and cleared his throat. “Are you busy the rest of the night? It’s still early, and I failed to get you a drink. So…”  He smiled. It really was a sweet smile. 
 
    The clock on the dash said 10:50, and Eve chewed her lip. What could a few drinks hurt before meeting Wist. “I’m meeting someone later but I’m still free for a while.” 
 
    Daniel put the car in drive. “Excellent.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
    “So your mother is paying you to take me out?” 
 
    Daniel laughed. “I guess you could say that. To be fair, she said nothing about taking you out afterward. That was all my idea.” He waggled his eyebrows and Eve raised her glass to him in mock salute. 
 
    He’d taken her to a bar not far from her building. Every surface in Chuck’s Place had a sticky texture. The smell of cigarettes and pipe smoke was so entrenched in the walls, nothing short of demolition and incineration of the remains would get it out. But the main reason she liked the place - if you came to Chuck’s and wanted to be left alone, you were left alone. No one would mention if you had horns, tusks or the odd red iris. 
 
    Tonight they stuck out more than usual from the rest of the people occupying the bar, Eve in her little black dress and Daniel in his nice clothes. 
 
    “Ma was going to send Gregory, my half brother. I argued Myth is my turf and I happen to be the better looking of the two of us. Greg has the whole goblin thing going on and doesn’t bother glamouring,” Daniel said motioning to his face. 
 
    “MmHmm. Well, you were helpful enough back at Myth. Why don’t I crack open the file Thandy gave me and see how helpful you can be now?” 
 
    “Ah, you keep forgetting. There’s a problem with me helping you. I’m still part goblin so I have to wonder what my take out of this deal will be.” 
 
    Eve had forgotten that part and she didn’t doubt May had taught her boys well. “All right.” She forced a smile and sat back in her seat. 
 
    Daniel’s face hardened before giving her a smile. “Sometimes I have to remember I’m part human too. How about we call us even since you agreed to have a drink with me?” 
 
    Eve relaxed. She’d had enough with favors the last couple of days. “Agreed.” 
 
    “Besides, I’m eager to find out how Myth has turned around so fast.” 
 
    “I thought you had a weird look on your face when we walked in.” 
 
    Daniel nodded. “I make the rounds to all the places in my area, at least once every two months. Sometimes sooner. I’d been to Myth about a month back and it was just as much a dive as it’s ever been. Tonight…”  He shook his head. “I haven’t heard anything through my regular lines of intel, even Doug. Not that he’s paid for information. Ogres are too dim to trust with information collection, but it’s disturbing no one else saw fit to tell me.” 
 
    “May’s not the highest bidder for their information anymore.” 
 
    Daniel smiled but it wasn’t a sweet smile like all the others, something savage and terrible played in this smile. “I will have to make the rounds and remind everyone there is more than just money at stake for their loyalty.” 
 
    Eve darted her eyes away from him. The look on his face chilled her, and she never wanted to be the person he felt the need to remind anything. She opened the file and flipped through photo copies of log books and journal entries. Maybe it would get Daniel’s thoughts off of whatever it was he had to do. 
 
    “Mind if I look over your shoulder?” he asked. 
 
    “Knock yourself out.” 
 
    He pulled his chair around to her side of the table. 
 
    Shelly’s last day reporting to work had been about a month and a half ago. Large sections of the pay log were blacked out but Eve could still make out Shelly’s entries. Her last paycheck was picked up a week after she’d stopped showing up for work. No mention of who had picked it up. 
 
    She moved on from the pay ledger copy to a log book. Dates ran down the left-hand side of the pages with times following. 
 
    “Do you have any idea what these are?” After the dates and times, each entry ended in a symbol. Eve flipped through the pages but couldn’t find a legend. 
 
    Daniel frowned. “It looks familiar.” He tapped the page. “If you’d be willing to part with these for a while, I might be able to figure it out.” 
 
    “That would be great,” she said, letting him take the logbook copies. 
 
    Warning bells went off in her head and a hypothesis formed even without knowing what the symbols in the logbook meant. She suspected someone at Myth had figured out Shelly’s real identity and had gotten enough money out of the information to turn the place around, maybe blackmailed the family somehow. In that case, surely Kate would have known. She also wondered at Kate’s being there and why the woman wasn’t able to get more information out of Thandy. 
 
    “You think your girl disappearing has something to do with Myth’s new turn of fortune?” Daniel asked. Eve’s confidence in her hypothesis grew, if Daniel had picked up on it with less information than she had. 
 
    “It seems plausible.” She flipped through the papers again. “What I need to know now is where Thandy got the money and what these symbols mean. It might prove one way or the other if this is just a coincidence.” 
 
    “I’ll look into the money trail and see what I can find out. I need to do a little work anyway and find out why I wasn’t told about the changes at Myth. I don’t like surprises.” 
 
    “What sort of favor am I looking at if I wanted to know what you found out?” 
 
    Daniel lost the scowl that had formed on his face and looked up at her before glancing away. “I’m not going to say the first thing that came to mind because you’re a lady and I want to at least pretend to be a gentleman.” 
 
    Eve’s cheeks grew hot and when Daniel looked back his cheeks were red. 
 
    “How about you forget that I even had that thought and I’ll tell you what I find out?” He gave her another one of his sweet smiles and her cheeks grew even hotter. 
 
    “It’s forgotten.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Daniel’s goodbye kiss lingered on her lips as she walked down the street. He had tasted sweet and smokey, like the bourbon he’d been drinking. He insisted on walking her home but she reasoned with him she needed the walk to prepare for her meeting. They had parted with him promising to visit her with information and soon. 
 
    He had snaked his arms around her and deepened the second goodbye kiss and gone in for a third and fourth. It’d been a long time since anyone had shown interest in her that way and her whole body tingled thinking about it and, combined with the whiskey she had drank it kept her warm for a couple of minutes. 
 
    But a block from home and the cold had done its job, Eve’s teeth chattered violently, and she cursed her bare legs and the false warmth the alcohol had provided. At least the sidewalks were cleared and salted for ice so walking in heels wasn’t as treacherous as it could have been. 
 
    She cut through an alley between two buildings that led to a parking lot right next to her building. Her steps echoed off the brick walls, and the wind blew her curls around on her head. She made it halfway down the alley when she heard a foot scuffing along the pavement coming towards her from the opposite direction. She glanced up and saw a man coming her way. 
 
    Eve let her eyes fall back to the ground and felt the corner of her mouth tug up in a smile. The man might be bigger than her but she considered herself the scariest thing in the alley. 
 
    She chanced a glance up as they got closer to one another. The man caught her eye and the way he smiled made her go cold. Pinpoints of electricity danced up her arm, signaling a building up of magic around her. She stopped, and the man slowed. She saw the faint sheen of a glamour dancing over the man. She couldn’t pierce through it but she heard the beat of his soul, hammering against the sound of her own heartbeat in her ears. A troll. 
 
    The tension left her shoulders. She had thought Thorkin would contact her some other way. “Can I help you?” 
 
    The glamoured troll smiled wider, and another beat joined his. Instinct kicked in and Eve ducked, spinning as someone grabbed at her from behind. Her assailant latched onto the back of her coat and she twisted out of it, avoiding being snatched. 
 
    She got an eyeful of who tried to snatch her as she craned her head up. The second troll hadn’t bothered with a glamour. The gray pallor of the behemoth’s skin gave him away as a city troll. Muscles bulged under his thick skin, like they were trying to burst out. 
 
    Her breath rushed out of her as she crashed into the brick wall beside her. She’d made the mistake of not keeping her attention on both of the trolls. Her shoulder scraped painfully against the rugged bricks and she let out a scream. Except the scream made no sound. Nothing made any sound. Not her labored breathing or the laughter of the glamoured troll as he yanked her away from the wall and thrust her at the big guy. 
 
    The big one wrapped his thick arms around her and squeezed, antagonizing her already injured shoulder. She screamed again and, again, only silence answered her back. The glamoured troll slide a knife out from behind him. 
 
    Eve tried to squirm, but the troll had a death grip on her. 
 
    Plan B. 
 
    She went limp, trying to look defeated and frightened. Easy enough when breathing hurt and her heart was trying to beat out of her chest. The glamoured troll came closer and Eve thanked her luck that the one holding her was nice and tall.  
 
    Once the glamoured troll was close enough, she swung her foot as hard as she could. A solid kick and sound came rushing back to her. The glamoured troll lurched back, clutching at his face. 
 
    Eve tried to inhale to scream again but the one holding her squeezed tighter until she couldn’t breathe at all. Stars dotted her vision and danced there.  
 
    “Don’t kill her yet, idiot.” 
 
    Eve took a gasping breath as soon as the big troll loosened his grip. Her vision cleared and sound disappeared again. 
 
    The glamoured troll stood in front of her with dark blood running down his chin and dribbling down the front of his shirt. A wave of satisfaction rolled through her when he opened his mouth. She had chipped one of the bastard’s teeth. Good. 
 
    He grabbed her face and squeezed, his callouses digging into her skin. His lips moved but there wasn’t sound. With his mouth so bloody Eve couldn’t read his lips at all. His mouth stopped moving and his eyes grew wide. Something behind the big guy had his attention. He glared at Eve and pulled his fist back. 
 
    Her head snapped around as his fist slammed into her jaw. The big guy dropped her and the cold, wet cement scraped her palms and knees as she landed. Her ears rang, and she fell over onto her side while the sky spun overhead. 
 
    The glamoured troll shoved his face over her, screaming if the contortions of his face were any sign. Eve only heard a high pitched ringing and nothing else. The troll looked over his shoulder before grabbing her upper arms and shaking her like a rag doll. He smacked her across the face on the same side he had just hit. 
 
    Her vision went black with the pain and something pinched her side. Just a little pinch, then warmth spread from that point. It felt good after the cold and she settled into the warmth and let the sense of lethargy take her. Part of her brain screamed that sleep was a bad idea. Stupid brain. 
 
    Her vision cleared of the black but everything remained a little fuzzy. The troll leaned over her, his face a guise of terror. 
 
    Did she smell chalk? 
 
    A fine snow drifted down from above before a thick blanket of it obscured her vision. Wist’s face appeared out of the snow and somewhere it clicked that it wasn’t snow, but the witch’s hair. Wist hauled her upright. 
 
    “Stand up for a second. You aren’t losing blood that fast.” 
 
    “Blood?” Eve slurred. She blinked at Wist but did as she said, letting Wist help her prop up against the wall. Fatigue and warmth settled over her like a blanket and she wanted to lie down on the concrete again but her body wouldn’t listen. It defied her and stood there like Wist had asked. 
 
    Wist disappeared into the fine haze that swirled in the alley and when she came back, she thrust a coat at Eve. “Put this on so you don’t get more blood everywhere.” 
 
    Eve’s arms and legs moved like they were full of lead. Wist gave a frustrated growl and finished shoving it on her. 
 
    The witch dragged her out of the alley, glancing behind them every few seconds. Eve couldn’t see more than a few inches in front of them because of the mysterious haze. What was so important for Wist to see?  And was that a cat meowing and hissing? 
 
    The haze disappeared and the parking lot next to Eve’s building materialized. Wist dragged her halfway across the lot before propping her up against one of the cars. The ground spun under Eve’s feet and she lurched to the side, glimpsing the haze they had left behind. It looked like dust and shadows chased each other around in the alley. 
 
    Wist dug around in the weird fur coat she wore and pulled something out. She struck a match and whispered to the flame before it went out. A flash of light blinded Eve as a fireball exploded in the alley. 
 
    It only lasted a second. Eve blinked a couple of times against the after image of the fireball and it looked like a normal alley again, no dust and no shadows. She wanted to ask Wist what had happened but she couldn’t get her mouth to work right, her tongue felt too heavy to talk. 
 
    Wist put Eve’s arm around her shoulders and dragged her toward her building again. 
 
    “Keep quiet when we get in. Don’t look at your doorman - your face is a mess.” Wist grunted and huffed as she lumbered across the parking lot supporting most of Eve’s weight. 
 
    Wist dragged her through the front doors and said something about too much to drink to the doorman. 
 
    Eve closed her eyes and remembered nothing after that. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    Eve woke up to a view of her bathroom sink. She sat up and heard something plop onto the floor. The room spun and the left side of her face throbbed. She closed her eyes and when she thought the room had stopped spinning, she glanced down. 
 
    A thawed ice pack sat on the ground next to her. 
 
    She picked it up in confusion and looked around, trying to piece together how she had ended up on the bathroom floor. A balled up towel lay where her head would have been, a makeshift pillow. Apart from another towel draped over her as a blanket, she wore nothing from the waist up. 
 
    She shifted to push up off of the floor and gasped as searing pain went through her shoulder. She fell back to the floor and waited for the worst of the pain to pass. She couldn’t remember what she’d done to it. She tested the right shoulder, and it seemed fine, so she used her right side to hoist herself up. 
 
    Her reflection in the bathroom mirror made her grimace. Swollen and split, her bottom lip had seen better days. A crazy collection of purple and blue bruises littered the left side of her jaw. She shifted sideways to get a better look at her shoulder but a bandage obscured her view. Another patch of bruises bloomed on her right side just below her ribs. The darkest bruise sat in the center of a much larger mass of bruises that radiated out into a circular pattern. She had no idea what had made it. 
 
    Eve lowered herself down until she sat on the edge of the tub and tried to remember anything at all about the night before. Wist had been there, and she remembered something about trolls. That’s right, trolls had attacked her. She needed to get dressed and get some answers. 
 
    Getting dressed should have been the easiest part of that plan but her shoulder wouldn’t cooperate. She ended up pulling on a button-up shirt and skipping her bra. For once she didn’t mind her small chest; she didn’t fancy any straps laying across the injured shoulder, anyway. 
 
    She went downstairs slowly. Bright sunlight filled the lower level of her home and it made her head pound. One massive walking hangover that’s me. 
 
    Wist sat at the counter in the kitchen, thumbing through a book and drinking out of a mug. She wore a long-sleeved t-shirt that said something about steaks with a hippie skirt that clashed horribly with it. “About time you woke up. I was getting worried I hadn’t gotten all the poison out.” 
 
    Eve just stared at her back. “I was poisoned, and you didn’t take me to get help?” 
 
    Wist looked over her shoulder with her eyebrow raised. “It was a witch made poison. Who better to cure it than a witch?” She went back to her drink like that settled the matter. 
 
    A huge blob of fur thumped to the ground out of Wist’s lap and ambled toward Eve with a plaintive meow. 
 
    “Also, I hope this is your cat. It was in the alley last night and clawed at your door this morning.” 
 
    “It’s a temporary house guest.” How the hell had the cat gotten out? Then, “What about the rest of me?” 
 
    “What?” Wist turned all the way in her seat and Eve motioned to her body. 
 
    “Oh, you’re just banged up. Nothing lethal. Even the poison wasn’t meant to kill. I checked on you every once and again once I settled you into your makeshift bedroom.” 
 
    She was too nonchalant about the injuries and apparent poisoning for Eve’s liking. “What sort of poison was it if it wasn’t supposed to kill me?” 
 
    “It made you compliant. Kind of nice really, having you do what I needed you to do.” 
 
    Eve scowled at her and shuffled across the floor to the kitchen. A pot of coffee, already halfway gone, sat on the counter. She pulled a mug out of the cabinet and said, “I don’t think not being able to control my own actions is nice at all.” 
 
    “Don’t be a baby. I only had you do things that helped me care for your injuries. It’s not like I had you do backflips or sing bawdy show tunes or anything.” 
 
    Eve glared at the witch. 
 
    “Okay, so maybe you didn’t sing the show tunes because you didn’t know them, but still. No backflips. I wouldn’t do that with your arm injured like that. Besides, by the time I drew all the poison out of your system you were too conked out to try.” 
 
    Eve ran a hand over her face and winced as her fingers brushed her jaw. “I guess I won’t complain too much if I didn’t die. Even if it was only because of sheer luck.” 
 
    “No luck about it, necromancer. I saved your ass. I even did blood clean up for you so no one gets any of that sweet necromancer blood of yours. The way I see it, now you owe me double.” 
 
    “Or,” Eve began, “we could say your friend was in duress and you came to her assistance because her death might make you feel something akin to sadness.” 
 
    Wist looked at her like she was speaking a foreign language and shook her head. “Fine. I’ll give you this one. But I expect you to save my ass sometime too. Because of sadness and whatnot.” 
 
    “Fine,” Eve sighed. 
 
    “So, who has it out for you and what were they doing with those smoky, shadowy things?” 
 
    “Smoky, shadowy things?” 
 
    “Yeah. The guy, the bigger, uglier guy and the shadow things swirling around and fighting. I had a heck of a time figuring out how to slip us by all of them.” 
 
    Eve tried to remember what had happened but the events after the bar were too fuzzy. “I don’t know what to tell you about the shadows. Or the trolls, really.” What if the king didn’t want her help any more and instead of firing her like a normal client, he had called out a hit on her?  But at least one thing from last night stood out clearly in her mind, the glamoured troll had warned the big one not to kill her. Yet. That didn’t sound like a hit. “I have calls to make later this morning.” 
 
    “Afternoon.” 
 
    Eve scowled at the clock on the stove and confirmed Wist’s correction. “Afternoon then. So, can you still help me out or did tending to my wounds blow the energy you needed?” 
 
    “I’m just waiting for you to get your bearings before I tell you any news.” 
 
    “Good news or bad news?” 
 
    She shrugged. “News.” 
 
    Eve took a long swig of black coffee, a sure sign of her mood if she couldn’t be bothered with sugar or milk. “Let me have it.” 
 
    Wist hopped up and moved into the living room. She plopped down on the couch and Eve followed behind. A wooden cake stand sat on the coffee table, complete with a domed glass cover. Designs were carved into the wooden stand and the glass had sigils and unfamiliar runes etched along its surface. Under the glass dome sat the brush Eve had taken from Shelly’s apartment. Wist held up her fist and let Shelly’s necklace slip from between her fingers and dangle there. 
 
    “I’m guessing you didn’t know Shelly was a witch when you took this.” 
 
    Eve stared at her dumbfounded. “Come again.” 
 
    “The girl you’re looking for is a witch. And this,” she swung the necklace, “is a fetish.” She laid it back down on the table carefully. “I’m just going to say right now I have no intention of keeping or using it beyond what I’ve promised you. And now that I’ve said it out loud, I will tell you it’s not really a good idea to take a witch’s hidden source of power. Really not good. Like, don’t be walking alone at night in alleys not good. Unless you know for sure that witch is dead.” 
 
    Eve just looked at Wist confused. “Her hidden source of power?” 
 
    Wist rolled her eyes. “For whatever reason, sometimes a witch makes a fetish. You know, just in case sex isn’t readily available or possible. It isn’t pleasant to make one, and it’s a last ditch effort if you have to use one.” 
 
    Eve sat back and let the information sink in. She didn’t know witches could do that. And Kate really should have let her know Shelly was a witch from the beginning. Two strikes against the woman now for withholding information. 
 
    Eve hopped up and retrieved the picture she had taken from Shelly’s apartment. “Did you know her? Or know anyone that knew her?” she asked, handing the picture to Wist. 
 
    Wist rolled her eyes but glanced at the photo anyway. “I don’t know every witch in the city, no. There are too many of us. I can tell you she wasn’t bonded to a Mother or she wouldn’t have been working at a place like Myth.” She wrinkled her nose up. Wist looked at the picture for a few seconds then shrugged. “Never seen her before.” 
 
    “Does this mean anything for you looking for her?” Eve studied the picture. 
 
    “Nah. Few people, even witches, can hide from what I can do. And the fact you have some of her actual power for me to use helps us out.” Wist lifted the glass dome. “Ready?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Wist held the fetish out over the stand. The fetish was pointed at the bottom but somehow it balanced perfectly on its point in the middle of the stand when Wist placed it there. She picked up a leather pouch and poured a powder into her hand. The smell of chalk filled Eve’s nose like it had the night before. 
 
    The chalk powder sifted from Wist’s hand over the brush and pendant but didn’t cling to either object. Once a good pile sat on the stand, Wist put the glass covering back on and laid her hand on it. The chalk spiraled up inside the dome and swirled faster and faster until it obscured the view of the objects inside. 
 
    Wist watched the glass, her eyes darting back and forth. Eve couldn’t see what Wist might be watching. The chalk stopped its swirling and hung suspended for a moment before falling back into a pile at the bottom of the stand. 
 
    “Huh. She’s still in the city.” 
 
    “That was it? That was the whole finding spell?” Eve hadn’t even felt a build up of magic. 
 
    Wist raised her hands up and, waving them, shouted “Ta-Da!” in a maniacally happy voice. She leaned back on the couch and looked almost bored. “What do you want from me? That’s the magic.” 
 
    “No offense meant. Just surprising is all.” Eve looked back at the stand. “So she’s alive then. Do you have an exact location for me?” 
 
    “About that alive bit. I’m not sure if she is or isn’t. The results were sketchy. But her body, living or dead, is definitely in the city. As for location, I’ll have that in a second.” Wist leaned forward and rummaged around in a bag at her feet before pulling out a couple of papers and sorting through them. She unfolded one and spread it out on the table, revealing a map of the city. She lifted the glass off of the stand and, picking up a handful of the chalk dust, she tossed it into the center of the map and wiggled her fingers at it. 
 
    The powder made a miniature dust devil, and it swirled around the map, definitely a more impressive show than the one with the cake stand. 
 
    The dust devil slowed and flattened out until the dust swirled just above the surface of the map. Small portions broke away until only three spots of dust swirled around on the map. All the dust stopped moving and the three piles laid there. 
 
    Wist leaned forward and studied the map. “How about that?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Ideally there would only be one neat little pile and it would tell you the area you were most likely to find her. Since Shelly was a witch and,” she pointed to the necklace on the stand, “she had a fetish, it makes sense for there to be two areas of the map highlighted. I have no idea what the other one means.” 
 
    Eve pulled the map closer. One tiny pile of dust sat neatly on the portion of the map where she lived. The other two portions looked a little more spread out and covered a wider range. She had no point of reference for what might be in those areas. 
 
    “I guess if she’s dead and dismembered that would explain the other points but even then that’s scattering the body parts pretty wide.” Wist leaned her chin on to her palm and stared at the map. 
 
    “That’s an unsettling thought.” Eve got up. “Where did you put the things I had in my coat last night?” 
 
    “I put your coat on your dining room table.” 
 
    Eve went to retrieve her phone. She reached into the pocket of her coat and as she pulled it out and something else fell out as well, making a metallic sound as it bounced against the floor. The Enforcer’s ring. 
 
    I’m an idiot. If she’d had the stupid thing on she might have avoided last night. She picked up the ring and shoved it on. 
 
    “I’m going to take a picture of the map if that’s all right with you.” 
 
    “Be my guest but the dust won’t move unless Shelly herself moves. You can carry it around with you.” 
 
    “I’d rather have a back up.” Eve snapped a couple of photos of the map and double checked to make sure she could make them out well enough. 
 
    “If you’re done with me, I’ll be on my way. I need to get some sleep.” Eve studied her friend and sure enough Wist looked tired. More tired than she had when Eve had first seen her. It may not have looked like much but the magic must have been intensive. “Also, I will be nice and leave you with a little something that will take the edge off of your injuries.” Wist plopped an unmarked bottle full of brown liquid onto the coffee table. 
 
    “Thanks.” Eve picked the bottle up and watched as Wist packed up and let herself out. 
 
    Eve stayed sitting on the couch. She had a lot to do and she didn’t feel like she had the energy to do any of it. Every injury throbbed in protest to the growing list of things to do inside her head but the easiest thing to do would be to rule out the King having a hit put on her. 
 
    She dialed the number for Thorkin’s contact, Forning, and he answered on the first ring. 
 
    “Ms. Williams. You have uncanny timing. We have need of you.” 
 
    That gave her a pause. “Okay then. If you need me, I will assume Thorkin didn’t put a hit out on me or order my abduction.” 
 
    Forning didn’t miss a beat. “I don’t believe so but I shall check.” There were some muffled words and a pause. “His majesty did not order an attempt on your life, no. Nor did he wish your abduction.” 
 
    “That’s reassuring.” Eve hoped he didn’t miss her sarcasm. She didn’t miss the fact he legitimately had to ask. 
 
    “As for your assistance, the troll you will see was found dead early this morning. He had missed a summons by the king a few days ago. I will send you directions now and, of course, you may bring your bodyguard.” He hung up without waiting for her to say anything else. 
 
    She hesitated to touch the band. She didn’t know how she would tell James about last night. Every scenario she thought of led to him chastising her but she couldn’t put it off; the trolls needed her, and she needed to tell him what had almost happened. 
 
    She touched the band and felt the weight of his mind brush up against hers. 
 
    “The trolls need me - “ 
 
    “I’m busy. I’ll send an appropriate replacement.” 
 
    He was gone again before Eve could say anything else. She glared down at the silver band before she broke out in a grin. She shimmied because she wouldn’t have to explain herself to him, at least not yet. But that made every injury throb, and she lurched to the side. She laid there until the world stopped spinning. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Eve worried who James would deem an appropriate replacement but at least whatever the awful tasting brown liquid was that Wist left had done its job. She couldn’t feel the pain in her shoulder or her jaw anymore. 
 
    She carefully folded Wist’s map up and bent to pick up Shelly’s photo. She glanced at it quickly but this time something caught her eye and her jaw dropped. She squinted and rubbed at her eyes, hoping she was seeing things. 
 
    The photo was one of Shelly from the waist up with another woman who looked around the same age, but it was Shelly’s arm that caught Eve’s attention. When she’d first looked at the picture in the apartment, Eve hadn’t paid much attention to it other than to note that Shelly looked older than in the picture Kate had given her. Now she saw the continuous bands of sigils on Shelly’s arm - on her wrist and below her elbow; the same bands that marked Eve as a necromancer. 
 
    Shelly stared out of the picture with two brown eyes. Contacts then? How had Kate not told her any of this? Eve couldn’t help thinking about the two dead necromancers and the fact she had almost been abducted herself the night before. 
 
    She felt her wards trip and a few seconds later there was a knock on her front door. She held her breath over who James would send but her fears were unfounded. Ben stood on her doorstep. 
 
    He cocked his head when she opened the door and he got a good look at her. “What the hell happened to you?” 
 
    She told him the hazy tale as best she could. The frown on his face deepened and the Wild look in his eyes grew. Ben gave a low growl as she finished. 
 
    “But look at this Ben.” She still held Shelly’s picture, and she handed it to Ben. “I’m working on a case to find this woman and I just saw her arm. She’s a necromancer.” 
 
    Ben’s eyes narrowed. “You haven’t showered yet, have you?” 
 
    “No, I haven’t had a chance.” 
 
    “Good.” Ben shifted in front of her. Eve turned her head away and tried to ignore the squelching sound of skin rending and the deafening snap of bones breaking and reforming. When she turned back, she was face to face with a giant brown bear. 
 
    Ben didn’t hesitate to shove his snout in her direction and sniffed at her. He walked around her, his claws scraping on the concrete flooring, until he was behind her and she felt his nose in her hair. He inhaled deeply then snorted and roared. 
 
    Eve jumped and covered her ears while the mystery cat, who had been watching it all from the kitchen counter, shot off and somehow managed to shove itself under the couch to hide. 
 
    She heard Ben shift back as he came to stand in front of her. “Where were you attacked?” 
 
    She led him to a window and pointed out to the alley. 
 
    He nodded once then went to the balcony door off of the kitchen. She watched as he leapt over the side of the balcony’s railing and plummeted the seven stories to the ground. Eve cringed when he hit the pavement. He shook off the drop before he was off and across the parking lot, heading toward the alley. 
 
    He was gone for about twenty minutes and Eve wondered if she should head down herself when she saw him haul himself back over the railing. She opened the door to let him back in. 
 
    “Those aren’t the clothes you wore last night, they’re too clean. Go get the clothes you wore when you were attacked and bag ‘em up. Then let’s go see what the trolls have for us.” 
 
    Eve furrowed her brow. “Uh, okay.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Eve followed Forning’s directions, and they ended up in a cul-de-sac. The directions said to go to the wooded area behind the houses at the end of the street and follow the creek until she found an outcropping of rocks. 
 
    They cut between two of the houses. The sun had come out, warming up the day considerably, but it had turned the frozen yards mushy. Mud sucked at Eve’s boots and the problem only got worse when they got to the tree line behind the houses. 
 
    The ground sloped down from there and led to the creek Forning had described. Nothing more than a drainage ditch, Eve wouldn’t have used the word creek to describe it. At least the rocky bottom of the ditch proved easier to walk on than the thawing ground. 
 
    They walked a couple hundred yards until an outcropping of rocks jutted out of the sloped sides of the ditch. Eve’s eyes wanted to slide over them and ignore them. The urge to turn around and leave the rocks alone only grew worse the closer she got to them. She forced herself to look at them and fought the nagging urge to leave. 
 
    She stopped beside the rocks, unsure of what to do. There wasn’t a doorbell or anything and Ben gave no indication he knew what to do either. She knocked on the rock and crossed her fingers she didn’t look ridiculous. Nothing happening. “Now what?” 
 
    A pinching sensation started at the back of her neck as the concealment spell dissolved and the solid rock grew a small fissure big enough to walk through. 
 
    A troll watched out from the dark opening. Its oily black eyes glittered in the sunlight that dappled down through the still bare trees. The light exaggerated its harsh gray skin and caught hints of a green tinge. Most trolls are a good six feet tall or more but this one looked a good three inches shorter than Eve. She wasn’t that short, but she wasn’t amazonian either. 
 
    “You the necromancer?” the troll croaked. 
 
    She nodded and pointed at Ben. “This is my guard.” 
 
    The troll eyed Ben. “I’m Hatch. Follow me, woman, so you can be gone.” 
 
    The troll named Hatch eyed her once more before turning and drifting deeper into the darkness of the doorway. Eve kept her eyes on the opening as Ben shifted. At least he shifted fast because it was all over in a few seconds and in his place stood a wolf. Ben’s wolf wasn’t as big as Will’s but still big enough to be scary. She knew he preferred his bear, but his gorgeous wolf form was her favorite. Ben left his hair long and tangled as a human but his wolf’s coat shone a glossy midnight black. She reached out and ran her hand along his head like she used to as a child, tangling her fingers in its downy softness. 
 
    Ben lolled his tongue out at her and used his snout to push her hand away before leaping toward the opening in the rocks. His shoulders barely fit through. A tunnel cut into the dirt beyond the rocks that served as a door and Eve had to duck down to fit. After the brightness of the sun, the dark passage felt oppressive and claustrophobic. She had to rely on feel and the sounds of Ben ahead. 
 
    The tunnel slanted down sharply and ran for twenty feet before opening onto a larger room that was crudely cut into the dirt. Candles sat burning in hollowed-out areas in the wall and gave off a sickly light in the musty underground room, a welcome sight after the darkness of the tunnel. 
 
    Several other corridors led off of the room but Hatch moved in front of the doorway he had caught her looking at and glared. She dropped her gaze to the sad looking blanket lying in the middle of the room, the sound of the dead coming from it. 
 
    Ben stood back and waited for her to start her inspection. Hatch may be small but the one under the blanket was not. The blanket only covered the top half of the body, including the face. 
 
    Eve knelt down next to the tattered bundle. Mold and other things she didn’t want to think about covered the sad piece of cloth. Nothing to do about it now. She pulled it back from the troll’s face, trying not to touch it any more than necessary. 
 
    She froze. The face of the big guy that had attacked her stared up at the low ceiling of the hovel. Only he had been bled dry just like the other two bodies. He wasn’t as far gone as the other two and there were gaping, fresh wounds on his torso along with cuts blackened around the edges, like the flesh had died, all along his arms and legs. Shades made those types of wounds when they manifested in the real world and attacked. 
 
    Wist had said something about smoky, shadowy things in the alley, an apt description for shades. How they would have manifested in the alley, she had no idea. 
 
    “Ben, this is one of them.” 
 
    Ben growled and stalked closer to the body sniffing. Eve moved back to let him conduct his own brand of investigation. 
 
    Ben growled again, and the sound reverberated around the small room. He shifted back to his human shape. 
 
    “Smells like rot.” 
 
    Eve closed her eyes and let the feel of the death roll over her. The cold that rolled through her bones still had bite but it was bearable, not the feel of the newly dead. She gazed past the veil and shuddered. Parts of the soul were missing just like the Betrayer’s. 
 
    “Hatch, I’m going to have to take the body,” she said. 
 
    Hatch bristled and looked at Ben. “Fine. But I know the druids aren’t allowed our dead. I only had to let the woman do what she must then I was promised humans would be gone.” His sharp teeth flashed in the candlelight at Ben. It would have been an intimidating move if he’d done it to someone else. 
 
    Ben just got a wild look on his face and let Hatch see what laid just below the surface of his skin. The troll surprised Eve when he didn’t cower. He only grumbled something under his breath that sounded a lot like, “Damned animal man.” 
 
    “I’ll do what I promised the king,” Eve said. 
 
    Hatch stared at her like he was looking at something unpleasant. “It speaks to me as if it knows me. Take it then. Get the female’s stench out of here,” he said to Ben. 
 
    Eve wanted to point out that Hatch had a decaying body in the middle of his living area and she doubted she smelled worse than that but kept her mouth shut. 
 
    Instead, she looked at the narrow opening that led back up to the surface and back down at the troll’s body. How had the troll even gotten down here in the first place? 
 
    Ben crouched down and wrapped the blanket around the body and tied it off the best he could. He went wolf again and, going backward into the tunnel, he dragged the morbid bundle with him. Eve brought up the rear, helping shove on the body in the tight spots. The smell of the bundle and the moist earth overpowered her as she gasped for breath while shoving and she’d never been so happy to be sucking cold air until she shoved her way out of the hole. 
 
    Ben spat the blanket out of his mouth and loped down to the drainage ditch. Water ran between the rocks at the bottom and Ben trotted over and shoved his snout and mouth in, shaking his head wildly before shifting back to human. He used his hand to scoop the muddy water into his mouth before spitting it back out. “I don’t know how it can taste worse than it smells,” he gasped out between mouthfuls. “I feel like I need to snort bleach.” 
 
    Eve waited until he finished before saying, “Now the only problem is where on earth do I take the body. I don’t think my neighbors will be too happy with me if I take it home. I guess I could see if the medical examiners would let me use their facility.” 
 
    “You’re taking it to Topside, girly.” 
 
    “What?” Eve sputtered.  “Did you forget I’m not allowed onto Sanctuary’s grounds?” 
 
    Ben shrugged. “You can go willingly or with me dragging you but we are going. There are two dead necromancers. Now you tell me there’s another missing and someone almost snatched you last night.” 
 
    “What are you thinking that’s got you so worked up?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you once we’re Topside, I’m not saying it all twice,” he snapped. 
 
    Ben was usually a man of few words and she didn’t doubt he would literally drag her to Topside if he felt it necessary. “Fine, but it still sucks.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
    Getting the body to her truck was the easy part. Ben picked it up like it weighed nothing and carried it. Eve worried more about getting onto the grounds of Sanctuary. It had been almost four years since her banishment from the grounds but the creatures guarding Sanctuary had long memories. 
 
    She spotted the grounds while they were still several blocks away. She couldn’t miss the trees that soared above the old houses sitting around its park. Bare trees stood so thick she couldn’t see through them to the grounds proper. The huge park encompassed several blocks’ worth of real estate and magic hummed along her skin, caressing her and beckoning her home as she drove down the street beside the grounds. 
 
    Her stomach twisted. Coming here was a bad idea. 
 
    Ben directed her to the entrance they needed. The grounds were always open to foot traffic, and they were a popular tourist destination, but she wasn’t using a tourist entrance. A massive briar gate loomed up in front of the entrance Ben wanted her to take. The thorny limbs that made up the gate were flanked on both sides by guards, all of them accompanied by a familiar, whether a dryad or treeling. She saw movement in the trees just above the gate and saw several shifters on patrol. 
 
    She stopped and rolled down her window, holding her breath. It’s not like there are a lot of necromancers running around the city and she couldn’t glamour and hide what she was from the guards. 
 
    Ben leaned across her as a guard walked up to the truck and barked, “We’ve got a body in the back. Let us through and call into the main hub. Let the Speaker’s team know they’re needed topside at the civilian lab.” 
 
    The guard opened his mouth like he would argue but Ben growled and made Eve wish she weren’t sitting in between the two men. The guard took a step back and waved toward the gate. Silently the thorny vines unwound revealing an access road and another of the guards motioned them through. 
 
    Despite the sun’s rays, the grounds of Sanctuary on the inside looked like a winter wonderland. Sparkling frost coated every single branch and plant on either side of the small access road. The wind blew glittering snow across their path. Eve took a curve in the road and she glimpsed the main square and the buildings of Sanctuary Topside. 
 
    The main building spiraled up into the air, part cathedral, part fortress, all beautiful. She couldn’t make out the pictures the stained glass windows depicted from her distance from them, but the sun hit them and made them glitter like jewels against the frost covered stone of the building. Several other buildings sat around the square. All of them looked similar to the main building but in a smaller scale. A glass building rose at one corner of the square, a greenhouse full of magical plants for the public’s viewing. 
 
    But Topside was just the public front of Sanctuary. It was below those buildings she considered her real home. Hundreds of feet of soil and stone stood between her and the space she had grown up in. The space that held the real secrets of the druids. 
 
    Ben grunted and broke her out of the trance the pull of the grounds had put her in. Her throat felt tight and her chest ached. So close. 
 
    Ben pointed out the building they needed, set back away from the square and concealed by a thicket of trees, the single level building looked plain when compared to the rest of the buildings on the grounds. Smooth stonework covered the exterior, and the walls contained only a few small windows. 
 
    “It looks awfully plain compared to the other buildings,” Eve murmured. 
 
    Ben shrugged his shoulder. “They built it so people like you wouldn’t have to step into any gray areas by practicing magic too close to the civilian population. It didn’t need to be pretty.” 
 
    She followed Ben’s directions and drove around to the back of the building to the lot located there. More guards were stationed at the doors to the building and Eve eyed them while Ben hauled the body out of the back of her Blazer. 
 
    Waves of powerful magic pulsed from the building and faint runes were etched into its outer walls. Sanctuary proper had magic that repelled and kept anything out that wasn’t supposed to be there but the magic surrounding this building held everything in. Nothing would escape the building if it wasn’t supposed to. 
 
    “Get the door,” Ben shouted. The guards looked at one another but the one on the right pulled the door open and the one on the left stepped further away from the door to give Ben and his large package an even wider berth. 
 
    Inside, the sterile looking hallway did not keep with the aesthetic Eve remembered of the rest of the buildings on the grounds. Instead of gleaming wood or stonework for the flooring, a hospital grade tile covered the floor. No stonework or woodwork on the walls either, only plain, white drywall. Florescent lighting cast a cold glow on everything. Not a place that made Eve want to stick around and work. Maybe that was the point. 
 
    They passed a few doors. Most were open, the doorways darkened. Only one or two doors were closed tight with light coming from underneath them. 
 
    Ben went through one of the doorways and the lights flicked on. Eve paused outside the door. 
 
    A plaque hung on the wall that bore the same emblem as the neon cuff she wore when working with the police, marking it as a room for necromancers. Before she even entered the room, the strong smell of disinfectant wafted into the hallway. The room looked little different from an exam room at the morgue. A metal exam table stood in the middle of the room, large enough to accommodate the different sizes of creatures. A refrigeration unit sat in the back of the room for storage. Other than a small station for cleaning up in one corner and storing ingredients, the rest of the room lay bare. 
 
    Ben laid the body on the table and Eve helped him untie the blanket. She wasted no time trying to recover the troll’s memories. She retrieved a capsule of her own blood and cracked it between her fingers. Getting fresh blood wouldn’t be easy since the body had lost so much, so she used some blood that had congealed on the skin. She brought her fingertips to the troll’s temples and waited. 
 
    And waited. 
 
    A white haze blanketed her vision, and she heard a sound similar to white noise - the same thing Harlen experienced when he had looked at Thornton’s memories. She went to the sink in the corner to clean up and she heard the door to the room squeak as it opened. 
 
    “Hello Harlen,” Ben said. 
 
    Harlen stood in the doorway, a confused look on his face. He looked between Eve, Ben and the body. “I was told a body had been brought on grounds and I was needed. I had assumed there was a mistake when they told me it was brought here instead of to my rooms.” Eve finished washing her hands and went back to the body. 
 
    Harlen sucked in a breath. “What happened?” He moved around the table closer to her. 
 
    Eve waved off his questions and pointed to the troll on the table. “This is what the betrayer looked like. Do you have any idea what could do this?” 
 
    He walked around the body slowly. “This is what the Betrayer looked like?” 
 
    “Yep. Looks like huge chunks of his soul are missing, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “Indeed,” Harlen mumbled. “And he feels of old death.” 
 
    “If anyone would care to explain what the hell is going on, I would love to hear it.” Josiah stalked into the room and instead of Cinder shadowing him, James followed him in. Will and Samuel brought up the rear. 
 
    Josiah pointed at her. “You aren’t supposed to be on the grounds. And what the hell happened to your face?” 
 
    “Someone tried to snatch her last night,” Ben growled and pointed to the body. “This is one of them but there were two.” He picked up the bag holding her dress from the previous night and tossed it to Will. 
 
    Everyone watched as Will pulled the dress out of the bag and inhaled the scent of it. His body went rigid, and he jerked his nose away from it. “It’s got that rotten smell to it the police necromancer had.” 
 
    “We have another problem.” Ben said. “Another necromancer is missing. Evey’s working on a case and just found out the missing girl she’s after is a necromancer.” 
 
    Josiah stared down at the body of the dead troll. “What the hell is happening with the trolls? Why are necromancers being targeted?” Josiah shook his head. “What was your read on the king, Enforcer? Is there any way we can involve ourselves with the troll issue more directly without inciting violence from Thorkin?” He looked at James. 
 
    “It would be unwise. He took our refusal to help as a slight and it is now a matter of pride for him to keep Sanctuary out of his business.” 
 
    “Damn it,” Josiah muttered. “I’m not willing to attempt anything beyond confiscating this body. Thank god this one assaulted Eve. At least we can make a legal claim to it under certain clauses of our treaties with Thorkin.” 
 
    “Gee, thanks Josiah. So glad I could help,” Eve mumbled. She made the mistake of looking at James. The cold look he gave her said he would demand a better explanation of last night’s events than she had given Ben. 
 
    “Enforcer,” Josiah waved James with him out of the room. Eve kept her gaze on the body to avoid having to look at either of them. 
 
    A heavy silence fell over the room as Eve weighed her options, only to find she had none. 
 
    “They went into the next room if you want to make a break for it, Evey,” Ben whispered. 
 
    Eve didn’t relish the thought of still being there when Josiah and James finished talking. She headed for the door. 
 
    “William,” Ben rumbled, “go home with her and keep a watch on her place until you hear from me. Then head back here so we can figure out what the hell we’re going to do.” 
 
    No one stopped them as they left Sanctuary’s grounds and she was glad for it. Everything ached and sleep sounded wonderful until Eve glanced down. Filth from the troll hovel covered her and when she looked in the rearview mirror she saw a smudge of mud across her forehead. 
 
    She sighed. She wanted to take painkillers and to go to sleep as soon as she got home but a shower now sat at the top of her list. 
 
    She felt more than saw Will’s eyes on her. The few times she looked at him he was scowling at her. 
 
    “What?” she snapped and glared at him. 
 
    “Ben didn’t say anything, but I smelled fae on your dress, Evey. What happened last night you left out?” The southern drawl Will tried to keep out of his voice had crept back in, something it only did when he was really upset or irritated. Or really trying to charm the pants off of a girl. Given the scowl, it was definitely the former. 
 
    Eve sighed. “Don’t get all grumpy with me. I’m the only one that gets to be grumpy right now. I’m filthy and everything hurts. Besides, I didn’t leave anything out. I stopped by Myth and got some papers on Shelly and that was that. Nothing to do with the attack.” 
 
    Will looked skeptical, but if he didn’t believe her, he kept the opinion to himself and didn’t say anything else the rest of the drive. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
    Taking a shower proved to be a more difficult task than Eve had expected. The potion Wist had given her was wearing off and a sharp, aching throb shot through her jaw and shoulder. 
 
    She hadn’t even taken off the bandage Wist had put on, but she cringed away when she saw the black and blue skin around it. Stretching around to get the dressing off proved almost impossible with the stiff shoulder, and she winced at what she saw once the bandage came off. 
 
    Herbs and a healing salve were spread over the shredded skin. An inscription ran over the injured shoulder and the wound had mangled it beyond saving. 
 
    “Damn it,” Eve muttered to the reflection. She climbed into the shower and tried not to let the water hit the shoulder directly. Washing her hair one handed proved difficult - that she had to do it three times to get the water to run clear had her cursing her curls for harboring so much dirt from the hovel. 
 
    The steam of the shower loosened her muscles and her shoulder felt marginally better when she was done. She still hurt everywhere but at least she was clean. 
 
    If she could just figure out how to dress the shoulder by herself, she would be set. 
 
    She found gauze in the first aid kit under the bathroom sink but dropped it when she sensed someone set off the wards. 
 
    “This had better not be a damn ghost.” She doubted it was Will. Once they’d gotten back to her building, he had taken off to find a better perch for keeping an eye on her place. Eve had been fine with that. If he had wanted to come up with her, he might have pressed the fae issue. 
 
    “Necromancer, a word with you.” James’s voice echoed through Eve’s head. Of course he couldn’t have left questions until after she’d slept. 
 
    She scrambled and found the sleep shorts she’d taken into the bathroom with her. She frowned at the t-shirt she’d brought as well, realizing there was no way she would be able to manipulate her shoulder to put it on. She scrounged in her closet until she found another button-up shirt to throw on and crossed her fingers her shoulder wouldn’t bleed through onto the shirt before she got it fixed up. 
 
    She glimpsed herself in the mirror before she walked out of the bathroom. Her skin, normally a rich golden brown, had blanched to a sickly tawny, making the smattering of freckles across her nose and cheeks stand out even more. Somehow, her jaw looked worse than before she had gotten into the shower and she stood oddly because of her shoulder. Nothing to be done for it now. 
 
    She flicked off the light and went to face the Enforcer. 
 
    Darkness had fallen outside the windows, and a curtain of snow made the world beyond her windows hazy - so much for the warmth of the day. 
 
    She spotted James standing on the balcony off of the kitchen. She flicked on the downstairs light and let him in. 
 
    He stepped inside and ran a hand through his hair, knocking the dusting of snow off that had settled there. 
 
    “Explain.” He planted his feet and crossed his arms over his chest. 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “Let’s go with the obvious first. Tell me about the attack and how you came by your injury,” he said, motioned to her face. “I’d also like to know how you failed to contact me if you were in danger.” 
 
    “I can handle myself, and don’t need to call on someone to save me,” she said. “I was walking home through the alley,” she walked closer to the balcony door and pointed out the window, “that you can see from here.” James glanced past her but said nothing. She told him how a glamoured troll had been a distraction so another troll could snatch her from behind. 
 
    “Then I came home and went to sleep. As for not contacting you,” she shrugged, “I took the ring off.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed at her. “You took the ring off even after you were told not to. Damn it, there was a reason for giving it to you! You realize there are trolls who will see you as an interloper. Hell, even Thorkin is irritated with your involvement and he’s the one that hired you. And you took the ring off!” 
 
    Eve made a point of not looking at him. “Yes.” 
 
    “Someone assaulted you, and you thought the best course of action was to come home, and go to sleep?” he asked a little incredulously. 
 
    “Yep.” She crossed her arms over her chest as if daring him to do something about it. 
 
    His eyes swept over her face. “You skimmed over how you defeated two trolls and got away.” 
 
    She chewed on her bottom lip and winced. The split had opened again, and when she licked at it she tasted blood. She sighed. “I asked my friend Wist for help with my missing person case. She’s a witch with a skill for finding and I was meeting with her. She came along and helped me escape. I was poisoned and passed out so I couldn’t tell anyone until I met up with Ben this afternoon.” She paused, and added, “I would have told you when I contacted you earlier but you didn’t give me a chance.” 
 
    He scowled at her. “That last part was a lie. Don’t need anyone to save you, my ass. Show me the point of contact with the poison.” 
 
    “No. Not happening. Wist took care of it.” 
 
    Slowly, his face went blank. “Care to explain where you were before the attack? I’m assuming the explanation will be good since you felt it necessary to tell me every other little detail of your day. I’ll go so far to assume that you were doing something you weren’t supposed to if you didn’t think to tell me.” 
 
    “I wasn’t doing anything Sanctuary wouldn’t approve of. I was out for drinks if you want to know.” 
 
    James cocked his head. “A carefully worded answer, and not a complete lie. But not the full truth either.” 
 
    “It’s all you’re getting.” 
 
    “Necromancer-” 
 
    “No,” she interrupted. “This whole conversation is finished if you can’t use my name. You can see yourself out.” She turned on her heel and headed for the stairs. 
 
    James moved fast and gripped her left shoulder to stop her from leaving. She screamed as blinding pain shot through the shoulder. She felt herself going down to her knees, but couldn’t do anything to stop herself. 
 
    The world flipped around and it took her a second to figure out James was keeping her upright. Her breath came out in gasps and a sweat broke out on her forehead. The smell of blood hit her nose. She opened her eyes and shakily pushed away from James. 
 
    “Let me see.” Unlike when he wanted to see the wound from the poison, it wasn’t a command, but his eyes still looked hard and unfeeling. 
 
    She took a step back and shook her head. “You can leave now.” 
 
    He closed his eyes, and Eve saw the tension in his jaw. “Please.” It sounded like a word he didn’t use much. “You are bleeding.” 
 
    Eve let her good shoulder slump. She wouldn’t be able to dress the wound by herself, and it would need to be done if it was bleeding again. She turned her back to him and unbuttoned her shirt enough to slide it down for him to see. 
 
    He stood silent for a long time, then said, “Your witch friend may know how to help with poisons, but she’s terrible at first aid.” 
 
    Eve snatched her shirt back up, covering the injury. “She did a fine job. If you hadn’t grabbed me it wouldn’t be bleeding.” 
 
    “I smelled the blood as soon as I walked in. I only attributed it to something else.” 
 
    “Something else?” 
 
    James shrugged. “You are a woman of childbearing years. Go prop yourself up on the table and I’ll see what I can do,” he said, pointing at her dining table. 
 
    Eve stared at him, then burst out laughing despite the pain. “A woman of childbearing years? Is that your way of saying you thought I was on my period?” 
 
    James walked to the table and jabbed a finger at it. “Enough. I may have hurt you, and for that, I am sorry. But I didn’t cause the initial injury and my patience is growing thin. Get your shirt off and get up on the table.” 
 
    “Excuse me, but if you want my shirt off, you will have to ask nicer than that.” A look crossed James’s face and he paled. Eve couldn’t help laughing again and relishing his embarrassment. 
 
    The next look that crossed his face sobered her enough to sputter, “I don’t even have a bra on. I’ll get my arm out, but that’s all I will do. Now look away, and I’ll do just that.” 
 
    James turned his back to her, and she struggled with the fabric of the shirt. She sucked in a pained breath, but got her arm out. 
 
    “I’m decent.” She hoped up on the table. Her stomach clenched at the thought of healing magic. It was wonderful if you were a druid, but it hurt like hell if you weren’t. She remembered the sting and the burning when Will had sealed the cut she’d gotten at Shelly’s - and that was a tiny cut compared to her shoulder. She tensed, and braced herself for the pain. 
 
    James made a sound of annoyance. “Relax.” 
 
    “That’s real easy for you to say.” 
 
    He seemed to hesitate before he reached out and touched her shoulder. The gentle pressure hurt and made her whole shoulder ache. She had to bite down on her lips to keep from whimpering. 
 
    The edge of his mouth turned down, then he spoke, murmuring the ancient tongue linked to druid magic. Like the dryads’ singsong language, they were words Eve couldn’t understand. It felt like the words themselves moved over her flesh, wrapping her in warmth. A burning, searing sensation rippled over her skin too. The pleasure and pain warred with one another, making Eve’s eyes water. She needed something else to focus on and take her mind off of the pain. She focused on James instead. 
 
    He stood to the side of her, silent now that his incantation was done but his fingers still moved as the magic worked its way through her shoulder. His eyes were averted, and he looked at the floor. Even with his armor, Eve saw the tension in his body, with his brow furrowed and his mouth set into a deep frown. 
 
    “It’s not like I’m diseased or anything. Is touching me that bad?” she asked jokingly, thinking it was concentration that had him looking so tense. 
 
    He flicked his eyes to her before staring at the ground again. “I try to avoid physical contact when I can.” 
 
    The answer caught her off guard and Eve tried to think of something to say. “Oh,” was all she came up with. The pain lessened and the healing sensation became pleasant. Eve sighed and closed her eyes as a warmth filled her body and the pleasant sensation increased. James’s fingers trail away from her shoulder as he shifted, so he stood in front of her. He placed his hand lightly on her jaw and Eve winced as the painful sensation returned in full force. She bit her lips to keep from crying out and when she thought it was too much to take she blurted out “Why?” 
 
    She opened her eyes long enough to see James give her a confused expression. 
 
    “Why what?” 
 
    Eve squeezed her eyes shut again and felt tears slide down her cheeks. She took a deep breath and in a rush asked, “Why do you avoid touching people?” 
 
    Under normal circumstances Eve doubted she would have ever asked such an intrusive question of the man but this wasn’t a normal circumstance. She needed a distraction, and that was the first thing her brain had thought of. “You don’t have to tell me. You can make something up but please just talk,” she pleaded. She hadn’t realized her jaw would be worse to heal than her back. 
 
    “Touch lends itself to familiarity. My position doesn’t allow for me to become familiar with many. It makes things…” 
 
    Eve opened her eyes and watched his face as he searched for the words to describe the horrible fact he was the one to kill those who broke the rules. 
 
    “Difficult,” he finished. The word carried too many emotions with it for Eve to work out. He glanced up and saw her looking at him and was quick to wipe his face of any expression the conversation had put there. 
 
    Warmth spread through her jaw and the pain, she noticed, was barely there. She had only wanted him to talk to her because she was in pain and it felt like taking it a step too far to ask him anything else now that she didn’t need the distraction. Instead, she let her eyes close and felt herself lean into the warming sensation.  
 
    A harsh buzzing cut through the warmth, and James snatched his hand away. Eve gasped - when he’d taken his hand away, it had felt like she had been dunked in ice water. 
 
    James crossed to the window and stood with his back to her as she slid off of the table, and the buzzing sound came again. 
 
    Doorbell! 
 
    She hurried as fast as she could on unsteady legs toward the door. She reached for it and realized that her arm still hung out of her shirt. She was close to being indecent and giving whoever was on the other side of the door a show. She shoved her arm back in - an arm that didn’t ache anymore- and buttoned up the shirt. 
 
    She looked back at James but he wasn’t there; he’d pulled a disappearing act. That was fine with Eve; it meant he couldn’t ask any more questions. 
 
    She threw open the door, and Daniel stood on the other side. He had a smile on his face until he saw her, then it fell away. 
 
    “Oh my god. Eve-” he took a step forward. “What happened to you?” 
 
    She moved to look at herself in the mirror in the entryway. Her lip was still swollen and split, but her jaw looked normal. She moved it around and found that it no longer hurt either. She shrugged. “I had a little run in is all. I’m fine now.” 
 
    Daniel blinked and looked around. “Are you sure?  Do you need me to help or-” He stopped trying to struggle for words and came forward, reaching out like he would touch her lip, and thought better of it. He dropped his hand to his side. 
 
    Eve tried to give him a reassuring smile. “I’m fine, much better than I was earlier. What brings you by?” 
 
    “Oh.” Daniel’s eyes roved her face and his gaze settled on her split lip before he said, “I hope you don’t mind, but I thought you’d like to get your hands on the information I collected on Myth.” He held up the stack of papers he’d brought with him. 
 
    “You found something already?” Eve asked, surprised. 
 
    He brought the papers up to his chest with a look of mock indignation on his face. “You wound me woman. My avenues of information might have been slow on Myth’s turn around, but they still flow to me.” 
 
    Eve grinned at him. “I meant no offense, kind sir. Please, tell me about your information.” 
 
    Daniel laughed. “Well, I’m not sure I discovered anything we didn’t already guess at. Myth was still having trouble making a profit about a month and a half ago. Then there was an influx of new money, and - I’m afraid this is the part where I have to disappoint you - I can’t find out where the money came from. I put as much pressure as I could, where I could, but no one had answers for me.” 
 
    He held the stack of papers up and shook them. “These are lists and ledgers showing new hires and purchases, among a few other interesting bits of information.” 
 
    He handed the stack to Eve, and she thumbed through it. He’d managed to get a lot of information, and she hoped her investigation may have gotten a lead it desperately needed. 
 
    “I’m stunned at what you’ve been able to get for me on such little notice.” When she saw his eyebrow raise, she added quickly, “I’m not saying that to offend you. I’m just saying I should have put more faith in you when you said you’d work fast.” 
 
    He shrugged. He might have been going for sheepish, but the smile he gave came off a little smug. “Are you thoroughly impressed then?” 
 
    Eve cocked her head to the side and considered him. “I am.” 
 
    He gave her a grin and shoved his hands in his pockets. “I’m sorry I came by without calling first. I was nearby and thought I should give those to you as soon as possible. But, I’d better be going. Ma’s got me doing some work soon.” 
 
    “I need to get to bed, anyway. It’s been a long day.” As if on cue, a yawn escaped her and Daniel chuckled. 
 
    “The sun’s barely set you know.” He took a few steps toward the door. “Maybe when you’ve gotten some rest, we can get together and go over the papers. In case you have questions.” 
 
    “I’d like that.” 
 
    “Then maybe we could go out for more drinks after, maybe somewhere a little nicer this time. That was pretty enjoyable.” He looked at her from below his dark lashes and her stomach did something wonderful. She smiled as he saw himself out, and she slid the locks into place. 
 
    “How entertaining.” 
 
    “Crap!” Eve jumped and spun around. James stood in her living room, a cold smile on his face. “I thought you left.” She clutched at her chest and wished her heart would stop beating so fast. 
 
    “I didn’t.” 
 
    “Obviously. You had no right to overhear any of that.” She felt warmth creeping up her face, embarrassed that he had listened to her flirting. 
 
    “But I’m glad I did - even if it was cringe-inducing. What are you doing with one of May’s errand boys talking about Myth?” 
 
    “I went out with him for drinks last night. We talked about my case with Shelly MacDonald. She worked at Myth, and Daniel said he would look into the place for me.” 
 
    “Liar,” he hissed. “I smelled fae on the dress you were attacked in. You didn’t just go out for drinks, you went to Myth.” 
 
    Eve opened her mouth then snapped it closed unsure of what to say. 
 
    “I’ll leave that be for the moment. Daniel is at least part goblin, and muscles information for his mother. He won’t give it to you for free.” 
 
    “Drinks were all he wanted in exchange for his help.” 
 
    “Lies. He wants to bed you, and you know it. What have you promised him?” 
 
    She felt her cheeks growing hotter. “I haven’t promised him anything! He only wanted drinks. Besides, what is it to you what I do with my personal time, and who I do it with?” 
 
    James rubbed a hand over his face and made a noise close to a growl. 
 
    “Just so we’re clear, you contacted me for every insignificant thing you did yesterday. Repeatedly. When I was very busy keeping the city safe. And you felt it necessary to let me know how much your fucking parking would cost downtown, but you fail to tell me you’re going to a Fae bar. You fail to tell me about the only fucking thing you should have told me about.” He stalked closer to her with each word of his speech and instead of growing louder, his voice had grown softer the longer he spoke. 
 
    She would have preferred that he shouted at her than let the deadly calm voice keep speaking, but her anger snapped. “I guess we’re clear on what happened.” 
 
    James’s eyes narrowed and Eve heard his soul growing slower; she was treading on dangerous ground with the man now. 
 
    “Look, I went to Myth before I knew Shelly was a necromancer, before I even knew she was a witch. I just thought she was a fae junkie working at Myth to help herself get a fix.” 
 
    James still scowled at her, the slow tempo of his soul pounding in her ears as the seconds ticked by. “Let me see the photo of your missing woman.” 
 
    Eve retrieved the picture, conscious of James’s cold eyes following her. She handed it to him and held her breath as she waited to see what accusation he might hurl at her next. He stared at the photo for a long time before handing it back to her. 
 
    “I looked up your case before I came to see you. There aren’t any necromancers registered in the city that could be your missing person. Sanctuary would have been informed of her birth, and she would have been documented. You said she was a witch?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And you know this for fact?” 
 
    “Yes, Wist confirmed it.” She was getting irritated with the tone of his questioning. “Are you saying you don’t think she was a necromancer?” 
 
    “I’m saying she has some convincing tattoos. But I’d need better evidence before I’m willing to say she was a necromancer.” 
 
    Eve got ready to argue with him, but he threw a hand up to silence her. “But, I am willing to consider it as an option.” His mouth drew into a thin line before he turned away and paced to one of the windows. “There is still the fact you were attacked by two trolls. The upside being one of them is dead so we don’t have to worry about him coming after you again.” It seemed like he had drawn inward and was mumbling to himself more than Eve. 
 
    “You’re just a ray of sunshine, aren’t you?” 
 
    His head snapped up like he’d forgotten she was there. “Never mind. Our priority now is finding the missing witch. If she truly is a necromancer, her chances aren’t looking great right now.” 
 
    “What about the trolls?” 
 
    “What about them? We have no concrete evidence that trolls have had any dealings in the murders so far. All we have is the attack on you, and Thorkin is playing it off exactly like I said; he claims trolls upset with your meddling probably attacked you.” 
 
    “I’m not meddling! Thorkin didn’t give me a choice.” 
 
    James waved his hand dismissively. “It doesn’t matter. We can’t prove him wrong so we can’t even invoke the right to investigate after you, as a civilian, were harmed. As it is, all we can do is bide our time until you are once again summoned by Thorkin.” 
 
    “What are we going to do about Shelly?” 
 
    “You said you were meeting with your witch friend. Did she tell you anything?” 
 
    “Sort of.” Eve retrieved the map and spread it out on the dining room table. “Wist made me a map that shows the areas Shelly is in. As you can see, there’s a bit of a problem with that - there are three piles. The one right here,” she tapped the map, “is my place. I have a fetish that belonged to Shelly so Wist said she would register as being here. But she didn’t know why there would be two other piles instead of one.” 
 
    As James studied the map, Eve perked up. “What if she had another fetish? That would explain two piles!” 
 
    James shook his head. “A witch can only make one fetish at a time. Any more than that would be fatal.” 
 
    “You know that for a fact?” Eve asked sarcastically. 
 
    James cocked his brow. “I’ve seen enough dead witches to know it for fact.” 
 
    “Okay, fine. Not another fetish then.” 
 
    James studied the map longer, then he reached over and picked up the stack of papers Daniel had brought her and held them up. “These are Sanctuary’s property now.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Good evening, Necromancer. If I were you, I’d get someplace comfortable and quick. The healing will take its toll soon.” 
 
    “Wait a minute. Those are my papers.” Eve darted forward to block his way. 
 
    He reached up with his free hand and roughly pressed his thumb to the split in her lip. The pain made her eyes water, and she jerked back out of his way. “What the hell?” She pulled her aching lip into her mouth, but didn’t taste blood - and it was back to its normal size. He might not have done it gently, but he had healed it. 
 
    “The Envoy has ordered a watch to be set on you and the other necromancers of the city as a precaution.” 
 
    Before she could work out a response, she blinked, and he was gone. Really gone this time. 
 
    Her eyelids sagged, and it felt like her limbs were filling with lead. James had been right, the healing would take its toll. Eve made a frustrated sound. She didn’t have time for this but she moved to lie down on the couch knowing she could only stay upright for so long. She didn’t remember laying down on the couch but she blinked and she was there. She closed her eyes and let sleep take her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
    Eve’s stomach ached. She groaned and rolled over into open air, landing hard on the ground. She popped up, disoriented by the gray light of day streaming through her windows and the fact she sat in her living room floor. 
 
    Her stomach gave another ache that got her up and running for the kitchen. She tore open the refrigerator and grabbed the first styrofoam container she saw. She was almost sure the half sandwich sitting inside was still edible and took the chance, eating it as fast as she could. When she finished it, she reached for the next unmarked takeout container and started in on it. She wolfed it down so fast she barely tasted it - maybe chicken lo mein? Whatever, it was something with noodles. 
 
    She emptied the fridge of all the leftovers and when she finished she pulled a package of cookies down from the pantry. She polished off all the remaining cookies and finally felt full. The wreckage of her binge was strewn across the floor around her and she remembered what happened the night before and why she had been asleep on her couch. 
 
    Magic had healed her, but it had still been her body doing most of the work and it needed energy. She’d been foolish enough to fall asleep without eating and had to pay for it this morning. At least all the leftover takeout got cleaned out of the fridge. 
 
    She picked up the containers she had let fall to the floor in her desperation to get calories and shoved them down into the trash. 
 
    She stretched out her back, stiff from sleeping in an awkward position. She moved her left shoulder around. It wasn’t stiff or sore; it felt perfectly fine. 
 
    She went upstairs to her bathroom to inspect James’s handiwork. Her face looked almost normal. Her jaw wasn’t swollen and apart from some faint yellow bruising it looked like nothing had happened at all. With some makeup there wouldn’t be a trace left of the attack. 
 
    She took her shirt off and moved on to her shoulder. A few spots looked like old, faint scars but nothing as bad as she expected. Some skin still looked angry and red like she had rug burn and even the inscription she thought a lost cause looked intact and would only need a touch up. 
 
    She almost had a warm thought towards James until she remembered that he had mocked her and taken the information Daniel had given her. The feeling evaporated before it had time to form properly. 
 
    James said finding Shelly was now a priority. That was all fine and dandy except Eve felt like she needed to have a chat with Kate and see just what other surprises she’d forgotten to tell her. 
 
    She dialed Kate’s number, and the phone rang and rang before going to voicemail. Eve hung up. She didn’t have any other number for her but her phone vibrated with a notification from Kate. 
 
    I’ll call you back. 
 
    She took forty-five minutes to get back to Eve, and she kept her voice low and hushed when she spoke. 
 
    “I was expecting a call from you yesterday.” She sounded irritated. 
 
    “I’m sorry about that but I had stuff come up I couldn’t put off-” 
 
    “Excuse me, Ms. Williams. I don’t care what else you had come up. I hired you and when you tell me you’ll call me with information I expect you to do just that. It’s unprofessional-” 
 
    “Actually, when I’m hired, I expect you to tell me the truth and not some half-assed story. It helps with my professionalism if I get all the information I need.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” She sounded hesitant. 
 
    “I’m talking about the fact you didn’t tell me your sister is a witch. That’s an important piece of information, I think. Let’s not forget the part where you forgot to tell me she was a necromancer.” 
 
    Eve waited for her to say something. When she heard nothing she pulled the phone away from her ear. Kate had hung up. Maybe it had been an unfortunate accident. Eve gave her a few moments to call back, but when she didn’t, Eve dialed Kate’s number again. All she heard was a busy signal. Eve texted Kate just to be sure, but it could not be delivered. 
 
    Kate MacDonald had just blocked her. 
 
    What the hell is going on? 
 
    She threw her phone down on her bed and stomped to her closet to pull clothes out. Eve was sure Kate was used to getting her way and right now she didn’t want to discuss things vital to Eve finding her sister. Kate was in for a wake up call if she had anything to say about it. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Nicknamed the Tower, the building housing the MacDonald Foundation loomed above downtown. Only the block of buildings to the north that belonged to the Avians, who ruled the skies above the city, dwarfed the Tower. 
 
    For the second time in as many days, irritation gnawed at Eve for having to wear a skirt in the cold. The heels she had thrown on did little to protect her toes from going numb either but business professional attire seemed appropriate for her showdown with Kate. She was still a client after all, no sense outing that Kate had been to see her. 
 
    Armored in a pencil skirt, blouse and pumps, Eve didn’t hesitate as she marched into the slick glass building, blending in with others coming and going to do their business in the Tower. She had even popped a contact into her red eye to make it appear brown, making sure she looked as normal as possible. Never mind that the contact prevented her from seeing out of that eye and had already caused a pounding headache to develop. Never mind she now had little to no depth perception and was sure she was walking funny to make up for it. Her own magic worked against her when it came to trying to hide herself. 
 
    A clean cut sort of grand, the lobby had granite floors shot through with golden accents and gray marbled walls that soared three stories up. Sounds of high heels and smart dress shoes echoed off the walls and around the cavernous space. 
 
    Eve paused inside to get her bearings. Two security terminals sat blocking any further entrance into the building, one for building employees and one for guests. She couldn’t see any way of getting around the checkpoint. Getting further than the lobby would be her biggest problem if the guards weren’t dumber than rocks. 
 
    She walked up to the queue of people waiting for their turn through visitor security and when it was her turn at the security counter, Eve smiled at the guard. He barely glanced up from the computer monitor in front of him. 
 
    “Who are you here to see?” he asked, almost lazily. 
 
    “I have an appointment with Kate MacDonald. I was supposed to meet her at 10:30 this morning.” 
 
    The guard punched something into his computer. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Ms. James.” No sense tying her actual name to her shifty tactics. 
 
    The guard looked up from his screen and shook his head. “I have no one down for 10:30 with Ms. MacDonald.” 
 
    Eve pulled out the business card Kate had given her and pretended to look it over confused. “But I’m sure that’s when I’m supposed to be here.” She turned the card to the back to show the guard where the time 10:30 was written on it. She would not be breaking through anything tougher than a wet paper bag with her story, but it’s all she had to work with. 
 
    The guard took the card from her and looked it over. He pursed his lips, looking skeptical, and to Eve’s surprise held the card up under a blue light. Her heart hammered in her chest but an invisible logo illuminated under the blue light, and the skepticism left the guard’s face. Eve’s pulse slowed back down to something less than impending coronary. 
 
    “Let me call up to Ms. MacDonald’s office just to confirm with her. It’s possible it’s just not in the system.” 
 
    Eve stood and waited for her cover to fall apart. The guard had a short conversation and put the phone back on the receiver. “Ms. MacDonald isn’t in her office at the moment. If you’d like, you can have a seat in the waiting area until she gets back, and we can confirm your meeting. Unless you’d like to reschedule?” 
 
    Eve weighed her options. Wait and hope she could get up to meet with Kate or wait and get shot down and have security escort her out. Rescheduling wasn’t an option. She looked up at the bank of elevators behind the security desk and smiled. She wouldn’t have to do either of those things because Kate had just stepped out of one of the elevators. 
 
    “Ms. MacDonald!” Eve shouted. Kate heard her and froze. “I’m sorry to bother you, but we have a meeting.” 
 
    Kate looked from Eve to the security guard that was watching the pair as she strode toward the desk. “Eve. I wasn’t expecting to see you.” Her voice sounded cold and formal. 
 
    “But here I am.” Eve gave her a smile and stood her ground. Kate motioned her away from the security desk, and away from the guard’s ears. 
 
    “Ms. Williams I want you to leave. You have no right coming here,” Kate whispered fiercely once they were out of hearing range of the guard. 
 
    “Look, right now I’m incognito. No one knows what I am or why I’m here. I can change that real fast.” 
 
    “How dare you threaten me!” 
 
    “How dare you compromise an investigation into a possible murder. And of your own sister!” 
 
    Kate paled and looked around. “Fine. Fine. Come up to my office where we won’t be overheard.” 
 
    “Everything all right, Ms. MacDonald?” the security guard called. 
 
    “Everything’s fine. I forgot my meeting with Ms. Williams,” she called back with a convincing smile. 
 
    “Ms. James,” Eve corrected, so the guard would overhear. 
 
    “Yes, sorry. Ms. James.” Kate led her to the bank of elevators, and took her up to the MacDonald Foundation’s executive floor. 
 
    Kate’s office was quadruple the size of Eve’s little office at the Agency, and with a view of the riverfront. Eve could imagine how lovely it would be in the summer when it would be full of ferries and riverboats. The Arch glinted in the bit of sunlight managing to break through the cloud cover. 
 
    Kate took a seat behind the large marble-topped desk that took up a good chunk of the space and Eve sat in one of the chairs facing her. 
 
    “Why did you block me? And why didn’t you tell me Shelly was a witch or a necromancer?” 
 
    Kate’s cheeks grew red, and she sputtered, “What the hell are you talking about? Shelly wasn’t a necromancer, and I blocked you because you’re spreading that damn lie about her being a witch!” She smacked her hand down on the desk. 
 
    Eve sat stunned. Wist couldn’t be wrong about Shelly being a witch but how could Kate be in that much denial? “You said she was obsessed with the occult,” Eve asked slowly. 
 
    Kate nodded. “Yes. That’s all it was, an obsession. Then a rumor started that she might be one of them. Someone who knew our family saw her running around with some undesirables. It became a huge point of embarrassment.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t it be just as embarrassing if it came out you were sleeping with one of those undesirables and going to Fae clubs to get a fix?” 
 
    “Are you going to blackmail me?” Kate asked in a clipped tone. 
 
    Eve shook her head. “Nothing like that at all. I don’t like how you’re talking about Shelly. How you’re talking about people like me. Especially when you’re getting your kicks the same way as your sister.” 
 
    Her face soured before a look of shame crossed it. “I don’t-” she took a deep breath before saying, “God give me the strength to leave all that behind.” She turned and looked out the window at the magnificent view her position allowed her. 
 
    Eve almost felt bad for having tormented her. Almost. “It’s not my place to judge you. Just know I have a hard time dealing with hypocrites. I also have a hard time dealing with people who shove their heads in the sand.” 
 
    Kate turned her gaze from the window back to Eve. “She was a witch then? Really?” 
 
    “Really.” 
 
    “But why would you say she was a necromancer?” 
 
    Eve pulled Shelly’s picture out of the purse she’d brought along. She pushed it across the desk to Kate. “The marking on her arms. If you’ve seen Charles’s arm, you’ll know he has marks just like it. I have them too.” 
 
    Kate stared at the picture and her face soured. “I told you she was obsessed. She probably saw someone with it and got it done. Besides,” Kate said, motioning to her eyes, “She didn’t look like a necromancer.” 
 
    That was a huge kink Eve’s theory. 
 
    “I’ll make my peace with the fact she was a witch, but I’m telling you she wasn’t a necromancer. Now, you said you would have information about her location yesterday. Do you?”  
 
    “Sort of. The results weren’t as conclusive as I would have liked but I got something.” Eve sifted through her purse until she came to a map of the city. It wasn’t the one that Wist had used. Eve didn’t want to lose it and have it get into the wrong hands. She spread the copy out on Kate’s desk. 
 
    Kate looked it over with her brow furrowed. “What’s this supposed to be?” 
 
    “These are all the locations associated with your sister’s current whereabouts. This is my home,” Eve said, pointing to the spot in the center of the map. “I have an item that belonged to your sister, so the magic registered her there. I’m not sure where the other two spots correspond to. Do you have any idea?” 
 
    Kate stared at the map for a long time before shaking her head. “I have no idea what could be in those areas. They both have a lot of ground to cover.” 
 
    “I looked into them this morning. One area is full of industrial and salvage buildings. The other area is an up-and-coming spot with lots of new developments and apartments. Lots of ground to cover indeed.” 
 
    Eve picked up the map and, folding it, put it back in her purse. “One more question. Is the proprietress of Myth blackmailing you?” 
 
    Kate gave her a blank stare. “No, the Fae have more decency than that!” 
 
    Eve wasn’t sure about that but kept the opinion to herself. “In that case I will get out of your hair. Thank you for seeing me. And if you think of anything else about Shelly that might be important for me to know-” Eve trailed off and got up. 
 
    She was reaching for the door when Kate said, “Ms. Williams?” 
 
    Eve glanced back. 
 
    “My sister had a thing with blood. It fascinated her. I’m not sure if that helps you or not.” 
 
    “Could you be more specific?” 
 
    Kate splayed her hands. “I’m not sure I can be.” 
 
    Eve took in the office one last time, not missing the misty look in Kate’s eyes, before walking out and letting the door snap shut behind her. 
 
    Shelly had a thing for blood then. Whatever a witch could do with blood, she didn’t know, but she knew what a necromancer could do. 
 
    Eve took a step and paused, trying to retrace her path back to the elevator. They had taken a right to get to Kate’s office but had they taken two lefts before that or a left and a right? 
 
    No one stood out in the hallway and she didn’t want to disturb Kate after seeing the way she had looked on her way out. She was on her own, at least for now. 
 
    She started down the hall and took a left. The high, breathy laugh of a woman carried down the hall. Eve smiled to herself. She’d given that laugh herself when she was talking to a particularly cute guy. She’d even used it when out for drinks with Daniel. 
 
    She took another right thinking the elevators would be straight ahead, but she was wrong. Instead the woman who had laughed occupied the hall because she did it again. Her dress clung to her in a very flattering way and flaunted all of her gifts on top. Her legs went on and on and she drew attention to her swan-like neck by tracing it with her fingertips. 
 
    Eve pulled her eyes away from the woman to see what man was in for it and did a double take. 
 
    No. It couldn’t be him. He cut a very nice figure in the dark suit he wore, and there weren’t any scars on his face, but it was him. 
 
    James stood smiling down at the woman as she reached out like she was brushing something off of the collar of his suit jacket. She let her fingers linger there. 
 
    They weren’t so far away that she couldn’t hear the beat of their souls if she concentrated. There was a steady human sounding beat that Eve attributed to the woman but underneath that came a slow, tolling beat. 
 
    Something about the whole scene made Eve’s blood boil. He tried to avoid physical contact, her butt. 
 
    James’s head snapped up and his eyes narrowed when he saw her and she ducked back around the corner. What the hell was he doing here? 
 
    Time to get out of there. She went back the way she’d come and didn’t care she got herself all turned around; she just wanted to put space between herself and James. She was huffing by the time she found the stupid elevator, and she pushed the call button. 
 
    As it dinged, she scrambled into the safety it offered. She leaned over to catch her breath, and the woman’s same stupid laugh carried into the elevator. Eve cursed. James and the woman were heading toward her. 
 
    Eve jabbed at the door close button furiously and sighed when the door started to slide closed. 
 
    “Hold the door!” the breathy voice called. 
 
    Eve did not hold the door, and she only relaxed when the elevator descended. She grumbled to herself as the elevator stopped to pick up more passengers, and as soon as the doors opened on the ground floor, she started for the exit. There was another queue of people waiting to get through security. She silently urged them to move faster, and when it was her turn, she rushed through. 
 
    “Have a good day, Ms. James,” the security guard from earlier called as she walked by. 
 
    “Ms. James?” 
 
    Eve shrieked at the closeness of his voice and clamped a hand over her mouth. It felt like the whole lobby had turned to stare at her and James, who had somehow intercepted her. Her entire face felt hot - even her ears burned in embarrassment. 
 
    “That’s an interesting name choice.” James watched her closely. 
 
    “Yeah, well, I don’t like to use my real name when I’m trying to trick security. I like to use the names of people I’m not particularly fond of instead.” 
 
    He chuckled, and a small smile appeared on his lips. He looked almost approachable when he smiled. The corner of Eve’s mouth wanted to betray her and turn up, but then she heard the breathy voice again. 
 
    “Mr. Williams!” 
 
    “Interesting name choice,” Eve said flatly. 
 
    Ms. Breathless sauntered over. “I found a few more things that might interest you.” She didn’t even acknowledge Eve in any way, and Eve wanted to roll her eyes at the woman. It was clear in the way she pressed her chest out what she thought might interest James. 
 
    Fine, to each their own. Eve had nothing more to say to James anyway, so she turned to go. She’d rather do anything else than watch the two interact. 
 
    “Ms. James.” 
 
    Eve ignored his call and kept walking. 
 
    “Did I interrupt?,” she heard the woman ask. 
 
    “Absolutely not. I don’t really know her.” James spoke without his accent and the way he talked to the woman made Eve want to smack him. He sounded like he adored her and the way he looked at her, like he only had eyes for her, made her want to hit something else. He had disavowed knowing her and she felt … something. 
 
    Before she walked out the door she spun around and shouted, “The children miss you. I can’t make excuses for you forever!” She faked a convincing sob if she said so herself. 
 
    She kept a fast pace when she hit the sidewalk outside. There hadn’t been any parking spots close to the Tower so she would have to hoof it a fair distance to her truck. No way she was sticking around to find out what James thought about her performance. 
 
    She’d almost made it down the block when she heard the sing-song voice of a dryad. She slowed and saw Cinder running down the block after her, waving her hand in the air. 
 
    Eve waited for the dryad to catch up, and, once she did, she jabbered at Eve. 
 
    It was obvious the dryad was excited. “Whoa, Cinder. I don’t know what you are saying.” 
 
    “She’s taking a turn as your watcher for the morning.” 
 
    Eve jumped again. James stood next to her. “Jesus! Stop doing that.” 
 
    Cinder started talking again, and Eve just shook her head, looking to James for interpretation. 
 
    James reach out and put his fingers to Eve’s temple and suddenly the dryad’s words made sense. 
 
    “-So here I am, ready to destroy any who attempt to harm you.” Cinder gave Eve the biggest, sweetest smile she’d ever seen. The dryad’s demeanor after that proclamation gave her the chills. 
 
    James took his hand down and took a step away from Eve. “Cinder, watchers aren’t supposed to be seen by their wards. You were to remain hidden.” 
 
    Cinder’s face fell, and she made such a forlorn sound, Eve actually felt the sadness in it. Cinder turned and walked away. 
 
    Eve threw her elbow into James’s side and glared at him. “That wasn’t necessary. She was just excited is all.” 
 
    James gave her a stunned look but after a few seconds he cleared his throat. “Cinder, perhaps, if your ward doesn’t mind, it is okay she saw you just this once.” 
 
    Cinder turned around and immediately perked up. 
 
    “I don’t mind at all,” Eve called to her. 
 
    The dryad smiled and darted out of sight. 
 
    “Well, I’d better be going. Things to do, you know.” Eve started to walk away. 
 
    “Not so fast. I believe we have something to discuss.” James leaned down close to her. “You think you’re so clever. So witty.” 
 
    “Sometimes.” Her teeth chose that moment to chatter, and she shivered, taking away any oomph her reply may have had. Her stomach growled. “Look, it’s freezing, and I’m starving. Just let me be on my way and we’ll both be happier.” Her binge from that morning hadn’t been enough, and she wanted to get somewhere warm and get food - not have James lecture her. 
 
    “No.” He looked past her before he turned her back in the tower’s direction. 
 
    “Where are you hauling me now? If you expect me to get you out of any trouble I caused with your lady friend, you are mistaken.” He had a firm grip on her arm, and she struggled to keep up in her heels with his longer stride. 
 
    He stopped unexpectedly, and Eve stumbled on before he righted her and pulled her through a doorway and out of the cold. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
    The clatter of silverware on plates, and the din of lunchtime chatter surrounded Eve as she walked in the door. Buttery-yellow plaster coated the walls with Grecian reliefs bordering along the ceiling. The polished dark wood of the floor gleamed in the soft lighting that infused the place. 
 
    A hostess bounced up. “Two?” 
 
    James nodded and his eyes scanned the room. 
 
    Eve opened her mouth but found she had no idea what to say, so she snapped it closed as the hostess led them to a table. 
 
    Pristine white tablecloths covered the tables, and the napkins looked like little sculptures sitting in the middle of the place settings. A bouquet of white flowers sat in the table’s middle with two votive candles burning on either side. The other diners around them wore clothes similar to both her and James - the men wore expensive suits in an array of grays, blues and blacks and the women wore designer work wear. There were a couple of women wearing dresses she would think belonged out on a date and not a lunch meeting. 
 
    The hostess placed menus on the table and left the two of them. James sat a file folder down next to one of the plates and took a seat without a word to Eve and opened his menu. Eve sat more cautiously, eyeing James and this odd behavior. “What are we doing here?” 
 
    James didn’t bother looking up from his menu. “Let me see. The smell of food is wafting through the air, people around us are eating, and you have a menu sitting in front of you. I thought it would be obvious what we are doing, but I could spell it out more plainly if you need me too.” 
 
    “You think you’re so clever. So witty.” Eve threw his words from earlier back at him and flipped the menu open aggressively. She glanced up at him and found that she wanted to pierce through the glamour he still wore to hide his scars so she could see him for as he was, not this glamoured facsimile of him. She looked away and down at her menu, but didn’t take in any of the words. Silence was the only thing between them until the waiter came over to take their order. She pointed to the first thing she saw. 
 
    When the waiter left, she wiggled out of her coat. James sat watching her, his hands laced on the table in front of him. He didn’t seem like he would start any conversation, and, as the minutes stretched out, Eve couldn’t bear the silence. “So, what were you doing at the Tower talking to Ms. Breathless anyway?” 
 
    “Ms. Breathless?” 
 
    Eve laughed in the same way the other woman had and reached across the table, laying her fingers on his hand. “Oh, Mr. Williams!” Her voice wasn’t high enough to mimic the woman’s perfectly, but she emulated the breathy way she had talked so she thought she had made her point. 
 
    James went stiff, and his gaze dropped to her hand on his. She ignored him but pulled her hand back into her lap. He’d let Ms. Breathless touch him and looked comfortable enough. She let it go. “Maybe you think it’s normal for women to stoke their necks and push their chests out when speaking to you.” She mimicked both actions and laughed. “It was entertaining,” she said, emphasizing the last word. “Isn’t that how you put it last night?” 
 
    The corner of his mouth quirked up even if the rest of his face looked strained. She didn’t want him to find it funny, she wanted it to annoy him. She scowled at him. “You made fun of me for flirting with Daniel, then I find you letting a woman shamelessly paw at you. I didn’t let Daniel paw at me, and at least he sounded intelligible.” She didn’t know where she wanted to go with that line of thinking, so she bit the inside of her cheek and looked away to keep herself from saying anything more. Her cheeks felt hot again but this time from anger, and not embarrassment. 
 
    They sat silently for a long time. So long, she glanced out of the corner of her eye to see what he was doing. He still sat, staring at her. 
 
    “What?” she snapped. 
 
    A subtle shift in the direction of his gaze let her know he’d been staring beyond her. 
 
    She sighed. “You didn’t come in here because it was lunch time, did you?” 
 
    “It was one of several reasons.” He picked up his glass, and took a sip of water, as if that settled the matter. 
 
    “What was the primary reason then?” 
 
    “You went to speak to Kate MacDonald about something. I thought we might be to the understanding you would share information with me.” His gaze shifted to something behind her again, and she pursed her lips. 
 
    “You’re following someone, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Might as well kill two birds with one stone. Isn’t that how you put it? I certainly didn’t bring you here for your company.” James smiled. 
 
    Eve took a deep breath, and closed her eyes. It was a nice restaurant, and she didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of seeing her act childish if she chucked her silverware at him. When she thought she could trust herself not to make weapons of the cutlery, she opened her eyes. 
 
    “Just because a man takes me to lunch doesn’t mean he gets what he wants.” She sniffed and looked pointedly at him. “Maybe you’d have more success with Ms. Breathless. I doubt she would have noticed your wandering eyes. Hell, you probably didn’t have to take her to lunch at all.” 
 
    “Her name is Kimberly by the way.” 
 
    “Of course it is. You know, you might have an even easier time with her, if you used your accent.” 
 
    “You didn’t like my American accent?” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    “I think I’ve done a good job emulating how Americans speak,” he said, lapsing into his new accent again. 
 
    It wasn’t bad, but odd to hear him speak that way. Eve smirked. “It’s too stiff, too formal. You sound like you should be giving the noon news or reading some report on NPR.” 
 
    “Noted,” he said, lapsing back into his natural accent. “So are you going to tell me why you went to see Ms. MacDonald?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Would you be willing to tell me what you were doing there and who you’re following? I’m not just a lunch type of girl you know. I require answers too.” 
 
    He leaned back in his seat and fixed her with a stare. “You created a lot of work for me last night, necromancer, and I was already spread thin.” 
 
    “If you’re looking for a pity party, you won’t get it. You took my papers-” 
 
    “Spare me. You nor the half breed goblin could do a fraction of what I did with the information you obtained.” 
 
    “Pretty high opinion of yourself.” 
 
    “I speak the truth. You don’t have the resources I have. Daniel is little better than you. He dabbles in a minuscule section of information, collecting tiny bits from the bottom of the barrel.” 
 
    “That sounded like you just called us both bottom feeders.” Eve tried to keep her voice even though her anger was attempting to boil over. 
 
    James shrugged. “Take it as you will. I meant only him.” 
 
    “No, you said he was little better than me. If he’s a bottom feeder, what the hell does that make me?” 
 
    The waiter showed up with their food, keeping James from having to answer her, and Eve from having to hear whatever answer he might have given. 
 
    She focused on the food, refusing to look at him. Chicken piccata with delicate angel hair pasta sat piled upon her plate, and it smelled even better than it looked. She stabbed a small bite. Part of her wanted the food to be bad just to spite James but, damn it, it was good. 
 
    She glanced up at James and found him looking past her again. She craned around in her seat to look behind her. 
 
    “Stop that,” James hissed. 
 
    “Who are you watching then?” 
 
    His face hardened, but he remained silent. 
 
    “Fine. I guess I’ll just pop my contact out and see what I can for myself. Though that might draw unwanted attention our way.” So much for not being childish. 
 
    James sat and stared at her as if sizing her up, his finger slowly tapping the tabletop. Or maybe he was deciding the best way to kill her without drawing too much attention. Eve figured it was a toss up between the two options. 
 
    He picked up his napkin and cleared his throat. “Myth has been reporting themselves as being in the red to Sanctuary as recently as last week. Given the figures on the papers you so graciously provided me, they should be doing very well. I went over public and not so public records and discovered the transfer of several sums of money to a bank account associated with Myth. It took some work but I traced the money to a ghost account I could associate with the MacDonald corporation. I secured a meeting this morning and went to see what I could find.” 
 
    Eve couldn’t believe what she’d heard. James had willingly shared information with her. It also made her feel paranoid. Whenever people were this helpful, they wanted something in return. 
 
    “What did you find?” 
 
    “That their accounting department had no idea about the money transfer, and it appeared as if Ms. MacDonald did it.” 
 
    “And they just gave you that information?” Eve asked incredulously. 
 
    “Unlike you, most people will tell me whatever it is I want, without questioning me. Which brings me to Ms. MacDonald. When I questioned her about it, she knew nothing about the money transfers and said I should take it up with her accountant.” 
 
    “When did you question her?” Eve interrupted. 
 
    He paused a beat too long before answering her question. “I questioned her before being given a tour of some finer points of interest of the Tower.” 
 
    “They were some impressive points of interest, too.” She rolled her eyes. “You were saying?” 
 
    “I went to her accountant and received a brush off. He was … immune to my persuasiveness. He smelled remarkably like troll but his glamour was too strong to break in front of poor Kimberly.” 
 
    “Poor Kimberly?” 
 
    “No one will remember why I was there. Clouding a memory once is easy enough, but I’m afraid Kimberly was determined to stick by my side for the duration of my visit. By the time I got to the accountant, I thought I might do permanent damage if I altered her memory again.” 
 
    Eve’s mouth hung open. “You can alter memories?” 
 
    “Only humans and little things at a time,” he shrugged like it wasn’t a big deal. “Now,” he picked up his fork and speared a bite of food. “I’ve followed the accountant here, and I’m waiting for a good opportunity to question him. Your turn.” He popped the bite of food in his mouth. 
 
    Eve sighed. He’d shared more information with her than she thought he would. “I went to confront Kate for withholding information from me. Turns out she didn’t know her sister was a witch. Only thought she was obsessed.” 
 
    “That takes a special sort of denial.” 
 
    “Agreed. She was also adamant that Shelly wasn’t a necromancer. But she did say she had a thing for blood but couldn’t give me any more details. It would be helpful to know if it was a power thing or just a sick pleasure thing. I don’t know what she could do as a witch and Wist couldn’t find out anything, but I guess I could ask her what sorts of things witches could do with blood.” 
 
    “Nothing good,” James said darkly. He looked past Eve and frowned. “Excuse me.” 
 
    He stood, and Eve watched him go. She caught sight of a man moving toward a hallway near the back of the restaurant, and it looked like James was making a beeline for him. Best to use her time wisely. 
 
    She slid the file James had left sitting on the table closer. Checking one last time to make sure James wasn’t coming back, she opened it, and flipped through the pages. Most of the papers were financial figures or informational brochures on the MacDonald Foundation. The financial figures wouldn’t be any good to her without context. 
 
    She double checked all the papers again to see if she had missed anything before letting all the papers fall back in place. A piece of paper fluttered out of the stack. It was a generic MacDonald Foundation business card, but on the back the name Kimberly was signed in loopy letters along with a phone number. It wouldn’t have shocked Eve if a lipstick imprint had sat beneath the number. 
 
    She heard yelling coming from the hallway in the back of the restaurant, and when she glanced over her shoulder again, James was heading her way. She scrambled to push the file back where it belonged before realizing she had forgotten to put the business card back in the folder. She dropped it down into her purse, and a smile crept onto her face. A bit of vindication since he’d taken the information Daniel had gotten for her. 
 
    James snatched the folder up and threw a stack of bills onto the table. Eve’s eyes widened - the thick stack looked composed of one hundred dollar bills. James motioned her up. “It’s best if we were going.” 
 
    The shouts were getting louder from the back of the restaurant - the same direction James had come from. All around, other patrons were beginning to bristle and look for the source of the commotion. 
 
    Eve grabbed her purse and coat. “Questioning broke down, did it?” 
 
    James didn’t answer until they were a block away. He turned down an alley and pulled her in behind him. Eve got a good look at him when he turned to face her. A shadow of a bruise circled his eye, but it was fading fast. A few spots of dark red spotted the white shirt under his suit jacket. 
 
    Eve looked at him with wide eyes. “Did you kill him?” 
 
    James had been watching the mouth of the alley, but glanced down at her. “No. I only kill when it’s warranted. Embezzling money is hardly worth the death penalty. It just took some convincing for him to see my point.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose I get to know what he told you?” 
 
    “Nothing of value. Now I suggest you go home and await further instructions.” The corners of his mouth turned down as he reached into his shirt and clutched the pendant he pulled out. “What do you need?” 
 
    He stood silent, listening to a conversation Eve couldn’t hear. Finally he said, “That won’t be necessary. I’ll take her myself.” 
 
    He let the pendant fall and looked at her. “It appears the police have stumbled upon a dead troll. The Speaker is occupied so we must officially resort to your help.” 
 
    Eve’s mouth fell open. “Sanctuary officially needs my help? Mine?” 
 
    “That is what I said, necromancer. Did you happen to drive?” 
 
    “Yeah, I did.” 
 
    “Good.” He moved to the mouth of the alley and Eve followed, baffled. In four years, the druids had never once officially asked for her help. 
 
    When they reached the sidewalk, Eve slowed and shouted, “Cinder.” She turned and waited until she saw the dryad’s head peek above the heads of a group of people about half a block away. 
 
    Cinder ducked through the group of people, much to their surprise, and darted for Eve. 
 
    Eve smiled at the dryad. “How do you feel about taking a drive?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
    Despite her excitement at the prospect of riding in the truck, Cinder lay curled in a ball between Eve and James, and buried her face in James’s suit jacket halfway to the Loop. Eve just shook her head as she turned a corner, and the lights of a squad car winked at her up the street. 
 
    As soon as Eve parked, Cinder launched herself over James and bolted out of the truck. She stood outside and gave it a dirty look. 
 
    Eve sighed before rummaging behind her seat for her bag. At least she had thought to bring tennis shoes along as a backup when going to see Kate. She might look funny in office attire and her sneakers, but she preferred it to traipsing around in the heels. 
 
    By the time Eve climbed out of the truck, Cinder had herself hidden away somewhere so that Eve couldn’t see her, and James was already headed toward the squad car. 
 
    Police tape threaded through a chain-link fence that wrapped around one of the front yards. Most of the houses in the neighborhood looked like if they got just a little care, they would look nice. But the one with the police tape out front took dilapidated to a whole new level. Paint had chipped from its facade to the point it would look better just to scrape the rest off and leave the siding bare. Even from the street, the windows looked like they sat on their tracks crooked, and when looking at the whole thing, they made the house appear cockeyed. 
 
    An officer was stepping out through the gate, carrying a couple of bags of equipment with her as Eve and James passed. The front steps creaked loudly as they went up and into the dingy house. 
 
    The front door opened into a tiny living room where a spellweaver stood muttering incantations and taking down notes. 
 
    Death rolled over her, fresh and sharp - a relief after the trolls and Thornton. 
 
    Dust and the smell of mildew assaulted Eve’s nose as she walked through the narrow hallway, with its peeling wallpaper, that led to the back of the house. The sun had come out fully after lunch but the light couldn’t seem penetrate the darkness on the inside of the house. 
 
    The hallway opened onto a kitchen that was already stuffed to capacity with Ben, Will, and the body laying in the middle of the floor. It was on its back with its head facing away from her, but the relief at the new death was short lived - it may have felt new, but the body looked drained of most of its blood, just like the others. 
 
    “It’s the other one that tried to snatch you, girly. His scent matches what was on your dress and left in the alley. There’s the stink of rot on him too, but it’s only superficial.” 
 
    She walked around the body but an unfamiliar face stared back at her, with its shriveled features. So this was the troll that had punched her and messed up her shoulder. The troll that had poisoned her to make her compliant. 
 
    “Is the soul intact?” James asked. 
 
    The first thing Eve had done when climbing into her truck had been to take her contact out, so she looked past the veil of the living, and, thankfully, the troll’s soul was completely intact. 
 
    “It is.” She looked to James. “What would you like me to do?” 
 
    James knelt down and inspected the neck wound. “Too much damage to bother with raising it. View the memories and we’ll go from there.” 
 
    Eve dug in her bag and retrieved her pillbox and knife, then got to work. Once she had the blood she needed, she brought her hands down on either side of the troll’s head and fell into the memory. 
 
    She landed hard on her hands and knees on the sticky linoleum floor. The mint green coloring of the floor had a sickly yellow cast to it from the overhead light fixture. She remembered that the kitchen had a tiny window over the sink and the back door had a glass pane in it, but there wasn’t any light coming from either, so she guessed it had to be dark outside. 
 
    A horrible noise - a cross between a sob and a choking sound - filled her ears. Her memory self made the noise. 
 
    “I tried.” The words came from her mouth but not her voice. It was a deep, scratchy voice, the voice of the troll who had attacked and poisoned her. She strained to view anything other than the floor in front of her, but the troll wasn’t bothering to look anywhere but directly in front of him, and her sight was constrained to only what the troll saw in the memory. 
 
    “You didn’t try hard enough.” A soft, feminine voice wrapped around her, and her vision swam with the tears brimming in the troll’s eyes. “I needed her. I told you to get her, no matter the cost. You knew the price of failure.” 
 
    “I would do anything for you, mistress. Please, I can get her.” Another garbled sob escaped Eve, and a sharp pain sliced through her neck. 
 
    She threw herself back, away from the memory. 
 
    The floor was hard beneath her head and the tiles leeched cold into her bare calves. Her pulse jumped wildly in her throat and she was having a hard time trying to draw breath. Her neck wasn’t the one that had been slit, but her body had a hard time accepting the fact. It felt and looked so real. 
 
    “Shh, it wasn’t you.” Ben’s whisper cut through the memory of the pain. The feeling of someone stroking the hair away from her face helped to center her back in her reality.  
 
    She opened her eyes and Ben helped her sit up. “The memory I got wasn’t long. There was a woman talking. She told the troll she needed someone, and he had failed to get her.” 
 
    “She was talking about you,” Will growled. 
 
    Eve shrugged. She wanted to say yes, but she really wanted the answer to be no. 
 
    “Could you tell if the female was the one to slit the troll’s throat?” Ben asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure. The troll wouldn’t look anywhere but at the ground in front of him.” 
 
    “If there is nothing else you can tell us, then I suggest you go home, necromancer, until someone has further need of you.” James said. 
 
    Ben pulled her up, and, when she glanced down at the body, she had an idea. “I will send a picture of the troll to Thorkin’s man, Forning. Maybe he can find out who this one was even with the state of the body.” 
 
    James nodded his assent, and she whipped her phone out and snapped a picture. She said her goodbyes and went to collect Cinder before heading for her truck to give Forning a call. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After Eve sent Forning the picture, she looked at the clock on her dashboard. She had a couple hours of daylight left and she didn’t want to waste them. She didn’t care what James said, there was no way she was sitting around at home doing nothing. 
 
    She glimpsed Cinder out the window; the dryad refused to ride in the truck again. She figured Cinder had her own way of traveling quickly, so Eve hadn’t pushed the point. 
 
    Eve rummaged around in her purse until she found the copy of Wist’s map. She was just south of one of the areas marked on the map. 
 
    She drove half a mile north and passed abandoned warehouses. She pulled off into the lot of one of the old buildings. There was a for sale sign out front, but the number to inquire about the property had been faded off by the sun. She wasn’t exactly sure what she needed to be looking for but she decided she’d go with what she was actually good at; if there had been a death nearby, she could find it. 
 
    She hopped out of the truck and was inundated by the feel of old death and the sound of hundreds of old souls singing out to her - a sign that a cemetery was nearby. She leaned into the side panel of the truck until the worst of the feeling passed and she could tune out some of the noise. Cemeteries, on the whole, weren’t bad - she didn’t mind being near one. But if she wasn’t prepared for them, they were disorienting. She would have to pay closer attention to the map next time. 
 
    Finally she pushed away from the truck and a noise cut through the sound of the cemetery; the crack of bone and popping of joints was unmistakable. 
 
    “Williams!” 
 
    Eve cringed at the shouted word - it dripped with loathing, and she turned toward the source of the voice. Samuel stalked in her direction from across the road. Eve could see more shifters gathered around the side of one of the old buildings. She had no idea what they were doing, and she had thought it odd that Samuel hadn’t been with Ben and Will, he was just as dedicated to the Speaker’s service as they were. 
 
    That he had used her last name was a sign that the meeting would not go well. Druids gave up familial names when they joined the Order. If you left the Order for any reason, by choice or by force, you became one of the Named. Samuel had used her last name as a dig even before she’d left Sanctuary. 
 
    His face was already unkind, but his mouth twisted into a snarl and he finished closing the distance between them. Another of the shifters called to him but the look Samuel gave silenced the other man, and Samuel turned his attention fully on Eve. 
 
    “And here I thought by coming out here I wouldn’t have to see you. I couldn’t be that lucky.” 
 
    “Really Sam, ditching your duties to the Speaker just to avoid me?” 
 
    Samuel laughed, but it had no humor. It was savage and cold. “They better hurry the fuck up and find someone else to take over Harlen’s duties. I’ll transfer before I have to work alongside you again.” 
 
    Eve had been running through all the responses she had expected Samuel to give. That wasn’t one of them. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    Samuel’s gaze sharpened, and he stepped closer to her. “I’m talking about you, and what you’re being a goddamn traitor is costing my Speaker. How many marks do you think he put on himself to train you? Huh? You took years off of Harlen’s power, then you fucking leave and do nothing with your life. You’re a waste of space and a waste of talent, and, because of you, Harlen’s marks are almost complete. And now he will be forced to use you.” 
 
    Eve stood shaking with rage as Samuel backed away from her. It was like her mouth forgot how to work, and, for the first time, she didn’t have a retort for him. 
 
    “I hope to God they find someone else to help him. You don’t deserve to clean his boots, much less serve under the mantle of his office. Now leave the area, Williams, before I have you removed for interfering with the Enforcer’s investigation.” 
 
    She watched him as he crossed the street, then she scrambled into her truck and slammed the door shut. Her hands were shaking, and it felt like a heavy weight pressed on her chest. She had never really let Sam get to her before, but this time had been different - this time he had used the words she already used against herself. They were words that smacked of the truth of the situation and what she had cost the most important person in her life. 
 
    Another thought taunted her; James had known all of this. The bastard had intentionally kept the fact that Harlen was nearing the end of his career from her, and he had used giving her more freedom as a bargaining chip against her. He’d known all along some of her restrictions would have to be removed - there was no one else who could do what Harlen could do in the city aside from her. She knew several of the druids’ major outposts had trouble keeping a Speaker in office because of the shortage of capable and willing necromancers. 
 
    He’d known, and it was the only reason the Archdruid was allowing her to work for Thorkin. 
 
    The muffled sound of her phone ringing came from her purse and she tore into the bag until she found it. If it was the Agency, she knew where she would tell them they could go. Instead Daniel’s number ran across the screen. 
 
    She took a deep breath and tried to push away her anger and hurt before she answered. 
 
    He wanted to see if he could come over to her place to discuss Myth. Eve didn’t hesitate to say yes, and Daniel said he’d bring food. 
 
    Some pressure lessened in Eve’s chest as she drove, and it was replaced by a fluttering nervousness. She’d have to tell Daniel about what happened to the papers he’d given her but that wasn’t the reason for the nervousness. The way Daniel had asked to come over made it clear that was just one reason he was asking for permission. 
 
    Anything would be better than lingering on what Samuel had just revealed and James’s deception. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
      
 
    How could one person make such a mess? A tower of bowls Eve couldn’t remember using, stood in the kitchen sink. The takeout containers from her binge were piled so high, they caused the top of her trash can to stay propped open. A basket of clean clothes she hadn’t bothered to lug up to her bedroom sat at the bottom of the stairs, waiting to be put away. 
 
    She took care of the kitchen, shoving the dirty bowls under the sink until she could get to them, and she dragged the laundry upstairs to assess her bedroom. Unkempt was an optimistic description for how it looked. 
 
    The mystery cat was lazing on the bed and she hefted it off to many protests on his part. She made the bed and stuffed anything that laid in the floor under it where no one would notice. When she thought about what she was doing, her cheeks grew hot. Daniel wouldn’t be in here, probably, and now she thought it looked like her bedroom was too tidy. What if he came up to her room? He’d know she had cleaned it in case he came up and then what would he think? 
 
    She flopped down on the bed and messed up the pillows to make it look like she’d thrown them on with no care. She shoved off the bed. 
 
    What the hell was she doing? How would he know she’d cleaned and made the bed for him?  
 
    She backed away from the bed and ignored the rest of the room; it was best to just leave the room as is and go see what she could do to make herself look presentable in the few minutes she had left. She at least wanted to look like she hadn’t been checking out dead bodies for the better part of the afternoon. 
 
    She changed into clean jeans and a lower cut shirt, reasoning her lack of much cleavage kept it from being too obvious that she was showing off what little she had. The makeup from her invasion of Kate’s office still looked decent. She thought she didn’t look too shabby if she said so herself. 
 
    Except her hair. Abused by the wind and her winter hat, curls were all over the top of her head and frizzed beyond hope. She did what little she could with them and gave up. 
 
    Part of her cringed at the desperateness that seemed to propel her to impress Daniel. She knew she didn’t need to, that she shouldn’t want to, but thinking about the way he had kissed her, like no one had in a long time, she wanted something more with him. Something she hadn’t cared about having with any of the half-hearted attempts at relationships and little flings over the years that had all fizzled out so quickly. She’d been hesitant and wary with all of them, but she felt no such hesitation with Daniel. 
 
    She ran downstairs and inspected her handiwork. It looked like she actually cared about the cleanliness of her home on any given day. 
 
    Then there was the cat. She’d made it leave the bed, and it had moved to the back of the couch, eyeing the stairs. “You aren’t going back up to the bed. In fact, I think you need to be shut up somewhere you can’t interfere.” 
 
    She bent to scoop up the fat cat but the damn thing wouldn’t budge this time. It felt like trying to heft a sack of bricks. She tried again, grunting from the effort of trying to heft the cat off of the couch. “Dear God, how much do you weigh?” 
 
    Time to change tactics. She walked over to the door leading into the storage room that had become the litter box room. She knelt down, and in her sweetest voice called, “Here, kitty. Come to Evey!” 
 
    The cat only looked at her. 
 
    “Come on you ugly thing, get in here,” she hissed. 
 
    The cat closed its eyes and laid its head down. Eve growled and crossed back to the couch to shove the cat off. It didn’t move at all. It didn’t even bother opening its eyes. 
 
    She gave a frustrated sound as an electric feeling slid up her arm from her wards. She turned to the front door expecting Daniel to knock but instead a knock came from the balcony door off of the kitchen. James stood outside. 
 
    All the excitement she’d felt about Daniel’s visit evaporated as she stood looking at the Enforcer, and anger replaced it. She tried to wrestle the anger down to a manageable level. Daniel would be by any moment and it wouldn’t do her any favors arguing with James now. 
 
    She strode to the balcony door and yanked it open. “You know, most people use the front door.” 
 
    “This was faster. I’ll only be a moment.” James came in. He wore his armor again, and the glamour was no longer in place so he looked like his normal self, scars and all. Eve felt a sort of comfort in the familiar way the hilt of his sword poked up above his shoulder. 
 
    He looked around at the place and then looked her up and down. “You are expecting someone.” 
 
    “None of your business.” 
 
    A horrible warbled meow came from the couch, and Eve glared at the cat. 
 
    “You have a hideous cat.” 
 
    Eve turned her glare to James. “Don’t insult the fat ass cat. It’s not my cat, anyway. It’s a house guest that’s worn out its welcome.” 
 
    James strode over to the cat and easily picked it up under its front legs. He let it dangle in front of him, and the cat gave a halfhearted swat at his face. James squinted at the cat but tucked it in his arms and scratched behind its ears. The cat made awful noises that Eve guessed were its way of purring. 
 
    “It is a good cat.” James cocked his head like he was trying to get a closer view of the cat’s face. “It is also an ugly cat.” 
 
    “Why are you here?” 
 
    James placed the cat down on the ground. “Brother Samuel said he ran into you today.” 
 
    “Yeah, and he said he was working on an investigation for you.” Eve bit off the rest of her words. If she wasn’t careful, she’d keep talking, and call him out on what Samuel had revealed to her. 
 
    “Yes. I told you finding the witch was our number one priority now. What did you think I would do? Wander around aimlessly, hoping I found something of consequence? I’ve already told you, I far outclass you when it comes to resources. I have assembled a team of Trackers to look for the woman.” 
 
    Eve clenched her fists. “Yeah, you have all sorts of fun information don’t you?” 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “It is clear you have something on your mind, necromancer. I don’t like to play games. Out with it.” 
 
    Eve clenched her fists. “You knew Harlen’s marks were almost complete. You knew, and you still pretended like I might not have my restrictions lifted so I’d play along with what you wanted me to do.” 
 
    James scoffed. “Do you think you’re the only necromancer Sanctuary could have at its disposal? You are nothing so special or unique. I didn’t have to do anything to get you to play along as you put it.” 
 
    “Who else will do it, huh? Tell me. What other necromancer does Eli have lined up that could come in and do the same things Harlen can do.” 
 
    A knock sounded from the front door. It was clear from the cold look on his face that James would not answer the question. Either because he wouldn’t deign to or because he didn’t have one, Eve didn’t know. James looked toward the door as another knock sounded then turned and moved toward the balcony, and Eve left him to it; he could see himself out as far as she cared. 
 
    When she opened the front door, Daniel stood there. He grinned and held up two large plastic bags. “I hope you’re hungry.” 
 
    Eve forced a smile to curved her lips. “Starving.” She stepped back to let him in and the smell of cumin, curry and exotic spices invaded the entryway, making her stomach rumble. 
 
    She let Daniel led the way toward the kitchen, but he halted, causing her to collide with him. 
 
    She peaked out from around Daniel. Eve had expected James to do his disappearing act like he had before. Instead he still stood where she had left him. 
 
    Eve moved around Daniel until she stood between the two men. “Daniel, this is Brother James. He’s the Enforcer for Sanctuary. Enforcer, this is Daniel.” 
 
    “I know who he is” both men said, simultaneously. 
 
    “All right then,” she drawled. “The Enforcer was just leaving, I think. If you want to put the food in the kitchen, Daniel, I’ll see him out.” 
 
    “I can find the door, necromancer.” The answer gave her a pause. She listened closely and heard the slower beat of his soul that meant any interaction with him would be dangerous territory. 
 
    Daniel took the food around the island in the kitchen and sat it down, but he didn’t do more than that. Instead, he kept his gaze focused on James. Eve moved forward to see if she could usher James out faster, and, for a horrible second, she thought she would have to physically tug on James to get him to move. Luckily, he followed after her as she opened the door to the balcony. She followed him out and closed the door behind them. 
 
    She wrapped her arms around herself as the wind cut through her flimsy shirt. 
 
    “What’s your deal with Daniel?” she whispered fiercely, worried the other man might overhear. 
 
    “I have no deal, as you say.” 
 
    “Then what’s with the glares and the disparaging remarks?” Eve put her hands on her hips but couldn’t hold the position long before she went back to huddling against herself. James didn’t look like the cold bothered him at all standing there in his armor. 
 
    “I wasn’t aware that I’d said anything untoward to him just now.” 
 
    “You know what I mean. The other night. At lunch today…” 
 
    James looked past her and in through the window. “He wants something from you.” 
 
    “I know, you already told me. He’s a man, he wants to bed you.” She parroted James’s words back at him. 
 
    “It’s more than that. And you’re foolish to believe he’d be attracted enough to you to overcome his nature,” he sneered. 
 
    “What the hell is your problem?” Eve took a step forward and drew herself up to her full height even though the wind felt like it was cutting into the vulnerable skin of her arms. “Why are you so awful to me when you switch?” His words stung and Eve knew they held a ring of truth in them. 
 
    “Switch?” James asked softly. 
 
    “Yeah, switch. What the hell happens when you become this way? You’re so damn cold and cruel. When your soul sounds human, I would almost - almost - say you might be someone bearable to be around under the right conditions. But then you go like this and -” she gestured around, trying to think of the right words. She shook her head. “But only to me as far as I can tell. You let Ms. Breathless go to town and you were this way; your soul sounded slower. You obviously weren’t being an asshole to her.” 
 
    “I think you should get your hearing tested, necromancer. Nothing happens to me at all.” 
 
    “You even said her name and all I get is damn necromancer!” 
 
    She froze when he reached his hand out toward her face. His fingertips grazed her cheek as he gave one of her curls a tug, and said “Maybe I prefer someone with,” his eyes flicked down to her chest, “something more to offer.” 
 
    The sound of her hand slapping him echoed off the bricks of the building, and a bright red patch appeared high on his cheek where she’d hit him. The strike hadn’t caused him to move an inch, but Eve clutched her stinging hand to her chest, shaking with rage and disbelief at what she’d just done. 
 
    “You’re so cruel and awful,” she whispered, her voice shaking. “It makes me wonder what happens to the part of you that makes you a halfway decent person.” 
 
    She heard the door open behind her, and she tore her eyes away from James’s shocked face. 
 
    Daniel stood in the doorway. He looked pale, and he kept his eyes on the floor. “Eve.” 
 
    “I’ll be inside in a second.” She heard tears thickening her still shaking voice, but she turned back to face James. He wasn’t there anymore. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Okay. Fine. This is fine.” She moved past Daniel and back inside. She was freezing, hungry, and angry. And more than a little terrified. She’d just smacked the Enforcer. Her eyes stung but she wasn’t about to cry in front of Daniel. She paced away from the door and put her back to him until she could trust that her face wouldn’t betray just how upset she felt. 
 
    “Sorry about that. How about we eat?” She glanced at the balcony and it still stood empty. She tried to smile at Daniel but it felt like her mouth couldn’t remember how to make the motion. He hadn’t moved from the balcony door, and he had his arms around himself. 
 
    “Are you all right?” he asked quietly. “What was he doing here?” 
 
    “Business is all. Nothing to worry about.” 
 
    “Eve, he’s serious business. He’s an assassin! It can’t be good to get a visit from him.” 
 
    “You’re right, it’s not. But only because he’s more of a pain in the ass than anything else. Trust me, I’m not in any danger from him.” She waved the notion of James being dangerous off all while trying to hide just how much trouble she thought she was in. She really wanted to believe her own words. 
 
    Daniel shook his head. “The way he looked at you. And you smacked him, Eve! What on earth was going through your head!” Daniel looked like he wanted to say something more but instead walked back into the kitchen and pulled out containers of food. 
 
    “What was going through my head was not letting myself be bullied anymore.” It was the partial truth. In reality, she hadn’t being thinking and she wholeheartedly agreed with Daniel’s shock at her actions. Eve went into the kitchen after Daniel and yanked the silverware drawer out too violently causing the whole thing to come off its track. She jostled and jammed it before slumping her head and growling, because the stupid thing wouldn’t shove back in place. 
 
    “Here.” Daniel took the drawer from her, and slid it back in place on the first try. 
 
    “Am I forgiven now for insinuating that you can’t take care of yourself?” He gave her a crooked smile that almost reached his eyes. 
 
    Eve gave a dark laugh. 
 
    Together they moved everything to the dining table, and Eve did her best to forget about what she’d done and James’s words. She tried to forget about the seed of doubt the words had nurtured. 
 
    James was wrong; Daniel wanted nothing from her she didn’t want from him. 
 
    Food and conversation went a long way to lift her mood. She all but forgot about James, and Daniel relaxed too as the meal went on. When the subject of Myth and the documents came up, Eve squirmed in her seat. 
 
    “I have some bad news. The Enforcer confiscated the papers before I could do anything with them.” 
 
    Daniel frowned but he didn’t look angry. “Bummer.” He drummed his fingers on the table. 
 
    “He told me what he found out though,” she said brightly, before relaying all James had told her. She left out the part about lunch with James. She should have thrown the damn silverware at him. 
 
    “I’ve discovered a bit myself.” Daniel got up from the table and retrieved papers from the backpack he’d brought with him. He laid them down in front of her with a triumphant look on his face. 
 
    She stared down at the photocopied pages of the logbook with the mysterious symbols. On top was a scrap of paper with a hand written legend. 
 
    “Human, goblin, troll. Were the symbols clients?” Eve asked. 
 
    “It appears so.” 
 
    She leafed through the entries and one thing stuck out. Toward the end of the entries, the only clients Shelly had were trolls. 
 
    “Any idea where you will search for her?” Daniel asked. 
 
    A knot of anxiety tightened in her stomach. She couldn’t tell him that the druids were the ones looking for Shelly now. She liked Daniel, more than just a little, but she hadn’t forgotten who he called mother. It was now Sanctuary’s case and she couldn’t talk about it. She also didn’t want to tell him nothing. Whatever was happening between them so far hinged on the facade of Shelly’s case. Instead she said, “I want to show you something.” 
 
    She led him into the living room, and she unfolded the map Wist had made and explained what it did. 
 
    Daniel looked at it for a long time. “Who on earth can do this?” he asked, awe in his voice. 
 
    Eve picked at a spot on the couch. She wanted to tell him about Wist, but she didn’t know him well enough yet. “A friend,” she said reluctantly. She glanced at him to see how he took a denial of information from her, but he only nodded his head, still studying the map. 
 
    “Maybe I can introduce you to her sometime.” A bubbly feeling began in her chest when she thought about introducing him to the few friends she had. 
 
    He looked up at her and smiled. “I’d like that.” 
 
    Eve bundled up the map and put it with the rest of the papers on the island in the kitchen. Daniel followed her and dug a phone out of his backpack. Eve made sure the papers were safe from any of the dinner mess while Daniel finished up with his phone. 
 
    When they finished, they stood looking at each other. Eve thought she saw Daniel’s eyes flick down to the neckline of her shirt and she felt a flush creep up her neck. 
 
    “I know we haven’t had any drinks.” Daniel’s voice sounded husky, and Eve saw that his eyes were definitely lingering on the neckline of her shirt. 
 
    “I’m okay with no drinks.” Eve’s voice sounded like it’d gone up an octave or two. Daniel chuckled. 
 
    He reached out a hand, and, when she took it, he led her back to the couch. She tried to remember how they’d gone from sitting and making doe eyes at each other to the point they had gotten to the night before, when they had been drinking, but all she could do was draw a blank. 
 
    Daniel leaned in and kissed her. When he deepened the kiss, Eve didn’t hesitate to let him. They moved from sitting side by side - to Daniel laying on top of her on the couch, but she didn’t care. To hell with James, part of her brain said. Daniel liked her just fine and she shouldn’t doubt it. 
 
    She tugged his shirt off with his help and ran her hands over his chest. He looked like a thin man but his shirt hid hard muscle. Her fingers brushed a rough spot on his side but before she could wonder at it, her breath caught. Daniel’s hand had gone up under her shirt and his fingers were brushing the bottom edge of her bra. She heard his phone ring but ignored it as she arched her back, urging him to keep going. 
 
    Instead he slid his hand out and, panting, disentangled himself from her and went to find it. He fished it back out of his bag across the room. 
 
    Eve sat up and watched as he spoke in hushed tones, admiring the look of him. He turned just enough so she could see a long scar along his ribs. It looked like something had torn a line down the skin. Other marks stood out on his skin and all of them looked like they were received in nasty fights. James had said Daniel worked as muscle for his mother and Eve had ignored him. It was harder to ignore when faced with physical evidence. 
 
    She couldn’t hear the bulk of his whispered conversation, but she didn’t miss when he mumbled, “I love you too. See you soon.” He hung up. 
 
    Eve’s stomach clenched but she tried to keep her face neutral and calm as Daniel came back to the living room and picked up the shirt he’d tossed in the floor. She couldn’t stop herself for blurting out, “Please tell me that wasn’t a wife or girlfriend.” 
 
    Daniel stopped in the middle of pulling his shirt on, a mortified expression on his face. “No. No! Worse. It was Ma. She has work for me.” He pulled his shirt on much to Eve’s disappointment. “And since she’s my boss, I can’t just tell her I’m making out with a pretty woman and ask if it can wait until later.” 
 
    Eve laughed, relieved. “Good.” She narrowed her eyes and said in a low voice, “I have to tell you it is not wise to cross a necromancer.” She couldn’t hold a straight face and cracked a smile at him. 
 
    “Yes. You are one scary necromancer, sweetheart.” He leaned down and kissed her on the top of her head. 
 
    While Daniel gathered all the stuff he’d brought with him, Eve straighten herself up. She decided he must have been expecting to work at some point because of the backpack. She had been called out at odd hours herself for work, but part of her had wondered if it was an overnight bag, a prospect she didn’t mind at all.  
 
    Scraping sounds drew her attention to her work room. She had shoved the cat in the room during dinner, after it had jumped up on the table and demanded to be petted. She excused herself and went to see what the cat was up to. When she turned the corner and slid the door open, she spotted the cat up on the workbench under the window. Its tail flicked as it looked out the window, but it didn’t look like it was bothering anything. She slid the door closed, leaving the cat where it was, and walked Daniel to the door. 
 
    “This was a good way to spend the evening,” she said. 
 
    “I agree. We’ll have to do it again.” 
 
    “Maybe after you get done doing work for your mother?” The boldness of her question surprised even her. Daniel’s eyes grew wide, but he gave her a sad smile. 
 
    “Unfortunately not.” He leaned down and kissed her. He pulled back and turned to leave, then seemed to think better of it. He took her face in his hands, and he kissed her again. A soft, sweet kiss that seemed to last forever and not long enough for Eve. He pulled away from her without another look and left. 
 
    She closed the door and leaned back against it. A rush of giddiness filled her. Her lips tingled from his kisses, and the memory of his touch on the couch made the bubbling feeling return to her chest. It had been too long since she’d been able to be herself around someone without having to hide some facet of what she was. 
 
    She wanted to dance around and scream. She wanted to see James right then and throw it in his stupid face that, yes, Daniel wanted her and nothing else. Instead she settled for a small victory dance and skipped, actually skipped, up to her bedroom. She could do as she pleased for the rest of the night with the satisfaction of knowing Daniel was out there, and she would get to see him again soon. 
 
    She went into the bathroom and scrubbed off the makeup still on her face. She went to dig out her pajamas from under the bed where she’d shoved them when her ward went down, and a crash sounded from downstairs. Someone had broken in. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
      
 
    Eve slid down to the floor just inside her bedroom door. It wasn’t completely dark. The light generated by the city at night ensured that true dark never fell after the sun set, but Eve’s eyes had a hard time piercing the semi-darkness downstairs when she leaned her head out of the bedroom door. She pulled back and opened her ears and nose. 
 
    All she could smell were the spices of the stupid, delicious Indian food. She strained her hearing but whoever was downstairs moved too quietly for her to hear over the sounds of the stupid cat clawing furiously at the door. 
 
    She closed her eyes. She didn’t want to, she’d almost rather face a possible intruder than call on James. But after her assault the night before, she didn’t want to take any chances. She touched the ring. 
 
    He didn’t answer. As if she should expect him to after she freaking smacked him. 
 
    Taking a deep, steadying breath, she tried to push down the rising panic, and she tried again. She almost missed the nudge of his mind against hers. She said as quietly as possible, “Someone is here. They brought down my ward and are downstairs.” 
 
    She felt a blankness where his mind had been. After their confrontation earlier, she wondered if he’d even come at all. It would be safest to shut the door and barricade herself in the bedroom. 
 
    A few seconds passed, and a light went on downstairs. She jumped back from the doorway. Footsteps echoed across the concrete floor, and her heart fluttered madly against her ribs. 
 
    “There’s no one here.” 
 
    Eve stood and poked her head out the door. James stood at the bottom of the stairs. His ebony blade was down at his side, glinting in the low light. 
 
    She pulled her head back and tried to compose herself. She would probably have to pay for her behavior earlier. She went down the stairs, and glanced around, wary of James. His soul was back to its quick beat but that meant nothing. 
 
    James said nothing to her only watched as she moved to look around. Everything in the living room and kitchen looked in order. She stuck her head in her workroom and discovered that it was another matter. A box of instruments lay scattered across the floor. That must have been the crash she’d heard. 
 
    She knelt down and started picking them up. 
 
    “I can’t smell that anyone other than you and Daniel have been here. Are you sure someone was here, and you didn’t just panic when your beast knocked the box over?” 
 
    Eve glared at him. “I felt the ward go down then the box fell. I know someone was here.” She went back to picking things up from the floor. 
 
    “Daniel didn’t stay long.” 
 
    She gritted her teeth. “He had to work.” 
 
    James made a noncommittal noise, then said, “I come to rescue you, and I don’t even get an apology for your appalling behavior toward me?” 
 
    Eve whirled around. “My appalling behavior? What about the way you talked to me?” 
 
    “What is it to you what’s said of your appearance?” 
 
    “Nothing,” she snapped. “But why would you say it? It’s only cruel.” 
 
    “I will not stroke your ego -” 
 
    “And I don’t need you to! I want you to leave if you’re going to be horrible. Your soul doesn’t sound softer right now and you’re being an ass.” She turned away from him and threw things back in the box. 
 
    “You smacked me. Of course I’m going to be an ass toward you.” 
 
    “You insinuated I’m flat chested!” 
 
    “Calling a spade, a spade isn’t a crime.” 
 
    Eve made a frustrated sound and whipped around to glare at him. “Both of you deserved it.” She turned back to the box and held her breath as she put things back in, waiting to see if he would acknowledge what she was insinuating. Seconds ticked by and she fought the urge to turn back to him. 
 
    “Is anything missing?” he asked slowly. 
 
    Eve froze with her hand hovering over a journal. He hadn’t called her crazy or told her she was wrong, but she took to lack of reprimand as a confirmation of what she suspected; there were two very different souls that made up the man she knew as James. She looked over her shoulder at him and shrugged, before surveying the room. She went to the mini fridge and double checked it was in order, before continuing clean up. “I don’t think so. I think just the box got knocked over.” 
 
    She finished tossing everything back in the box and knelt down one last time to check under the counter. She saw something that had rolled farther away, under the lower shelf. She flattened down onto her stomach to reach for it. 
 
    Her fingertips brushed a chain, and she slid Shelly’s fetish out from under the counter. She let the pendant drop into her hand. 
 
    Pain shot up her arm, and she stood outside of a building. A faded For Sale sign stood out front, the acreage illegible and the phone number to inquire about the address was missing some of its numbers. It was one of the buildings she’d passed earlier in the day. Panic and anger washed over her, and her view faded back to her workroom, where she lay on the floor, James’s face hovering over hers. 
 
    “What happened?” she asked. 
 
    James’s eyes roved over her face before he seemed to relax and pulled back from her. “You pulled that thing out. Then your eyes rolled back in your head and you started convulsing.” 
 
    Eve clenched her eyes closed. She couldn’t shake the feeling of panic, the sense of urgency under it. “I need to go back to the area where I saw Samuel.” She explained what had happened when she’d touched the fetish. 
 
    “I think you should give the fetish to me, and I’ll take it to the spellweavers.” 
 
    “No.” Eve shoved up into a sitting position and backed further away from him. The panic grew worse when he’d mentioned taking the fetish. Eve shoved herself up from the floor. “I have to go. I don’t know why, but something bad will happen if I don’t go.” 
 
    “Or,” James said, standing up, “something bad will happen if you do. What if someone broke in here with the express purpose of luring you to this abandoned building? What if they altered the fetish? It is a possibility that whoever wanted you attacked is also setting this up.” 
 
    She clutched the fetish tighter to her and focused harder on the feeling in her chest. “Whatever it is, it needs help.” 
 
    James looked away, and Eve could see the muscles in his jaw working. “Fine. But you will listen to me once we are there, and if I say we are leaving, you will leave.” 
 
    Eve wanted to ask “We?” but kept her mouth closed. She ran to check Wist’s map to make sure she remembered where she needed to go but, it wasn’t on the island, and she remembered putting it there. She pursed her lips and checked the living room but it wasn’t there either. She went through the whole downstairs looking in all the places she would have sat them, but none of the papers Kate had given her were there. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” James asked. 
 
    Her stomach dropped, and she had a horrible thought about where the papers had gone. She’d left Daniel alone for a few seconds… 
 
    No, she thought. She didn’t want to think him capable, and she hated the doubt that James had helped reaffirm. James had said Daniel wanted something… 
 
    “Nothing,” she mumbled. She didn’t have time to worry about the missing papers, and she didn’t want to think about the implications. 
 
    The sense of urgency and panic still fluttered in her chest. At least she’d tucked the spare map in her purse. She double checked the location and led James down to the garage. 
 
    He frowned at her truck, but said nothing until she started it up. 
 
    “I don’t suppose we’re going to be covert in this thing?” 
 
    “I don’t need to be covert most of the time. It’s usually in my best interest to let things know when I’m around and not startle them.” 
 
    “That might be the wisest thing I’ve heard you say.” 
 
    Eve shot him a look and pulled out of the garage. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Old warehouses cropped up outside the truck and Eve kept her eyes peeled for the one she’d seen in the vision.  She spotted it at the end of the block, and pulled off the road into the parking lot, the sound of gravel and ice crunching under her wheels. James cracked his door when she cut the engine. 
 
    “Stay here until I tell you it’s safe.” He got out and disappeared. 
 
    Eve sat tapping her fingers on the steering wheel, waiting for him to reappear. No sensation tried to pull her toward the building like in the vision, but she felt a sensation just under her skin - a different cold from the cold of death, but the feeling was growing. 
 
    A thump on the window made her jump, but it was only James. She grabbed her bag and hopped out. 
 
    “I’m not picking up any scents, and the building is empty. Can you sense anything?” 
 
     Eve hesitated. “I can feel something but I’m not sure what it is. It doesn’t feel like a death.” She took Shelly’s fetish out of her pocket and raised it up to slide it around her neck. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    She looked at James. “What do you mean no?” 
 
    “If something goes wrong, it will be easier to slap that out of your hand rather than pry it from your neck.” 
 
    “What could go wrong?” 
 
    “Plenty.” He turned, and headed for the building, motioning for her to follow him. “The front doors are welded shut, but the back is only held in place by a padlock.” She made it two steps before her feet wouldn’t move any more, and a feeling of dread fell over her, urging her to run far, far away. She tensed, ready to run when James clamped a hand on her wrist. 
 
    The urge to flee faded, and James knelt down to the ground, tugging her with him. He used his fingers to trace a symbol in the air just over the frozen gravel. 
 
    An electric wave jumped along her skin as the magic of a ward dissipated. James released her wrist. 
 
    “A repulsion ward?” Eve asked. “Why didn’t it bother you?” 
 
    “It was a trivial ward. Not even enough to alert me to its presence.” James frowned. 
 
    “What?” Eve watched as James’s frown deepened. 
 
    “A ward strong enough to send humans running the other way, but weak enough to go undetected by someone such as myself.” He stared at the building like he was considering it. “Let’s see what there is to find on the inside.” 
 
      Eve followed him around to the back of the building. Most of the windows had been blacked out with paint, but a few were broken. She stood up on tiptoe as she passed one and peeked inside, but it was too dark to see anything. A padlock barred the way in the back, but it didn’t stand a chance against James’s assault on it. He kicked it twice, and, though the actual lock hadn’t broken, one of the metal plates welded to the door to secure the padlock broke and served the same purpose. 
 
    The door creaked and groaned as James pulled it open. He waved his hand and several faery lights bloomed above their heads before they floated through the open doorway. 
 
    The inside of the building was large and open, like it had been used as a multipurpose space. There were support posts at regular intervals and Eve could make out heaps of old rusted desks and filing cabinets. Industrial metal shelving was shoved against most of the wall space. 
 
    A trickle of cold ran down her spine. “There’s a ghost nearby.” 
 
    “Can you feel death?” 
 
    Along with the ghost, she felt the same odd cold she had felt when she was out in the truck. She shook her head and went further into the building. One of the faery lights bobbed along behind her, lighting her treacherous path through the pieces of metal debris that littered the floor. 
 
    Eve’s heart jumped when she heard metal screeching along the cement flooring, and she whipped around. James had shoved some dented-up cabinets and crouched to the floor. 
 
    “Necromancer.” 
 
    Eve went over to where he crouched. 
 
    Rune - style marks - the same type of marks that had been in Thornton’s apartment - were scrawled across the floor in chalk and blood. Eve scanned the floor and saw that the marks continued on past the ring of faery light overhead. 
 
    James stood up. “Are you certain there hasn’t been a death nearby?” 
 
    “There’s nothing unless you count the cemetery nearby, but nothing here,” she said, not trying to hide her irritation at his having asked again. 
 
    A stronger shock of cold went down Eve’s spine, and she waited for the ghost to appear. She finally spotted it; it stood just outside the circle of faery light before hesitantly taking a step forward. 
 
    Shelly’s ghost looked almost solid but devoid of any color. She opened her mouth but Eve couldn’t make out what she said. 
 
    “She’s the missing person?” James asked. 
 
     “Yes. You can see her?” 
 
    James nodded. “I wonder why that is?” Then, “Why isn’t she making any sound?” 
 
    “I don’t know. But I might be able to fix it.” Eve moved closer to the ghost and reached her hand out. 
 
    Shelly’s ghost looked at her hand and slowly reached out to touch it. It felt like nothing at all, except the smallest amount of pressure on Eve’s hand. 
 
    Eve relaxed and let some of her power spiral out until she heard Shelly. “Poor, poor thing. It’s her own fault. But I still need to tell you.” 
 
    “Tell me what? Shelly, do you know what happened to you?” 
 
    Shelly stared at nothing with her colorless eyes. “I’m dead. I’m not dead. It’s all pain.” She closed her eyes and laughed. “She won’t feel the pain like me. The pain will be short. It’s not fair.” Her face crumpled, and she sobbed. “The pain will never end.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I am gone. I am always. I let myself be broken. I -”  The ghost’s head popped up, and she cocked it to the side, like she heard something. She laughed. “I took too long. The suffering is finished.” 
 
    She looked longingly at the pendant in Eve’s hand. “It wasn’t enough,” she said letting her solid looking hand trail through Eve’s and through the fetish. Eve blinked, and the ghost was gone. 
 
    “What was that about?” 
 
    “Hard to say with new ghosts,” Eve said, and shoved the fetish back into her pocket. “Some of them make little sense for the first few years they’re around. At least I have a definitive answer for Kate now, regarding Shelly’s fate, even if I don’t know the cause yet.” 
 
    “It appears so.” 
 
    James closed his eyes and inhaled deeply. “I can’t smell anything, not even the dried blood on the ground.” He opened his eyes. “Someone has been hiding their presence here.” 
 
    Eve crouched over the chalk markings again. This time, one stood out. It looked like a bastardized necromantic rune. There were more still hidden under the edge of a desk. Eve stood and shoved the desk back to get a better look. The edge of it sliced into her hand, and she sucked in a breath as she jerked her hand back. Blood dripped down to the floor from the gash. 
 
    “Stop messing around. It’s time to go. I’ll send a team over to investigate the markings and see if they can find evidence of Shelly’s death.” 
 
    “Hold your horses. I need to clean this up first,” Eve said, and motioned to her blood that had spattered onto the floor. 
 
    “The rules for agreeing to let you come in the first place were you would follow my directions. I will have the spellweavers clean up for you. Now, it is time to go.” 
 
    “I’m not leaving my blood for just anyone to come across,” Eve argued. 
 
    James threw his hand up to silence her and drew in another deep breath through his nose. “The scent of decay.” 
 
    His eyes snapped to her, and she felt the buzz of magic fill the surrounding air - the smell of it so strong, it stung her nose. She scrambled to get away from the chalk drawings, but, instead of crossing them, pain racked her body, and her screams filled the air, as she crashed down to the floor. 
 
    She opened her eyes and spots danced in her vision. James stood on the other side of the chalked symbols. His lips were moving but she couldn’t make out the words. He looked distorted standing there, like she was seeing him through water. She pushed up, careful not to go near the edge of the marks this time. They surrounded and formed a triangle, acting like a holding cell. She watched as James studied the barrier. His lips moved again but she still couldn’t hear anything. 
 
    “What?” she shouted. He looked up and pointed down to the floor. Eve turned. A pool of blood was slowly expanding next to her. Where the hell was it all coming from? 
 
    She held her hand up, and the gash still dripped, but not enough to account for the pool growing on the ground. She leaned down closer to inspect it and realized it came from the ground itself. 
 
    She scrambled back from the blood, but hit the barrier again. Pain arched through her once more. 
 
    She curled in on herself, trying to stay away from the barrier and the blood. She saw James watching her, wild eyed, yelling something at her. She shook her head, unable to understand him, and then she saw movement past him. 
 
    She stood up carefully and pointed. She could barely make them out, but there was no mistaking the feel of them. Shades had moved around the edges of the room and surrounded them. 
 
    “Shades!” she shouted. James either didn’t hear her or didn’t see them as a threat. Eve definitely saw them as a threat. She hadn’t made the barrier, but she saw now that it had acted like a summoning circle. Unlike a summoning circle she would have made, there was no way of knowing how to break it safely and the shades were growing in ranks. 
 
    Eve shouted at James again, but he looked nonplused when she pointed behind him. James couldn’t see them or the danger then. 
 
    Eve pointed to her lips and mouthed the word shades. 
 
    He must have understood because he mouthed stand back to her. He drew his sword out and thrust the blade through the barrier. It sparked and hissed but, after what seemed like ages, the magic popped painfully in her ears, freeing her from the prison. 
 
    “Jesus,” James whispered as soon as she was out. From the look on his face, he could see the shades now. Every place the light didn’t touch swarmed with the shadowy figures. 
 
    James grabbed her hand, and he dropped into a combative stance pulling her close behind him. He turned to keep all the shades in view. “Why are they still here if I broke the circle?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but you can’t do anything to them with your sword.” 
 
    The black blade glinted wickedly as if it were defying her statement. “Don’t worry about my blade, necromancer. It will dine on just about anything.” 
 
    The shades were frightening, swarming outside of the light, but it was James’s tone that made her hands go clammy. She waited for the shades to descend on them, but they stayed out of reach of the sword. 
 
    “You cannot send them back?” he asked 
 
    “Not this many.” 
 
    The cold tingle returned along her spine, and she spotted Shelly’s ghost crouched near the edge of the desk. The ghost reached its hand out and coated it in blood from where Eve had cut her hand open. 
 
    Eve stared wide-eyed. It was an impossibility, ghosts couldn’t interact with the real world that way. 
 
    “James.” She tugged on his arm, and pointed to the ghost. 
 
    Shelly held her palm up to her face and watched the blood drip down her wrist and arm. She leaned down closer and touched the blood with the tip of her tongue. She wailed without sound, and the shades came at them from all sides. 
 
    James moved fast, his blade cutting a path through the shades and toward the doors. 
 
    When the creatures would lunge for her, James would already be swinging her out of the way and bringing his sword down. He had been right; his blade seemed to do enough damage to make the shades it hit reconsider coming back for a second attempt. 
 
    Even with the terrifying number of shades that closed in, Eve was still in awe of the way James moved, and how quickly he got the pair of them to the door.  
 
    A shade stood in their path, blocking their way out the door and into the open. It had manifested into a distinct and more menacing form. It opened its maw and long, black sickle-like fangs, longer than Eve’s forearm, stretched from its mouth. 
 
    Eve’s steps faltered, but James didn’t slow for the beast. He yanked harder on her hand to urge her forward with him. He dropped her hand at the last second and sliced his sword down at the shade. The blade went in smoothly. The creature opened its mouth, and a chorus of guttural voices wailed in pain. The creature flowed away from the blade and dissolved back into shadows. 
 
    If the creature regained its shape, Eve didn’t see because James had her bolting out the door. They skidded to a stop, and James swung her around roughly. He clamped a hand over her eyes before crushing her to him. Eve tried to protest the manhandling, but froze when she felt his face burrow into the crook of her neck, and she heard him whisper. The word wasn’t a language she knew, but the word felt like it was branded in her mind and the meaning was clear. Dawn. 
 
    Even with James’s hand over her eyes and her face crushed into his body, the bright light the spell emitted was bright enough to make her eyes water. She could hear the screams of the shades from the warehouse. 
 
    James released her, and went down to his knees, working his fingers into the frozen ground. 
 
    Eve stared at the warehouse, but no shades tried to follow them. James began speaking softly. His lips were red with blood as they moved. There was a cracking sound, then the ground trembled as briar shot through the soil surrounding the building and spiraled up. 
 
    “Necromancer, bind them with your blood. The briar won’t hold them before the spellweavers can get here.” James’s voice sounded pained as he pulled his pendant from beneath his armor and clutched it. 
 
    Eve ran for the briar-covered building and desperately tried to remember how to bind the shadow creatures without a summoning circle. Tendrils of shadow were poking through the briar in spots as she reached it. 
 
    She thrust her hand in her bag and it closed around the handle of a knife. She yanked it out of its sheath and used it to make the cut along the edge of her hand deeper. Blood flowed freely from the wound as she squeezed her hand into a fist. She dipped her finger into the blood and drew runes on the woody vines. As the bloody runes coated the wood, she imagined the building as a tether of sorts. She stepped back from the briar and said, “Bound by blood.” 
 
    Her blood flared out with an ethereal light in the night’s darkness, and she felt the sharp pain of a mark forming on her forearm. The tendrils of shadow that had been trying to move past the briar retreated, and she heard the mournful cries of the creatures trapped on the other side. 
 
    She retreated back to James, the bright red blood that had stained his lips vivid in her mind. He was kneeling with his head bowed but still mostly upright as she got to him. His hand dropped from where it had been clutching his pendant as she knelt in front of him and reached a steadying hand out to his shoulder. 
 
    “James?” she whispered with a note of panic in her voice. 
 
    He raised his head just enough for her to see his face, exhaustion and pain clouding his features. He shuddered and pitched forward. 
 
    Eve leaned toward him to catch him but he was much heavier than he looked. She could only slow his path to the ground but shifted him so he lay on his back rather than face down. His eyes were closed and his labored breathing frightened her more than the shades still shrieking beyond the briar. 
 
    “James?” she said louder this time, leaning close to his face and cupping his jaw in her palm, tapping his cheek with her fingers. He took a deep, shuddering breath and opened his eyes. “Tell me what I need to do,” she said. 
 
    Despite the obvious pain he was in, the corner of his mouth pulled up into a half smile and he made a noise somewhere between a pained chuckle and an exasperated sound. “As if you would listen.” 
 
    Eve scowled down at him and tapped his scarred cheek once with her finger. “Just tell me.” 
 
    He closed his eyes again and grimaced. “Keep watch until help comes. The creatures leave wounds that are slow for magic to heal.” 
 
    Eve glanced down and swallowed hard, trying to ignore the guilt she felt at having dragged James to the warehouse in the first place when she saw where his armor was bloodied. She hadn’t even realized he’d been hit by one of the creatures. “I’ll keep watch. Promise,” she said before settling herself down close to him and waiting for help to arrive. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    She woke up to her phone ringing. It vibrated loudly on her nightstand, and she jumped awake, scrambling for it, to stop the awful sound it made. 
 
    It was Forning. 
 
    “Necromancer, I have information on the troll whose picture you sent. His name was Bal. He had broken with his hovel two years ago, and our latest knowledge of him had him working for some Fae. Unfortunately, I know nothing else beyond that. He wasn’t known to be a dissenter against the throne, but, in times like these, someone’s true nature may be hidden.” 
 
    Forning hung up, and Eve tried to chew on the information while waiting for the fog of sleep to pass. 
 
    She had fallen into bed as soon as she had gotten home. Spellweavers took care of the shades, and the Envoy had shown up with a contingent of guards. It felt like she’d been at the warehouse for hours answering questions before Josiah had taken pity on her and sent her home. 
 
    Eve slipped out of bed and got dressed. So Bal had been involved with some Fae, and she bet she knew what Fae. 
 
    It had been too late to call Kate the previous night, but it was something she needed to do. She deserved to know the truth about Shelly. But as she glanced at her phone, she couldn’t bring herself to call her yet. 
 
    Instead, she trudged downstairs, and tried to choke down breakfast. 
 
    The beast of a cat had perched on the counter, next to her bowl, and mewled in its raspy, sputtering way at her. Food was usually a comfort, but her breakfast tasted like paper, and the spoon clattered in the bowl as she dropped it in disgust. 
 
    There wasn’t any reason to put off the inevitable. She dialed Kate’s number. The phone rang and rang, before going to voicemail - at least Kate had unblocked her, and Eve could put off telling her a little longer. She wasn’t a stranger to delivering devastating news, but this felt different. 
 
    A tap sounded on the window above the kitchen sink. Eve looked and spotted a sylph fluttering on the other side. 
 
    She went and slid the window open. “Come see me around lunchtime, Sugar,” it said, mimicking May’s voice. 
 
    Hearing the voice brought other facets of the previous night crashing down on her. Daniel. 
 
    Her papers on Shelly were missing, and she was almost certain that whatever had caused her wards to go down last night hadn’t taken them. 
 
    “I’ll be there,” Eve told the sylph wearily. “Tell May I need to see Daniel too,” she added. The sylph shoved away from the window and flew off. 
 
    Now what could May want? 
 
    There was a knock at the door and Eve felt her shoulders slump in relief that it was the front door. She wasn’t in the mood to entertain, especially if she were going to see Daniel, but guests that used the front door couldn’t be all bad. 
 
    When Eve opened the door, her eyes went wide. Harlen stood on her doorstep. 
 
    “Hello, Eve.” He swallowed hard, and said, “I think you and I need to speak.” 
 
    Eve stared at him, slow to respond. “Okay. Come on in.” She led him into the living room and motioned for him to take a seat. 
 
    She sat down herself, as far away from him as she could on the couch. Her chest felt tight, and looking at him, she realized just how angry she was with him. “You wanted to speak, so speak.” 
 
    Harlen grimaced, then looked away. “It’s come to my attention that Samuel told you that my time as Speaker will come to an end sooner, rather than later. That is not how I wished you to learn of my marks.” 
 
    “And how would you have me hear about them? It’s been four years, Harlen, and you haven’t had any contact with me. You made it very clear I was a waste of your time, and that I had brought shame to you. I’m sorry for that, I really am.” Her vision blurred, and she stopped speaking. She was glad for the wild curls that fell to obscure her face.  
 
    Harlen drew in a sharp breath, then he slowly let it out. “And I’m sorry for whatever I did to give you the impression I was anything other than proud of you.” 
 
    She whipped her head up. Harlen looked exhausted, with the purple shadows under his eyes - he also looked very sad. 
 
    “Eli banned me. He cast me out in disgrace because I wouldn’t stay. You -”  She couldn’t bring herself to say he had abandoned her. But he had, and she hated him for it. He had been the one constant in her life… 
 
    Harlen shook his head. “I knew long before you left, you couldn’t stay. You bucked every time the Archdruid asked something of you. Most of the time, for good reason. He put as much blame on me for your loss as you. Maybe more.” 
 
    Harlen ran a hand through his graying hair. “He thought I had poisoned your thoughts against him. You were banned from Sanctuary, and I was banned from you outside of necessary contact. I feared … I feared he would take any transgression I made out on you - he’d already punished you far more than I would have thought him capable.” Harlen laid his hand on his left forearm. It was the same spot that Eli had ordered to be branded with the rune, cutting her off from part of her magic. “You have to understand, I couldn’t let anything else happen to you, no matter what it caused you to think of me.” 
 
    “Why tell me this now? Why come to me now?” 
 
    Harlen pulled back the sleeve of his shirt. Marks ran between the twin bands of sigils around his arm. The pattern swirled, thick and twining, tangling up on itself until the marks became a beautiful pattern with only hints of the flesh underneath. “I have no retribution to fear from him now. The Archdruid needs you, he can’t afford to alienate you as he would have in the past.” 
 
    Eve turned her face away from Harlen. She clenched her fists as anger at him flashed through her. Anger he’d allowed himself to accumulate so many marks instead of seeking her help, no matter what he thought Eli would do. But at least now she knew he had abandoned her for a noble reason, at least in his eyes. 
 
    She turned back and watched his face. The same look sat on his features now that she had seen when she’d been banished. She’d thought it had been disappointment and shame. She’d been right. She just hadn’t known it wasn’t directed at her. It had been disappointment and shame at himself, for not being able to protect her from Eli, and knowing how much his perceived abandonment and disownment would hurt her. 
 
    “The Archdruid will offer you new terms for your contract. I don’t know the whole of them, but I know this, you do not have to sign the contract. I need you to understand that Eli cannot force you to sign anything. Whatever they tell you, you can say no.” 
 
    “Is that what you want me to say?” 
 
    “I want you to say whatever will make you happiest.” 
 
    Eve nodded without looking at him. 
 
    “I have missed you terribly,” he whispered. 
 
    Eve wanted to tell him she had missed him too, she really did. But she couldn’t bring herself to forgive him yet. She didn’t know if she could trust him yet. “I need to think.” 
 
    “Of course.” She heard Harlen’s steps echo across the floor, then the front door shut softly, leaving her alone with her thoughts. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was lunchtime and bodies crowded the Virtuous Woman to the point Eve had a hard time waving one of May’s girls down. Finally she caught one of the harried-looking girls, and said, “May’s expecting me.” The girl pointed her to the back and darted off toward the next table trying to get her attention. Apparently no free food this time. 
 
    Eve went through a swinging door and into the riotous red hallway beyond. The walls and carpet were both a deep red. Even the paintings on the walls were full of red hues. The kitchen stood to the left with the sounds of banging pots and pans ringing out like they were struggling to keep up with the lunch rush. Several other doors lined the hallway but only one had a brass plate above it labeled office. 
 
    The door was open, and Eve knocked on the frame. 
 
    “Well hello, sugar.” May sat at a desk covered in ledgers and stacks of paper. 
 
    “Hello May.” Eve looked around the office, but didn’t venture further than the doorway. “You wanted to see me.” 
 
    May’s smile was sweet, but it flashed every one of her sharp teeth, making her look predatory. “Come on in and shut the door. Let’s have a chat.” 
 
    Eve was pretty sure she would not like the chat at all. Reluctantly, she shut the door and walked to the chair in front of the desk. 
 
    “Now,” May said, her smile still locked in place. “First, why do you need to see my baby boy?” 
 
    The question caught Eve off guard. She didn’t want to tell May the whole of the reason; she’d rather ask Daniel about the papers first. She went with the next best thing. “I was hoping to see if he could help get more information about Myth. I wanted to find out if a particular troll has worked there or not.” It wasn’t really a lie, she needed to get information on Bal. 
 
    May nodded her head. “Now, I’m sure he’d be willing to help you get that information, but, you see, I will need a little something from you if you want to use my boy again. Our agreement was getting you into Myth. It’s come to my attention perhaps Daniel has offered up his time a bit beyond that. While that may seem like a small thing, small things tend to add up in the end.” 
 
    Eve relaxed. So that was all this was about. “Daniel and I had an agreement in place for his extra help.” 
 
    May dropped her smile, leaving only the feral look. It made Eve wish she hadn’t come into the office and shut the door. 
 
    “Eve, you seem to think Daniel is free to give his services out as he sees fit. I’ll clear that up right now. Daniel is my boy. Mine. Anything you need from him, you negotiate through me because, ultimately, it is my information the boy deals in.” She put a forced smile back in place, but there was nothing friendly in it. “Now, he’s young so I’ve forgiven him his lapse in judgment, especially since he was so kind in his reparations to me. I’m willing to forgive you too since you’re not our kind and you bring all sorts of interesting news to me. But I won’t forget. You remember that.” 
 
    “I’ll remember,” Eve said slowly. 
 
    “Now, you need my Daniel to look into the Fae again. That’s fine. He’ll do it, and do it well. But they will not be happy if they find out he’s been snooping into them so much. So I will need something from you. Which leads me to why I called.” 
 
    Eve didn’t like the way May watched her or the way her smile had grown to show her teeth again. 
 
    May took a letter opener off of her desk and pricked her thumb before pressing it to something on her side of the desk. Eve heard a click and May pulled open a drawer, drawing out a bundle of papers. A familiar bundle of papers. 
 
    Eve’s stomach twisted as May spread Wist’s map open on the desk beside all the papers Kate had given her-  all but confirming her suspicions about Daniel. 
 
    “My price is this, tell me the name of the person who made this map.” A savage smile pulled at the goblin’s ruby red lips. 
 
    “You sent Daniel last night just so he could get those papers?” Eve asked, but her chest grew tight already anticipating the answer. 
 
    May sat back in her seat, and laced her fingers together. “I told you Daniel was kind in his reparations to me.” May reached forward, and leafed through the file folder that held all the information on Shelly. 
 
    Eve jumped forward to snatch the papers off the desk, but May was faster. She held them all just out of Eve’s reach and laughed. May threw the papers back in the desk and shut the drawer. “Normally I wouldn’t sully my relationship with someone such as you. You give me good business. But the way I see it, you’ve stolen information from me, and I’m only making us even.” 
 
    Eve’s hands shook. James had said Daniel wanted something from her, and he’d been right. She was tired of him being right all the time. 
 
    Her chest ached looking at the top of May’s desk, as if she could see the papers sitting locked away in the drawer. 
 
    “So what do you say Eve? A name for Daniel’s help?” 
 
    Eve shook her head. “I won’t give you that information.” 
 
    “I’ll find out one way or another. You’ll just be saving me time, and you’ll be getting something out of the deal for yourself. It’s a fair trade.” 
 
    Eve stood up without another word and threw the door to the office open. She walked back down the red hallway before she could say or do anything that would get her in trouble. 
 
    She kept picturing herself on the couch with Daniel. The whole time he’d been planning on taking the papers from her, and that had been the only reason he’d come over at all. She felt sick to her stomach thinking about how she’d encouraged his hands and mouth. She felt ashamed for how desperately she had wanted his hands and mouth to do those things. 
 
    The sun still sat high in the sky, and the day had warmed up, but the air still had a bite to it. Eve didn’t feel it; she felt a shocked numbness at Daniel’s betrayal. What had James said? She was foolish to think Daniel was attracted enough to overcome his nature. 
 
    She fumbled with her keys to unlock her truck door, but her hands were shaking too hard to manipulate them. 
 
    Someone shouted her name. 
 
    When she looked up, she saw Daniel standing just inside an alley between the Virtuous Woman and the building next to it. 
 
    Eve glared at him and worked harder to unlock her door. 
 
    “Eve. Please, I’m sorry.” 
 
    She whipped her head up. “You’re sorry? You used me!” 
 
    “Yeah, well you bartered for me,” he said savagely. 
 
    Eve gave up on the door and stormed to the edge of the alley. “Yeah. I did. I bartered with May for information, and you’re what she decided on, not me. Besides, I didn’t go out for drinks because I wanted something from you! I didn’t invite you over to my place to trick you into giving me information! You-”  She cut herself off. She didn’t want to think about what she’d done with him, what she’d almost done with him. “And you’re not sorry!” 
 
    Daniel shook his head. “I am sorry. You might not believe it but I am.” 
 
    “You’re right, I don’t believe you. I can’t believe anything you say unless I’ve paid you to say it, right?” She turned away, and walked back to her truck. 
 
    “Eve!” 
 
    “Never talk to me again.” She threw the words over her shoulder. 
 
    He must have inherited speed from one of his ancestors because he made it to the truck before she did. He blocked her path, standing stony faced, and watching her with hard eyes. 
 
    “Eve Williams, I hereby grant you one favor to use at any time of your choosing. This I do in repayment for the harm I have caused.” 
 
    “Your favors aren’t yours to give though, are they?” she shot back. 
 
    She saw some hardness go out of his eyes, replaced by hurt. He moved past her, back to the alley, and was gone. 
 
    She watched him go. It didn’t matter what Daniel said, anyway. He was May’s boy; May had made that clear, and he wasn’t free to give her favors. Even if he could, she wouldn’t use it. She’d be happy if she never saw him again. 
 
    “Eve.” It surprised her to hear him call again. She worked even harder to get the truck door open. 
 
    “I’m sorry about Kate,” he called and Eve paused, curious enough about his words to turn around. 
 
    “What do you mean?” He took a step out of the shadows, a determined look on his face. 
 
    “The price for that information is for you to take the damn favor.” 
 
    “Fuck off!” Eve turned back to the truck and the door mercifully opened. She climbed in and slammed it closed. She scowled out the windshield and didn’t miss the fleeting image of a dryad ducking behind a parked car. This is not my best week. 
 
    Her phone beeped from the passenger seat. She’d forgotten to take it with her and now it showed she had a voicemail from the Agency. She slammed her head back into her headrest and growled. She wasn’t in the mood for work or druids or trolls or anything else. 
 
    She snatched the phone out of the seat and listened to the voicemail. The message was short and to the point. Her contract with Kate had been voided, and she was no longer needed. Eve looked down at her phone as the message ended and she shivered. She looked to the alley, but it looked empty. Gritting her teeth, she climbed back out of the truck and dashed after Daniel. 
 
    “Daniel!” Surely he hadn’t gotten far. She came to a door set into the side of the Virtuous Woman and paused. She hesitantly knocked and shouted for Daniel again. 
 
    She jumped when the door flew open and he stepped outside. She didn’t want to prolong the meeting, so she said, “I’ll take the favor. What happened to Kate?” 
 
    Daniel pressed his lips into a hard line and glanced back at the door that had already clicked closed. He took a step closer to her and in a soft voice said, “Kate killed herself. It’s been all over the local news.” 
 
    Eve stared at him wide eyed, unable to think of anything to say. Only when Daniel looked concerned and reached for her, did she come to her senses and jerk back. 
 
    “Don’t,” she said coldly. 
 
    The same look of hurt from earlier crossed Daniel’s face again but he schooled his face faster this time. He said nothing but turned around and went back inside, leaving Eve out in the cold. 
 
    Kate was dead. Eve just couldn’t wrap her head around the thought. It didn’t make any sense. Or did it? 
 
    There was one way to find out. She touched James’s ring. “I need to talk to you. Can you meet me?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
 
      
 
    James was already waiting for her as she walked into her office and she didn’t waste any time. 
 
    “I don’t think Kate killed herself, and I want to look at her memories.” 
 
    James looked around the office and sighed. “That won’t be possible. She has an NMI in place.” 
 
    “Damn it!” Of course she would. As a member of the MacDonald family, it wasn’t surprising she had a No Magical Interference order on death. “Well, I’m asking for permission from you. You can override those sorts of things.” 
 
    “I will not do that.” 
 
    Eve moved to one of the chairs in front of her desk and sat down. “Look, before Daniel left last night, he returned a logbook I’d let him take. It had strange symbols, and he said he could get them decoded for me. Well, he did, and it turns out the symbols were indicators of what clients Shelly had entertained. James, all of her clients in her last weeks at Myth were trolls. 
 
    “Forning contacted me this morning with information on the troll that attacked me, the glamoured one, and he had Fae ties. I don’t know how, but I think everything with the trolls and Kate and Shelly, is tied up with Myth. Something is going on there, but I don’t-” 
 
    “Nothing. Nothing is going on at Myth. All I can tell you is that nothing has happened in association with Myth, outside of coincidence. I suggest you keep that theory off your tongue, or there will be hell to pay from the Fae. They don’t look kindly on accusations of that nature. 
 
    “As for your client and her witch sister, I have evidence Shelly blackmailed your client for months. I believe she convinced Kate to pour family money into Myth as a last ditch effort to keep herself from being on the street. From the messages I’ve recovered between the two, Kate was not the doting sister she led you to believe. Far from it.” 
 
    Eve stared at him not able to believe what he was actually saying. “Even if I believe all of that and ignore all the bodies I’ve encountered, which, by the way, you totally aren’t addressing, Kate didn’t kill herself. I know she didn’t.” 
 
    “You barely knew her. You don’t know what she might have done, and it makes little difference now.” 
 
    “What about the trolls? And have you forgot the smell of rot at the warehouse where Shelly’s ghost was? That’s a hell of a coincidence.” 
 
    James shook his head and ran a hand over his face. For a second she thought she saw doubt there. 
 
    It was enough of an opening. “All I’m asking is that you let me look at her memories.” 
 
    James turned his back on her and looked out the window. “I’m willing to admit that I don’t take Ms. MacDonald’s apparent suicide at face value. I only met with her for a few moments, but I couldn’t feel anything from her that would suggest she was ready to take her own life.” 
 
    Eve bit down on her lips to keep from asking him what he meant by “feel.” What was he talking about? 
 
    James sighed. “I’ve already spoken to the Archdruid concerning the matter, and he is unwilling to approve of such a measure. He doesn’t feel enough will be gained from going against the NMI. Certainly not enough to deal with the lawyers the family will throw at Sanctuary.” 
 
    Eve didn’t know what to say to that. She felt better knowing she wasn’t the only one who thought Kate’s death sounded suspicious. She also felt better that it seemed like James was on her side. 
 
    “Since when does the Enforcer have to listen to the Archdruid when the safety of the city is at stake?” She felt the corners of her mouth curl up. 
 
    “Not subtle with your baiting, are you?” He turned back to face her. “If that is all you needed, I’ll take my leave.” 
 
    Eve tried to think of anything that might change his mind. He made it to the door when an idea struck her, and she bolted up out of her chair. “I’ll make you a deal!” 
 
    “Unfortunately, you have nothing I want.” 
 
    “You’re right. I have something you absolutely don’t want, but it’s of potentially high value. You still owe me a truthful answer from our meeting with Thorkin.” 
 
    He smirked. “Do you think I’m worried about the question you might ask of me? Ask whatever you like. I doubt you could think of anything that would be truly earth shattering.” 
 
    She returned his smirk and crossed her arms. “You’re right. But I’ve thought about it. There’s nothing in the rules that says it has to be my question, I only have to be the one to ask it.” 
 
    “Speak plainly, necromancer.” 
 
    From the way his eyes narrowed and his voice softened, Eve was sure he already knew the gist of what she was saying. 
 
    “If you allow me to look at Kate’s memories, I’ll consider the King’s gift void. I won’t claim my answer, and I won’t sell it to anyone else.” 
 
    “You will blackmail me then?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    James crossed his arms and paced slowly back to the window. 
 
    “Also, you have to stop calling me necromancer,” she added. That earned her a glare over his shoulder. 
 
    She held her breath, and listened as closely as she could to the sound of his soul, trying to sense any sign she’d gone too far. 
 
    “I’ll agree to your deal.” 
 
    The tension went out of her shoulders. “Fantastic. I - “ 
 
    James interrupted her. “I will agree only if there is a way for us to be covert about it. The Archdruid is not happy with you -” 
 
    “Yeah, and the grass is green, and the sky is blue,” she mumbled. 
 
    James frowned at her but continued. “Since he isn’t happy with you, it would be in your best interests if he didn’t know you have gone against his wishes.” 
 
    “Are you trying to keep me out of trouble with Eli?” she asked, genuinely confused. 
 
    “I’m merely attempting to satisfy my own curiosity with as few casualties as possible.” 
 
    Eve nodded as she searched her bag for her phone. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Seeing just how lucky I can get today.” 
 
    James quirked an eyebrow at her as she hit dial. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Eve parked down the street from the Medical Examiner’s building. She pulled on her neon police band and hopped out to met James where he waited for her on the sidewalk. “They have security cameras, you know. If you don’t want to be associated with this, you will have a hard time explaining yourself,” Eve said, and started down the block. 
 
    “I don’t intend to be seen, necromancer.” 
 
    “Ah-ah, you have to call me Eve. All part of the deal, remember?” She turned on him, agitated that he still refused to use her name, but she didn’t see him anywhere. “James?” 
 
    The air flickered in front of her face, and she saw him, barely, then she saw nothing. She reached out and poked the area where he had been standing. Her finger hit against nothing but air. 
 
    “Neat.” 
 
    Maybe it wasn’t right of her to abuse the neon band, but most people saw it and waved her on through - today was no different. The security officer did nothing more than a cursory glance at her before waving her through check-in. 
 
    She strolled to the door leading to the back rooms. The door required a keycard to access the rest of the building and on any normal day she might have to come in, she would have had one. She’d not brought hers on purpose today. If she had used it, it would have left even more electronic evidence she’d been there, and there would already be more than enough of that. 
 
    She reached for the door and clucked her tongue loudly before rounding on the security desk. “I’ve forgotten my card!” 
 
    The guard turned in his seat to look at her, annoyance on his face. She made a show of chewing on her lip and checking her phone. 
 
    “Is this a quick trip?” the guard asked. 
 
    Eve nodded. “Yeah, I have somewhere else to be in just a bit, and I needed to do something for Dr. Ackerman.” 
 
    The guard turned from her and retrieved a keycard from the desk, then tossed it to her. “I need that back soon. Be quick.” 
 
    She gave him a smile, and swiped herself in, leaving the door open long enough for an invisible James to pass through. 
 
    “Well done,” his disembodied voice sounded in her ear. 
 
    She passed a medical student in the hallway and asked where she could find Dr. Ackerman. The student pointed her to the offices on the second floor. Eve found the stairs and took them two at a time as she ran to Dr. Ackerman’s office. 
 
    A door at the end of the hall was cracked open, and Eve peeked inside. Veda Ackerman sat at her desk, typing away at her computer with her back to the door. She was alone, and Eve knocked. 
 
    Veda stopped typing and looked up. “Eve! What was your call all about? And why didn’t you want me to let security know you were coming?” She turned back to her screen and typed again as if the answers to her questions didn’t matter. 
 
    Eve didn’t mind fooling the security officer at the desk or the medical student. But Veda was a different story. Eve shut the door and took a seat. 
 
    “I was hoping you would help me out.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, with what?” Veda squinted her eyes at the computer’s screen, and Eve noticed the reading glasses perched on top of her head. 
 
    “Did Kate MacDonald’s body come in yet?” 
 
    Veda stopped her typing and turned to look at Eve. She was a short woman in her forties with cropped hair she had dyed a very tasteful coppery blond. It complimented the dark brown of her skin well. “Yes. It was brought in earlier this morning. Why do you ask?” 
 
    Eve debated how much to tell her. “Kate MacDonald hired me to find her sister. She thought she was dead, and it turns out she was right. I tried calling her this morning to arrange a meeting to give her the news, but didn’t get an answer. Then I heard what happened.” 
 
    Veda inhaled deeply and leaned back in her chair. “And now you’re here.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Looking for answers.” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    Veda sighed and leaned forward on her desk. Her reading glasses slid down her forehead, and she reached up and tossed them to the side, before fixing Eve with her soft brown eyes. “Eve, you know I can’t help you like that. I could lose my license.” 
 
    “I know Veda. I know. Nothing good will come of it for me if it’s found out. Necromancers don’t have a license to take away after all.” 
 
    Veda blanched. 
 
    “Look,” Eve said. “I think Kate’s sister got mixed up in some bad stuff, and it got her killed. I think there’s a connection between the two. Kate just didn’t seem like the type to kill herself.” 
 
    Veda shook her head. “I’m waiting on toxicology, but the body is telling me it was a suicide. It’s hard to hang someone without some other injury showing up on the body. She even left a note.” 
 
    “Are they positive it was her handwriting?” 
 
    “How should I know?” Veda said, exasperated. “All I know is what Kate’s body can tell me. And as much as I would love you to raise her so I can know the why of it, I can’t just do that. There’s an NMI in place.” 
 
    “Yes, I know. But Kate came to me for help. I want to make sure I do right by her.” 
 
    “Are you saying you don’t trust my judgement?” Veda looked at her sharply. 
 
    “I’m saying I don’t trust this body, and the circumstances surrounding it. Veda, I trust you when it comes to the dead, you can listen to them in your own way and you can tell their story. No one can appreciate that as well as I can, but I’m telling you something else is going on.” 
 
    Veda considered her. “I’m sorry, but I can’t help you, Eve.” She turned back to her computer and began typing again. “I can’t help you down to exam room three. Nor can I help you with locker 310 - nope. I have about fifteen more minutes left to work on my reports before I come down to check on some of my students.” 
 
    Eve grinned and stood quickly. “Thank you for your time, Dr. Ackerman. Sorry to have bothered you.” 
 
    Eve ran back down the hall away from Veda’s office, but took care once she hit the first floor. Security cameras were positioned at the ends of the halls, and students could come by at any time. No sense drawing unwanted attention. She walked calmly to exam room three and slipped inside using the guard’s keycard. 
 
    She hated being in the morgue. Dead bodies she could handle, but once you shoved them in freezers… 
 
    She found locker 310 and paused before opening it. She would look at Kate, and Kate would not be breathing. They hadn’t been bosom buddies or anything, but the truth was it would bother her. 
 
    She took a deep breath and slid the slab out of the locker. She unzipped the body bag, and Kate lay there, with her eyes closed, and her lips blue. Her hair laid flat on her head and her face looked free of make up. Dark purple and black bruises bloomed around Kate’s throat, making a macabre necklace. 
 
    Eve pushed down all the feelings that bubbled up and threatened to overtake her, and she got to work. There would be time for mourning later. 
 
    Just a small amount of blood, spread between the fingers, then the fingers to Kate’s temples. The memories jerked her forward easily. 
 
    She sat on a counter facing a very large, very expensive looking stove. Granite countertops flanked it which would account for the cold seeping into the backs of her legs and palms in the memory. Sobs came from her throat, and they sounded loud in the cavernous kitchen. 
 
    “Stand up then. That’s it.” A familiar feminine voice sounded from somewhere behind her. 
 
    Eve felt herself stand up on the counter as Kate did in the memory. Her view of the kitchen spun as she turned to look at the thick rope that dangled down from an exposed beam overhead. 
 
    A sob escaped Eve again. “I’m so sorry,” Kate’s voice came out of her mouth, thick with tears and terror. “Please don’t do this. I didn’t know. I didn’t know.” 
 
    “But now you do.” The voice sounded so sweet. So upbeat. “Too bad that will not undo the damage you’ve done.” 
 
    “I loved you,” Kate whispered. 
 
    “That’s not my problem. Now, if you want the suffering to end, you know what you have to do. It will be quick - too quick to be of any use - but quick. You entertained me for long enough I can give you that mercy.” 
 
    Eve’s vision blurred before the tears fell, then she saw her hand in the memory reach out. It shook violently and another sound, between a sob and a moan, escaped her mouth as she grabbed the rope. Eve felt sick as she put the rope around her neck and tightened it. It felt scratchy and awful. 
 
    She heard steps coming around the counter, and Eve silently pleaded with Kate to look. She needed the face. 
 
    “Do it. Now,” the unseen woman said. 
 
    Eve’s vision blurred again, and one foot met open air. Her view changed as Kate looked at the last second as her other foot left the counter. Eve gasped and pulled herself back out of the memory. 
 
    She threw a hand over her mouth as she screamed, hoping to stifle the sound so no one would come running. Her throat scratched and ached. It was hard to breathe. She could still feel the taut pull of the rope around her neck. Her eyes watered and she couldn’t see clearly. 
 
    But she had seen clearly in the memory. The voice had been the same voice in the troll’s memory, and it belonged to Shelly. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
 
      
 
    Eve gasped for air as she worked her way out of the building. She tossed the keycard at the guard, and all but ran outside. 
 
    Once outside, she gulped the cold air, trying to forget about the feel of the rope around her neck in the memory. 
 
    There was a tug on her hand, and she let herself be dragged away from the building, and back to her truck. She climbed in, and laid her cheek against the cold steering wheel, sobbing once as James, who was visible again, climbed in on the other side. 
 
    She let her eyes close. Shelly couldn’t be alive - she had seen her ghost. James had seen it. Ghosts just didn’t exist unless the person they represented had died. 
 
    “Eve?” 
 
    She opened her eyes, and drew in a difficult, ragged breath. “It was Shelly. She killed Kate.” 
 
    James just stared at her. “That is impossible. The witch is dead. Trackers found traces of her body last night in the warehouse.” 
 
    She shoved up from the steering wheel and turned in her seat to face him. “It was Shelly, James. I saw her. I heard her.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I know you believe that, but we both saw her ghost.” 
 
    “And her ghost acted in a very unghostlike way. It was her.” 
 
    “Or someone with a convincing glamour.” 
 
    Eve let her head fall back against her seat. “It was her.” 
 
    “I will talk with the Speaker on this, but there is nothing else to be done. There is enough evidence to conclude the witch is dead, no matter what the woman’s memories showed you.” 
 
    Eve’s phone rang. When she picked it up, and saw it was the Agency, she let it fall into the seat instead. 
 
    It fell face up, and James glanced at the screen. “You are required to answer the Agency’s calls,” he reminded her softly. 
 
    Eve made an exasperated sound, and snatched up the phone. Her face fell as she listened to the secretary. She punched the end button, and tossed the phone back onto the seat between them. “It’s the police again.” 
 
    She looked over at James. “You know, I was lamenting how I didn’t get to do anything worthwhile. I think I might be beginning to regret wishing for more work.” She reached up, and rubbed at the phantom pain from the rope around her neck. 
 
    “Are you saying you wish me to keep your restrictions in place or place more upon you?” 
 
    “No,” she blurted. “I’m not saying that at all. I’m just, I don’t know what I’m saying.” 
 
    “It was never going to be easy work. You know that.” 
 
    Eve studied his face and tried to figure out what sort of look he wore. He didn’t have a particularly expressive face, but she was picking up on little things. The corner of his mouth was down-turned, and a small line had formed between his brows, but his eyes were soft for once. 
 
    She decided he was attempting to show her some sympathy. He wasn’t being particularly good at it, but it was something. 
 
    “I know,” she murmured. 
 
    He nodded once and opened his door. “I’ll leave you to your work. Good day, Eve.” 
 
    Then he was gone. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Like all the other homes on the block, the one Eve stepped into looked expensive - from the intricate landscaping in the front yard, to the granite flooring of the entryway. Judging from the calm in the foyer, she wouldn’t guess anything sinister had gone on inside. Too bad the feel of death didn’t lie, and, from the intensity, there were multiple bodies. 
 
    A detective entered the foyer from the back of the house, and waved her into an arched hallway. “Multiple victims. Two adults and one we believe to be under eighteen.” 
 
    Eve swallowed a lump in her throat. Kids were the worst. She prayed to whoever would listen that she got what she needed before she got to the kid.  
 
    “They’re all back here.” The detective led her down the hallway and stopped outside a doorway on the left, and pointed into the room beyond. Eve peeked in. 
 
    A man lay prone in the middle of what looked like a mudroom. Blood spatter arched up over the walls and had spread across the tiled floor, disappearing under a washer and dryer. 
 
    “This house is so close to that MacDonald lady’s house, the neighbors will be talking for weeks.” Eve tore her eyes away from the carnage in the mudroom to look at the detective. He motioned her back out into the hallway. “Two more just in here.” 
 
    The hall opened out onto a sitting room open to the kitchen of the home. Several people worked in the sitting room and kitchen, and Charles stood in the middle of the space, near two more bodies belonging to a woman and what looked like a teen boy. 
 
    Charles looked like he hadn’t slept in a while, and Eve’s heart went out to him. But condolences would have to wait until they were alone. All she could give him now was a sympathetic nod. 
 
    Just like the man in the mudroom, the two victims in the kitchen had met violent ends. Blood was everywhere on the white tiled floors and walls. It had even run along the grout lines and saturated part of the carpet in the sitting area. At least they were all human, and, from what Eve could see, none of their souls were missing. Just your run-of-the-mill mass murder, Eve thought darkly. 
 
    She knelt down next to the female. “Do you want memories, or a raising?” She glanced up at the detective. His response was mumbled, and she didn’t quite catch it. Movement behind the detective distracted her. 
 
    It stood in the hallway that led back to the mudroom and the front of the house. The ghost was a female, and it had brown hair. The woman in the floor had blond hair. Eve moved around to get a good look at the victim’s face. The body belonged to someone who was much too young to be the lady of the house, but shared a strong resemblance with the ghost. The ghost had to be the mother or another close relative. 
 
    “There’s another body,” Eve said, interrupting what the detective had been saying. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “There’s another body somewhere. I’m going to see if I can figure out where.” 
 
    “How can you tell?” Charles asked. 
 
    Eve pointed to the doorway, but Charles only looked confused. Eve looked back, and the ghost still stood there, clear as any other body in the room. “You can’t see the ghost?” 
 
    “Apparently not,” he mumbled. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Eve said absently. She didn’t have time to figure out why he couldn’t see it right that moment. “If it’s all right with the detective, let’s see what she can show us.” 
 
    The detective nodded. “Do what you need to, necromancer.” 
 
    Eve motioned to the body in front of her. “Is this your family?” she asked the ghost. 
 
    The ghost nodded. 
 
    “Show me what you can.” 
 
    The ghost nodded again, and walked into the room past Eve, through the detective, and through the patio door. Eve followed with the detective and Charles close behind. 
 
    The ghost went all the way to a tall privacy fence then walked right through it. Eve found an access gate that led to the side yard of the house, but another access gate barred them from the neighboring home, and a lock hung from the gate closure. “She went back here.” 
 
    “This house is empty. I’ll run and see if I can find bolt cutters.” The detective jogged back to the house, and left them waiting. 
 
    When he was out of earshot, Eve put a hand on Charles’s arm. “I’m so sorry, Charles. I heard about Kate.” 
 
    Charles nodded. “Thanks. She was really special. I can’t believe she’d do that.” He put his hand to his mouth, and Eve regretted bringing it up. Especially when the detective could be back at any moment. 
 
    Seeing how grieved he was, she couldn’t take it. If she didn’t tell him, then he’d never know the truth of it. “Look. I shouldn’t be telling you this, but Kate didn’t kill herself.” 
 
    Charles’s face had a look of pure shock. His hand had fell away from his mouth. “She had an NMI. How…”  
 
    “I don’t know how, but it was her sister, Shelly. I think something was going on between her and the trolls, and I think it all has to do with Myth. The Enforcer is helping me look into it -” Eve trailed off when she heard the squelching sound of shoes walking across the thawing back yard, and it was coming toward them. “Look, we can talk more later, okay.” 
 
    The detective rounded the corner of the fence a second later, holding a pair of bolt cutters. 
 
    When the lock was cut away, the gate swung open, and the ghost stood on the other side, waiting for them. Eve pulled away from Charles and let it lead them all the way to the back door of the home. 
 
    The detective went past Eve and reached out to try the handle of the back door. It was unlocked, and the detective went in first. Eve looked back at Charles. He’d gone pale. So stupid, why hadn’t she waited to tell him? 
 
    All the blinds were drawn, casting the interior of the house into darkness. The detective flipped a switch by the back door, and the kitchen lights flickered on. 
 
    The ghost waited by a door that stood ajar, and when Eve nudged it open further, she saw stairs descending to the basement. She flicked a light switch, and the stairwell lit up. 
 
    She could already feel the death wafting up the stairs, even with the other bodies just next door. Bare concrete was at the bottom of the stairs, along with cinder block walls. To the right, an empty space sat with a few windows set up high in the wall. 
 
    The ghost went left. It looked like the previous homeowners had started the project of finishing the basement; a crudely partitioned section with a bare sheet of drywall blocked Eve’s line of sight on the ghost. 
 
    She followed it around the wall and stopped. 
 
    If it weren’t for the clothes or hair, she wouldn’t have recognized the body as belonging to the ghost. Stripped, and like so many other bodies, it was drained of blood. 
 
    Around the body, a triangle made of blood and chalk had been drawn just like the one in the warehouse. Eve moved cautiously around the triangle this time; James wouldn’t be there with his sword to free her if she got trapped again. She studied some of the runes, and, again, could pick out some that looked almost like necromantic runes, but they weren’t quite right. 
 
    Eve glance behind her. The detective and Charles hadn’t made it down yet, so she shouted over her shoulder. “Call the druids.” 
 
    She heard a few footfalls upstairs, then a thump. What the hell were they doing? She glanced at the runes and the body one last time and went to go find the detective and Charles. She almost ran into Charles when she walked around the bare drywall. 
 
    “Did the detective hear me? He needs to call in the druids.” 
 
    “He heard you.” 
 
    She turned back around and went to study the runes more. For once she wanted to be there when the druids showed up. She’d bet anything Shelly would be in the memories. 
 
    She stooped and reached a tentative hand out to touch at the chalk marks. “Hey Charles -” 
 
    Something thin and hard went across her neck, cutting off her oxygen and blood flow. She flailed around and tried to get her fingers between her neck and the thing wrapped around it. Her fingers struggled while the edges of her vision went black. Soon, everything went black, and she didn’t struggle anymore. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
    Something bitter coated her tongue, and her stomach churned and cramped. Eve rolled up onto her hands and knees, narrowly avoiding retching on herself. Her entire body shook with the effort of holding itself up until she emptied everything out of her stomach, which wasn’t much. 
 
    It felt like cotton filled her head. Her vision blurred and her stomach still ached. 
 
    No. Please, no. The first stages of magic starvation. She’d need to eat soon. She wrapped her arms around her knees, and laid her head on them, hoping her vision would clear and the cramping would stop. How could she be starving from magic? 
 
    She swallowed and her neck ached. The taste of bile and bitterness made her gag. Bitter? She sat still. Her skin burned with fever and something else. 
 
    Poison. 
 
    She rubbed her palms against her eyes, and they cleared just enough for her to see her forearm. The sigils looked much as it usually did, except now new dark lines connected to the pattern; more than she had permitted herself to put on in the last several years combined. It made her stomach churn to think of what she could have done to earn those marks. 
 
    She clawed for the band on her finger, but nothing was there. All of her jewelry was missing, even her pendant. 
 
    She looked around the room. The word hovel was the first thing that jumped into her head. The hard packed earth of the walls, floor and ceiling pressed in all around her. Crude lanterns sat in alcoves cut into the walls, lighting the space with a dull yellow light. A doorway led out of the room, and the hallway beyond it curved away into darkness. 
 
    But there was a big difference between this hovel, and the one she had gone to with Ben - she was locked in a cage in this one. 
 
    Thick metal pegs anchored the cage to the hard packed earth. The low ceiling above her meant there was no need for the cage’s roof if it weren’t part of the design. It looked like one of those cages people could buy for their dogs so they could be outside and exercise. A padlock kept the door closed tight. 
 
    Using the cage for support, Eve struggled on shaking legs to pull herself up into a standing position. A card table stood in the middle of the room with two battered stools near it. She could see her purse and another bag she’d had stored in her truck laying on the floor. Their contents were scattered out over the table. She spotted the Enforcer’s ring sitting near the edge. She would make a grab for it the first chance she got. If she got a chance. 
 
    Her pendant lay next to the ring. The dead piece of wood looked sad laying there on the table. If she could, she’d grab that too, but not if it interfered with her contacting help. She felt naked without the pendant, but she could live without it. 
 
    Shelly’s fetish wasn’t anywhere on the table and Eve remembered putting it in her purse. 
 
    She shivered. Her coat and shoes lay in the far corner of the little room. 
 
    Why was she in a troll hovel? 
 
    She inched closer to the padlock to examine it. There would be no picking it. 
 
    A familiar ache was in her limbs. The same ache she’d felt at the warehouse with James. It felt so similar to death, but it wasn’t quite death. 
 
    Sounds of shuffling drifted into the room from the hallway. 
 
    Eve watched as Charles had to stoop down to fit through the doorway before he righted himself again. 
 
    “Well, good. I wasn’t sure you would wake up this time.” His smile said he didn’t care one way or the other. 
 
    “What the hell is going on?” Eve rasped. 
 
    “You’ve fucked everything up for me, that’s what’s going on. And then I find this in your bag.” He reached behind him, and Eve heard crinkling as he pulled something out of the back pocket of his jeans. He waved her copy of Wist’s map at her. “I will assume this has something to do with how you were trying to track Shelly for Kate. Parts of this map are highlighted that I’d prefer weren’t. And trust me, the faster you tell me what this is, the easier it will all be for you.” 
 
    “I’m not telling you anything. Besides, you’re screwed. The Druids set watchers on all us after Thornton died. They would have seen you.” 
 
    Charles sneered. “No, they wouldn’t. I’ll admit I didn’t know I was being watched and the dryad watching you almost put a kink in my plans to take you. But,” he raised his hand and wiggled his fingers to show off his ring. “I had all of my bases covered. No one can see me I don’t want to and as long as I kept hold of you, the shrouding spell in my ring extends to you.” 
 
    “Shroud?” Eve asked. The term sounded somehow familiar but the fuzzy feeling in her head made it hard for her to recall what it meant. 
 
    Charles shook his head and dropped his hand. “Now I want to know how you have a map that marks out the area my home is located in and,” he paused and seemed to consider his words. “And it marks out other areas. Besides, you don’t want many more pretty marks on your arm.” 
 
    “What did you do to me? How did I get more marks?” 
 
    Charles laughed. “Poison is a wonderful thing. It makes you do anything I want. I just wished it made you say whatever I wanted. Too bad I can’t use it forever. I learned the hard way it has a habit of killing anyone if I have to use it much longer than a week.” He pulled his shirt sleeve back to reveal the sigils etched on his forearm. Unlike her still mostly bare arm, Charles’s was covered; little bare skin peeked through the marks. “I needed someone else to do the work.” He gazed at her forearm with an almost longing look on his face. “I don’t think I’ll have to worry about using you up like the others. Now,” he said, tapping the map, “tell me.” 
 
    “What if I don’t?” 
 
    “Shelly, sweetheart, come!” He called out the woman’s name the same way he might have called a dog. Charles stood watching Eve, and she couldn’t shake the feeling she would regret taunting him. 
 
    A shuffling sound came from past Charles, out in the dark hallway. The thing that came through the doorway might have answered to Shelly’s name, but it didn’t resemble the Shelly Eve had seen in the pictures, or the memory she’d taken from Kate. It was a sad, horrifying version of the woman. 
 
    She looked haggard and dirty, with deep purple bruises under her eyes, like sleep was an imaginary thing for her. Her skin had a gray pallor usually reserved for those who’d already met death’s embrace. Her eyes weren’t the soft brown that had smiled out of her pictures, they were flat and hazy, with no life in them. Eve sucked in a breath when she saw Shelly’s left eye - the iris was a dull red, proclaiming her as a necromancer. But Eve could still hear the beat of the woman’s soul, and when she looked, there weren’t just a few chunks of soul missing; there was only the faintest sliver left to her. 
 
    The churning feeling in Eve’s stomach returned, and she fought down the urge to vomit. This time it had nothing to do with the bitter taste that still coated her mouth. 
 
    “What have you done?” 
 
    Charles motioned the thing forward until it stood next to him, and he stroked its cheek lovingly. “We helped each other see our potential is all. She taught me things Thornton, the fucking bastard, couldn’t imagine doing. What did you think of him, by the way? You couldn’t even tell he was dead, could you? Even he didn’t know he was dead.” 
 
    “He was a thrall?” Eve whispered, horrified. A wave of nausea rolled through her and she sank to the ground, her legs no longer wanted to support her. 
 
    “Better than a thrall. He could still pass as himself. He could still do magic.” 
 
    “How are you doing this?” 
 
    “Does it matter?” But Charles gave a proud smile as he knelt down next to the cage. “Shelly and I did too good a job on Thornton. He had a hard time listening to directions and doing what I needed him to. We gave him too much free will. He wasn’t supposed to call for you that night near the woods. He could have ruined everything, so I had to take care of him. It was a shame, I’d spent all that time watching him. I knew his magic inside and out. I knew better when the time came for Shelly here. I know her magic well enough and I knew how to take away enough of her will.” Charles reached up and patted the woman on the hip then frowned. “I wish I could have watched you more, then I wouldn’t have to worry about you passing for yourself.” 
 
    “Why Kate though? Why did you make Shelly kill her and that troll?” 
 
    A horrible sound escaped Shelly’s lips at Eve’s words. Charles made a hushing sound at her and Eve thought she saw regret pass over his face. “Kate involved you too. She couldn’t just let Shelly’s disappearance go. The woman just had to feel guilty about sleeping with me behind Shelly’s back. As for having Shelly be the one doing the killing,” Charles shrugged. “I couldn’t take the chance I was seen in any memories.” 
 
    “But what did you do to Shelly and Thornton and all the rest of the bodies?” 
 
    “If you cooperate, you’ll find out soon.” 
 
    Charles reached into his pocket and pulled out a key ring. He found the one he needed and unlocked the padlock. Eve tried to keep her face impassive and not show the bit of hope she felt that the door was being opened. The cage wasn’t big, but if she could get around Charles, and Shelly was as slow as she appeared to be, she might be able get the ring and get away. Her not knowing where to go once out of the room would be something she’d have to play by ear. 
 
    Charles came close and knelt down next to her, placing his hand on her knee. She wanted to squirm, but that would be a mistake. She needed him to think she was weak. 
 
    “I will give you a choice. Tell me how you made the map and tell me what the druids know so far. I know they know something. If you tell me, then I’ll kill you the once and make it so you don’t even know you’re dead. If you decided not to cooperate, I won’t give you that mercy. I’ll kill you, and bind you, and I’ll make sure you know exactly what’s happening to you.” 
 
    Charles brought his face close enough she could feel his breath on her face. “Just so you know, I’ve been growing bored with Shelly and Kate is gone now, if you understand my meaning. I’d think you might not want to endure that with any understanding of what’s happening.” He inched his hand up her thigh, and she tensed as he brought his hand to the junction between her legs. 
 
    She had little room to rear back as she smashed her head into his face, distracted as he was by his act. She connected in a satisfying way, even if painful for her. 
 
    Charles recoiled, clutching at his face, and Eve used that momentum to shove him back, and get him on the ground. She sprang to her feet and ran for the door of the cage. 
 
    Charles recovered faster than she thought he would, and his hand shot out, grabbing at her ankle. She twisted out of his fingers, but he grabbed again, and this time brought her down hard. 
 
    He scrambled over her, and Eve curled in on herself and covered her head when he pulled his fist back. A loud crack sounded out in the tight space of the room as his blow landed on her side. She screamed, knowing he’d broken at least one of her ribs. 
 
    She waited for a second blow to fall, but it didn’t come. She chanced a look through watering eyes to see what Charles waited for. Blood dripped down from his mouth from where her head had connected with him. 
 
    “I’ve worked too hard to mess it up now, bitch. I will not kill you this way; I need you intact.” 
 
    Charles’s head snapped up, and he said, “What do you want?” Eve saw a troll standing, hunched over in the doorway. It looked alive and well, but Eve looked at its soul, and saw that chunks were missing from it. It was another of the odd thralls then. 
 
    It kept its gaze on the floor as it said, “You wanted me to tell you if I saw the scarred man again. He was close by, with more animals this time. The tree woman has been calling out to them.” 
 
    James! He was looking for her, and he was nearby! 
 
    Charles looked down and smirked. “Don’t get too excited. They won’t find us down here. The druids don’t document all the hovels and the magic hiding this one is too strong.” 
 
    “Maybe not, but the Enforcer will find you eventually. He’ll know it was you. If you think I will cooperate with you, you’re fooling yourself.” 
 
    Charles bent down toward Eve and pulled her up by her neck and face. She tried to pry his hands off, while trying to cling to him to support herself as he brought her close to his face. “You’ve chosen the hard way. After everything you’ve done, I’ll like the hard way.” He slammed her down onto the ground and the sound of her skull hitting the hard floor reverberated in her ears before everything went dark again. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Every breath brought a sharp pain with it and made the taste of bile grow worse in her mouth. Eve tried to push herself up, only for the stabbing pain to bring her back down. Her ears rang and a rumbling, awful sound, beyond the ringing, sounded right by her head before it moved away. Warmth oozed down her forehead and when she reached up, her hand came away sticky with congealed blood. So she had managed to bust her own head open when head butting Charles. Not the worst outcome given her luck so far. 
 
    The back of her head throbbed, and she reached back. A goose egg met her touch, and it throbbed painfully when she probed at it. She rubbed at her ears to try to make the ringing stop. 
 
    She gritted her teeth. No matter how much it hurt, she couldn’t stay on the ground. She needed to get up and find a way to escape. A sweat broke out all over her body as she pushed herself up on shaking arms. She inhaled, even though if felt like torture to do so, and black dots formed in her vision. The cool metal of the cage pressed into her feverish forehead as she looked out into the room. 
 
    The cage door stood open, and the table was only a couple of yards away. She crawled, using the cage to drag herself to the door at a painfully slow pace and toward the table. Movement in the room’s corner caught her attention, and Shelly shuffled closer. 
 
    Eve froze. 
 
    Shelly watched her, and in her arms sat the damned cat that had followed Eve home. 
 
    Shelly took a step into the cage and placed the cat down. The cat sat where she placed it, eyeing Eve. 
 
    Eve scrambled back from the cat and Shelly, each movement hammering home just how battered and exhausted her body was, as she inched further into the corner. The wrongness of Shelly was too much. She wanted to put the poor thing to rest, but the magic didn’t feel right, and she doubted she’d be successful so close to the edge of starvation. 
 
    Shelly reached out and touched Eve’s forehead and Eve recoiled from the cold fingers. Shelly brought the fingers, now coated in blood, up to her mouth and licked it off. 
 
    “Oh, it’s you. I know the taste of you.” Eve watched Shelly’s dead eyes rove over her face. “You’ve been most kind.” Shelly reached into the filthy shirt she wore and took out the fetish. She shook it in Eve’s face. “You brought me this, and you’ve fed it!” Shelly cocked her head to the side. “I should have known when Charon came. You spilled your blood and called to him.” 
 
    “What?” Eve’s voice slurred and her mouth felt sluggish. 
 
    “I bet my pets have been bothering you. Sorry about that. Only Charon can tell the difference between friend and food.” Shelly reached back and patted the cat. “My other friends are out there now.” She pointed up. “They want to play, but Charles won’t let me play with them.” 
 
    “Pets?” She couldn’t get her brain to wrap around Shelly’s words. 
 
    Shelly frowned. “You cannot see the shadows? They would have come for you when you spilled blood, just like Charon.” She shook the fetish at Eve again. “You took this without permission and jinxed yourself. My pets are to go after the blood that takes it. Except for Charon. He keeps the bearer of my fetish safe until I can determine if they are out to hurt me.” 
 
    “So, when my blood is spilled, your pets come for me?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    It finally came together in a coherent picture. She’d spilled her blood to summon the shade in her apartment and got many more uninvited guests. She’d bleed in the alley when the trolls attacked her, and she’d cut herself in the warehouse. Both places suffered from shade invasions. Eve filed the fact Shelly considered shades her pets away, for later consideration. 
 
    “I didn’t take it to steal it. I needed it to find you.” 
 
    “You fed it your blood. I will consider you a friend. Only a friend would do that for me.” 
 
    Eve darted her eyes to the door. “If we’re friends, then can you do me a favor? I need the ring that’s on the table over there.” 
 
    Shelly shook her head and shouted, “We’re not allowed to touch anything on the table and I won’t let you!” She shook the pendant again. “I took this before the rule. I can touch it!” 
 
    Eve cursed and held her hands up. “Shh. It’s okay. I didn’t know the rules. Thank you. Is there anything you can do to help me get out of here? Charles will kill me and he’ll make me like you if I don’t get out.” 
 
    Shelly’s face contorted slowly into a look of confusion. “Like me?” 
 
    “You’re dead Shelly,” Eve said softly. 
 
    Shelly looked down at herself. “I feel fine. I can play with death is all. Charles said I’m just playing with it.” 
 
    “I’m your friend, right?” 
 
    Shelly gave her an uncertain look but nodded. 
 
    “As your friend I’m telling you, you’re dead.” She reached up and touched the pendant in Shelly’s hand. “You can’t use the power that’s in here, can you?” 
 
    Shelly bristled and stood. Eve didn’t know what Shelly tried to do, but it must have failed because her face fell. 
 
    “But I can feel your blood offering in here.” Shelly whimpered. “You gave me your blood willingly. That’s all I should need for a human.” She glared at Eve, and shuffled out of the cage. 
 
    “Is that what you did to the trolls who came to see you at Myth?” 
 
    Shelly nodded. “I didn’t want to let the customers touch…”  She trailed off. “The trolls were too rough. I figured out I could make them listen without having permission to take their blood. They would do anything for me. Then I didn’t have to let them do awful things just to eat.” A smile played across Shelly’s face. “Then I met Charles, and he knew what I was, and I didn’t have to hide myself when I was with him.” Shelly motioned to her eye. “He helped me get this when he found out what I was.” She pulled back the sleeve of her shirt and necromancer sigils ringed her arm. Like Charles, Shelly’s arm was completely covered with marks. 
 
    “I don’t understand. You aren’t registered as a necromancer. There’s no way your parents could have hidden your eye as a baby.” 
 
    Shelly’s face twisted into an ugly look. “I don’t want to talk about my parents. Besides, they didn’t hide my eye. I’ve always been able to see my shadow friends, but I didn’t get my eye until after my witch magic manifested. I could make anyone do what I wanted them to if I had a little of their blood and light. Then I met a troll and realized I didn’t need his blood, only his light. The more light I took, the more my eye changed. My parents made me wear contacts, but I hated them. The headaches…” 
 
    “His light…” Eve said breathlessly. Oh god, she was talking about their souls. “Your magic lets you take light from others?” 
 
    Shelly nodded. “But trolls are easiest. I taught Charles what to do.” 
 
    “You introduced him to Kate?” 
 
    The smile fell away from Shelly’s face. “Yes,” she said in a small voice. “We needed her to help with Myth. It was going to close, and I’d lose everything. Charles took some of her blood and I made her get the money. But it’s harder to control humans. Charles found a troll for me and I used the last of Kate’s blood to make her hire him so it would be easier to keep getting money…” 
 
     Shelly moved to stand by the table. She brought both hands up to the sides of her face, and ragged sounding sobs filled the small room. “I can feel your blood but I can’t use it. Am I really dead?” 
 
    Eve drew in a sharp breath when she tried to stand. She managed it, even with the edges of her vision growing dark when she did. She edged out of the cage, using it for support. 
 
    “I’m afraid so.” She got as close to the table as she could. 
 
    Near her purse on the ground, she saw the glint of a knife, and if she’d had more energy, she would have done a happy dance. “Shelly?” 
 
    The horrible sobbing sound stopped, and Shelly turned. 
 
    Eve pointed to the ground. “That’s not on the table is it? I can touch it, right?” 
 
    Shelly’s brow furrowed, and she had to think about it so long Eve worried she would run out of time. It seemed like memories came easily to the poor woman, but other cognitive functions didn’t. Finally Shelly nodded. “It is not on the table. You may touch it.” 
 
    Eve dove and snatched it up as the world pitched around her. The room spun too fast for her to walk back toward the cage, so on her hands and knees, she crawled back closer so that Charles might not get too suspicious. 
 
    In between gasps of pain, Eve said, “Please don’t tell Charles. We’re friends, and friends can keep secrets.” Eve let out a soft sob, and couldn’t go any further. She collapsed just outside of the cage door. 
 
    “We’re friends,” Shelly whispered. 
 
    When Eve didn’t think she’d whimper if she opened her mouth, she asked, “What has Charles done to the dryads? One was following me and I think one was following him.” 
 
    Shelly scrunched up her face in concentration. “He lured the one following him down here and had the trolls bind her. She cannot penetrate the magic here. He tricked the one following you. He called to her and said you needed something. When she left to retrieve it, he took you.” 
 
    A bang echoed down the hall and the cat, Charon, hissed. Eve drew her hand against her thigh and tried to hide the blade. 
 
    Charles stormed through the doorway and froze when he saw her outside of the cage. “What the hell is going on?” 
 
    “I watched her. She did not touch anything on the table.” Shelly’s voice sounded defeated. 
 
    Charles looked at Shelly in disgust, but turned his attention back to Eve. “Are you willing to change your mind? Will you tell me what I want to know?” 
 
    Eve needed him to get much closer if she would have any chance of success. That put her in the position of being a punching bag again, but broken bones and bruises heal. 
 
    “Am I dead?” Shelly’s words were so faint, Eve almost missed them. 
 
    Charles spared her a glance over his shoulder. “You are sweetheart. It was an unfortunate accident, remember? But now’s not the time to talk about it.” 
 
    “I don’t understand. How are you keeping her body going?” Eve stared at Shelly. She didn’t look good, but she wasn’t outwardly decomposing. “Even magic has its limits.” 
 
    Charles smirked. “Shelly has a way with blood, and I helped her hone that skill. A simple blood sacrifice, and she’s as good as new. Unfortunately I haven’t had time to recruit a sacrifice and the last one, as you can see, has worn off. Now, what’s it going to be? Are you going to tell me what I want to know?” 
 
    Well, Eve thought, that explained the desiccated bodies. She tried her best to look defeated. “The druids don’t know much. They only know Shelly killed Kate.” 
 
    Charles smiled and looked relieved. “That won’t be much of a problem then.” He came closer and squatted near her. “Tell me how you made this map.” 
 
    She chuckled, but it was humorless. “I can’t.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I had to use an outside acquaintance to get the map.” 
 
    “You’re lying.” He lunged forward and yanked her up. 
 
    She would only get one chance. She shoved the knife deep into the side of his abdomen. Charles screamed, and threw her away from him, sending her into the side of the table. It crashed over, and everything that had been on it flew through the air and scattered across the floor. 
 
    Eve tried to watch the ring until the wind rushed out of her. Charles’s weight crushed her, and she screamed when something stabbed her in the side. He rose off of her enough to roll her over, and pin her to the ground facing him. A patch of red grew on his shirt on the side where she had stabbed him. 
 
    He drew his hand back and dug his knee into her right side - the side with the broken rib. Stars exploded in front of her eyes when his hand connected with her face, making it hard to see anything at all, and making it all but impossible to draw breath. 
 
    “I don’t need you, bitch!” His hand connected with her face again, but compared to the pain in her side, it felt like nothing. 
 
    Eve saw the knife in his hand. He brought the blade down at her chest and Eve squeezed her eyes shut. Charles screamed and his weight left her body. 
 
    Eve’s eyes flew open, and all she could see was the huge furry body of Charon as he grew larger. The cat’s fur rippled and dissolved, revealing a shade - a huge, four-legged beast of a shade. Long, sharp quills protruded down its back, and it bared long, black fangs at Charles. 
 
    Charles screamed and struggled under the weight of the thing. She could also see Shelly, standing beyond Charles with a look of fury on her face. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Charles screamed savagely. 
 
    Eve didn’t watch what happened. She flipped over, and crawled closer to everything that had flown off of the table, and scrambled to find the band. Her hand closed on her pendent before she saw the thin band. She snatched it and slid it on and screamed for James. 
 
    His mind didn’t feel so much like a nudge as a howl of rage and triumph echoing through her brain. She closed her eyes and she could see the image of a house rushing toward her. A black bladed sword flashed in front of her as she ran up the steps of the front porch. 
 
    Eve’s finger slipped off of the band and the vision disappeared. James, she had seen what James was seeing through the connection in her ring. He was coming for her. Except her limbs felt numb and heavy, and she wanted to close her eyes and let sleep take her. She lay down and rolled onto her back.. 
 
    “No! No!” Charles’s screams were primal and full of terror. That should have worried Eve, but she felt nothing but sleepy. She turned her head just enough to see what went on. 
 
    Shades swarmed Charles, and they were taking what they wanted from him in blood. Shelly stood off to the side with her hands splayed, urging them on. Flakes of something dark were coming off of Charles and wafting through the air toward Shelly. Eve realized with a sickening feeling it was blood. 
 
    “You killed me,” Shelly sobbed. 
 
    Eve tried to force herself up and toward the door but her body felt too heavy. She struggled to lift her head. She saw the blood pooling under her and realized she was bleeding to death from the wound where Charles had stabbed her. A sharp cold entered her bones, and when she looked up, she knew Charles had died. 
 
    His desiccated body fell to the floor, and the shades disappeared. Charon dispersed into a cloud of shadowy tendrils and reformed into the fat cat Eve had known. 
 
    Then there was Shelly. Eve’s eyes were getting too heavy to stay open, but for a few seconds, she saw the woman as she had been in life. Her skin was smooth and rosy. Her eyes were bright and fierce. 
 
    Then the woman fell to the floor. 
 
    Eve felt the woman’s final death, as the odd cold ache spread through her again. Eve let her head fall back against the ground. She thought she heard someone call her name before she went tumbling into the darkness and warmth. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
    Eve frowned at the graying sky above and burrowed down deeper into her coat. The last three days, when she’d been secluded in the healing ward on Topside, the sky had been sunny and beautiful, promising an early spring. Now clouds were thickening, and she had little hope the sun would break through the gray haze hanging over the city. How fitting for a homecoming. 
 
    At least her stay at Topside hadn’t been all bad. Ben and Will had come to visit her plenty. Even Josiah had come when his duties as Envoy didn’t keep him away. He brought Cinder along, and Eve thought the visits were really for the chatty dryad. From what Eve could understand from Josiah, Cinder had been beside herself when Eve had gone missing and blamed herself. Eve had forgiven her easily, unable to stand the complete look of misery on the dryad’s face. Once forgiven, Cinder had twirled around the room until the motion and her unintelligible chatter had made Eve dizzy, and one of the healers had to send them on their way. 
 
    The one person who had stayed by her side constantly was Harlen. The first day in the ward, the conversation between them had been strained. By the second day, they had argued about necromantic theories, just like they used to. Eve decided that forgiving Harlen was easy. She’d had plenty of time to think about it, and she decided that he had truly thought he was protecting her. She couldn’t fault him for that. Letting go of the bitterness his decision had caused was harder to do, and it was something she knew she would have to work on. 
 
    She strode through the lobby doors and nodded to her doorman. He gave her a brief nod back then seemed to do a double take. 
 
    “Ms. Williams, just a second.” He stood up from his desk and picked up a bouquet that sat on a table behind him. He held them up and motioned her over. 
 
    “Those are beautiful,” Eve said, admiring the blood-red roses dripping from the vase. 
 
    “Yeah, well. You have a bunch of them. Er,” he rubbed at the back of his head with his free hand. “Your pet sitter said you would want them thrown out but seeing as you’re here it seems a waste for you to not at least see them.” 
 
    Eve stared at the man in confusion. She didn’t have a pet sitter nor would she have turned the flowers away. 
 
    “It’s okay. I’ll take them.” She lifted the vase out of the doorman’s hand and thanked him. She took two steps away from the desk before she saw who the flowers were from. 
 
    Daniel. 
 
    She turned back to the doorman, thrusting the vase at him. 
 
    “My pet sitter was right. I don’t want them.” The man looked at her in surprise but took the vase, anyway. 
 
    Eve made her way upstairs. She unlocked her front door and stepped inside, catching sight of herself in the mirror in the entryway, before ignoring the offending reflection. She barely had any marks left from where she’d been stabbed, but what remained was still tender. It still hurt to take a deep breath, but that was getting better every passing day - her face was another matter. 
 
    Taking care of her stab wound and broken bones had been a priority for the healers, and when it came to her face, her body had already reached its limit for healing magic. They left her face alone and now bruises decorated it in a rainbow of colors. 
 
    The way her clothing and coat hung on her stressed how much weight she had lost when Charles had taken her and let her get so close to magical starvation. Even with the feeding schedule they’d started her on at the healing ward, it would take weeks to put on enough weight to do magic again safely. 
 
    Eve tossed her bags onto the floor and sat the file folder containing her new contract, with her newly revised restrictions, onto the table in the entryway. She hadn’t signed it yet; she intended to, but she wanted to wait a few days and make the Archdruid squirm. 
 
    Most of her restrictions had been lifted in the new contract. They permitted her to take a wider variety of cases and take on supernatural clientele. Her range had been extended to include East St. Louis and many of the smaller towns and counties around the greater St. Louis area. The biggest provision was the last; she was no longer banished from Topside and was permitted onto the grounds to be of assistance to the Speaker. 
 
    She heard a noise come from the direction of her workroom and froze when she saw Charon come race-waddling out of the room to greet her. He padded over and twined around her ankles, purring in his sputtering, hissing way. Eve remembered how he had turned into a monstrous shade beast in Charles’ hovel but she also remembered how the cat had come to her rescue, to protect her from Charles. She relaxed, and bent down to stroke it. 
 
    “I don’t supposed I’ll be able to get rid of you?” 
 
    In response, Charon shoved his head into her palm, demanding more petting. 
 
    “Believe it or not, he missed you.” 
 
    Eve jumped up, surprised to find James standing in the doorway to her workroom. It was the first time she had seen him since before Charles had taken her. He was dressed in dark jeans and a t-shirt, the same thing he had worn when they had met with the troll king, but it still threw her. Seeing him in her home in street clothing just seemed so normal. Just so not James. 
 
    He glanced around the room and looked more than a little guilty. “I thought you were being released later in the afternoon. If I’d known you would be home so soon, I would have taken care of the beast earlier.” 
 
    “You-” she started then she remembered that the doorman had said something about a pet sitter. “You were my pet sitter,” she said, disbelievingly. 
 
    He shrugged one of his shoulders and walked into the living room. He lifted a coat from the back of the sofa she hadn’t seen when she’d walked in and shrugged into it. “I cared for him while you were missing, and again while you were incapacitated in the healing ward. It is a good cat.” 
 
    She had been missing for eight days, and had then spent two more days in the healing ward before regaining consciousness, and another four before the healers were comfortable sending her home. She knew her mouth was hanging open but she couldn’t wrap her mind around what he’d done. It seemed so - considerate. 
 
    “Thank you,” she finally managed. “I don’t really know how to repay you for, you know,” she said, motioning to Charon who had moved on to batting a cat toy Eve had never seen before. 
 
    “So don’t.” James turned and started toward the balcony door near the kitchen. 
 
    Eve moved to follow him to see him out when she remembered something. 
 
    “Did you find out where Charles got his ring?” she called out, causing him to stop and turn back to her. Her brain hadn’t cooperated when Charles had told her that his ring had shrouding magic but being stuck in the healing ward had given her plenty of time to think about everything that had happened. It had been enough time to remember that shrouding magic of the nature Charles had used was a rare witch talent and it was most definitely banned. 
 
    James narrowed his eyes, looked down and considered her. She was sure he would tell her it was Sanctuary’s business and she shouldn’t concern herself with it, but his soul sounded fast and light and human. It was worth the risk. 
 
    Finally, he sighed and looked a little weary. “Unfortunately, not yet. It’s been a long time since I’ve seen magic like that and the witch responsible for making the ring will most likely be next to impossible to track down. I don’t believe it was anyone in the city which makes the problem even harder to solve.” He frowned and his eyes turned hard. “As it is, you would be wise not to mention the ring to anyone.” 
 
    Eve crossed her arms. “And why is that?” Still the same quick beat, still relatively safe to question him. 
 
    He cocked his eyebrow at her. “Think about it. Somewhere out there is a witch with the power to hide anything from anyone. The last thing we need is for the wrong person to get that information and go looking for her. As it is now, she’s probably already in the hands of the wrong person.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    James shrugged. “Every shroud I’ve ever come in contact with was little more than a slave forced to do their coven’s bidding.” He looked toward one of the windows and for a moment it looked like he was miles away. Or more accurately, Eve corrected herself, years away. He seemed to shake himself from some unpleasant reverie and looked back down at her. “But I’m confident the shroud isn’t in the city which means someone else will handle it and at least it’s not my problem for now.” But he said it in a way that made Eve think he didn’t believe the last part of his statement. 
 
    He turned from her and opened the balcony door before glancing over his shoulder and saying, “By the way, I indulged your beast with a few toys.” He motioned to a paper bag sitting on the island in her kitchen. Eve looked to where he motioned and heard the click of the door closing. She turned back to look through the window and saw he was gone. She tried to parse what she thought she knew James to be like and the James who had just left her home but came up with nothing more than confusion. 
 
    She walked over and glanced in the bag he had pointed out and her mouth dropped open. Indulged was an understatement. Toys with feathers and bells stuffed the bag - it was over three fourths full. 
 
    She picked up one of the toys and shook it. Charon charged and swatted at the ribbons dangling off of the toy, and Eve tossed it across the room. She couldn’t help chuckling as the fat cat waddle-ran after it. 
 
    Grey skies or not, she decided it was the perfect homecoming. 
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