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 Prologue 
 
      
 
     Mid-April 
 
      
 
     The pickup bumped along next to the bare field and Nathan Smith kept an eye out for a good place to stop the truck. Planting season would begin next week, and he needed to make the rounds to all the fields to make sure they were prepped. This field did not differ from any other except it bordered the Dark Woods. 
 
    Signs cropped up next to the trees every hundred yards or so - warning off potential visitors. 
 
    Nathan was no stranger to the Dark Woods that bordered his family's farmland. His farmland. He had no idea what creatures called the woods their home, but the trees gained a heaviness in the dusk and if you were too close, the heaviness settled on your shoulders like something palpable and real. He always made sure he worked this particular field in the bright light of day. Only a misstep in timing kept him out at the field so close to dusk trying to finish a quick drive-by. 
 
    He didn't have time to spare thinking about the woods this evening, anyway. The sun was setting, and he had another field he wanted to check on before heading home so he kept the truck going at a good pace, careful of the hidden bumps in the worn path that went between the field and wood. 
 
    Nathan checked the time and decided it was now or never so he slowed the truck and put it in park. He walked out into the field maybe a hundred feet and squatted down to put his hands into the soil. 
 
    Birds screamed in the woods and the rustling of feathers and branches was startling in the heavy quiet. 
 
    Nathan ignored the birds and, satisfied with what he found, he stood and walked back to the truck. 
 
    As he was putting the truck in drive, he looked toward the woods then stomped on the brakes to stare. 
 
    A thin woman stood just outside the tree line watching him. She wore no clothing, and it looked like she'd been running through the underbrush of the woods. 
 
    He didn't have time for this but Nathan hopped out of the truck and started toward the woman. 
 
    He couldn't see the sun behind the Dark Woods any longer but it still washed the trees red to the east, so he had a few minutes to figure out how to help the woman. 
 
    "Miss? Are you all right?" 
 
    Dirt caked her shockingly pale skin. It looked bruised in places. Sticks and leaves hung from her matted dark hair. 
 
    "Miss?" Nathan stopped just a few feet off the pseudo-path his truck was on. The woman didn't move; she stood, observing him with her large dark eyes. 
 
    "I saw you in the memories. What would become of you." The woman spoke with a trembling voice that sounded too fast. The words tumbled on themselves and made it hard for Nathan to understand their meaning. 
 
    "Miss, the sun is setting. If you come with me, I can take you to get help. We can't stay near the woods." 
 
    The woman shook her head once; the motion looking alien for her. "I saw you in the memories. I saw what would become of you. I didn't believe." A strangled sob broke free from the woman's throat. 
 
    Nathan took a couple more steps towards her until only a few feet remained between them. He didn't want to startle the obviously unsettled woman and make her do something foolish, like dart into the trees. If she did that he wouldn't be able to help her. He needed to get her away from the tree line and back to the safety of his truck. 
 
    Nathan inched closer. "Please Miss. I've got a blanket and I think I've got water. I'll take you and get you some help." 
 
    The woman laughed and the sound of it made him pause. The woman looked at him again with her dark eyes and smiled revealing a mouth full of black pointed teeth that had moments ago been white. 
 
    Nathan stumbled back. 
 
    "I saw you in the memories. I can't argue with the memories. I didn't know it would be me to come for you. This isn't our way, but it will work." Her hairline was odd but not something Nathan would have noticed on a typical day. Except now more dark eyes opened along it to look at him. 
 
    Nathan let out a strangled sound as he scrambled backward faster from the woman, never taking his eyes off her. 
 
    He watched as the woman's legs tensed and she pounced, easily clearing the distance between them and knocking him to the ground. 
 
    Nathan threw his arms up and tried to shove the woman off but she was heavier, much heavier, than she looked. Her sharp teeth bit into the flesh of his forearm and a numbness spread throughout it. A kind of warmth and contentment followed the numbness. 
 
    Nathan couldn't remember why he needed to fear the many eyed woman or why he had been in such a hurry to leave. 
 
    It didn't matter. 
 
    It didn't matter that the sun was still above the horizon. It didn't matter he hadn't gone into the woods themselves. It didn't matter he had followed all the rules laid out for him. 
 
    All that mattered was that the feel of the numbness and contentment that coursed through his veins never stopped. 
 
    Then the burning started. Then the screaming. When the creature finally tore out his throat with her teeth, it was a sweet release. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
    Eve Williams let her eyes dart to her reflection above the sink. Her hair still looked like it did before she left her house, carefully coiled to tame the dark curls that would normally lay wild on her head. Her make up looked fine even though she'd been unconsciously touching her cheeks and around her eyes. It's not like she didn't wear makeup - she just never went to this much effort. 
 
    But the most important thing about her appearance that evening was the contact that still hid her eye - the eye that would have given her away as a necromancer didn't have a red iris tonight but it matched the brown of its mate for once. The contact brought with it a headache whose pressure continued to mount behind her eyes. It also prevented her from seeing out of her eye properly but it was a small price to pay for the night. 
 
    The dress she wore wouldn't show many of her inscriptions but she'd paid to glamour them anyway, afraid some of them might have peeked out along the shorter hemline of her dress. The continuous bands of runes that ringed her wrist and below her elbow, and the scattering of marks between them she had earned from raising the dead, had been the hardest to hide, but they would have been the most damning in calling her out as a necromancer. The one thing she hadn't been able to glamour was the mark that had been branded into the skin of her forearm several years ago. The magic infused into the scarred flesh made it impossible to glamour but the mark looked innocuous enough that a human would never questioned it. 
 
    The neckline of her dress hung lower than she would have liked but when Gisela handed it to her at the shop, she had been adamant that the cut and color suited her. If the glances from her companion for the evening were any indication, Eve would remember to never second guess her friend when it came to fashion. 
 
    Eve dried her hands and with one last glance at her reflection she left the restroom in search of her date. 
 
    People packed the small gallery but its size made it easy to find him. Simon stood looking deep in thought in front of a painting Eve had only given a cursory glance. Maybe Simon had a better eye for this thing than she did. She'd have to see. 
 
    So far she knew Simon was an accountant, he liked scotch, and he had a friend who was an artist. He also knew her friend Gisela though Eve couldn't recall how. Given how often the other woman was out of town on business, Eve wondered how she found the time to make so many connections in the city. But if Gisela thought he warranted a blind date, then he couldn't be all bad. 
 
    The fact the blind date happened to be with a normal human man had Eve hiding herself. Gisela warned that she'd been careful when describing her so Eve could reveal what she wanted. So far, none of the dates she'd gone on before with men who understood from the outset what she did for a living had ended in a way she would consider satisfactory. 
 
    "Sorry about that." Simon turned and Eve gave him a small smile. He handed her the flute of wine he'd been holding for her before taking a sip of his own drink. 
 
    He pointed to the painting. "What are your thoughts?" 
 
    Eve schooled her face into something she hoped might look thoughtful. "It's interesting." Not a lie. She did consider it interesting but probably not for the right reasons. 
 
    Simon nodded. "It is." He leaned in closer to her. "I take it this really isn't your thing?" 
 
    Eve laughed despite being caught out of her ruse. She looked around to make sure the artist wasn't around. "Not this particular style, no." 
 
    Simon grinned at her then checked his watch. "I happen to agree with you but," he nodded across the room to his artist friend whose name Eve had already forgotten, "we've been friends for longer than I can remember. But I'm sure I've done my time, so - ready for some dinner?" 
 
    "Food would be lovely." Eve tipped back the rest of her wine and followed Simon as he wove through the crowd of people who seemed way more into viewing the paintings than she had. 
 
    Simon said his goodbyes to the artist, and they retrieved their jackets from the coat check before heading out. 
 
    Brilliant tinges of pink and orange touched the early evening sky. May had brought with it pleasant weather and Eve slipped on her jacket more out of habit than actual need. She walked along beside Simon in silence for about a block before he said, "Gisela tells me you rarely get a night off." 
 
    Eve had carefully avoided talking about her job too much. She told Simon she dealt in grief counseling and that answer usually stopped most people from prying into her career further. 
 
    Eve cleared her throat. "I've been busy the last several weeks." And she had. The druids who ensured that the city, and all who lived in it, human or otherwise, remained at peace and safe, had relied on her more and more these last few weeks. The work wasn't something that would have been possible not that long ago but her situation had transformed over the past couple of months. 
 
    "Does the work wear on you? Or do you find you become numb to it?" Simon pressed. 
 
    Eve shrugged. "It doesn't wear on me, no. It's something I've always known I would do." 
 
    Simon laughed, catching her off guard. "Not always, right? I mean when you were a kid you didn't imagine being a grief counselor. You must have had dreams of becoming a ballerina or a doctor or something like that." 
 
    Eve chided herself for mistakenly answering with the truth. She chuckled to cover up the blunder. "Yeah, I guess you're right. I'll put it this way, I always knew I wanted to help people." She didn't add those people also happened to be dead. 
 
    Gauging from Simon's reaction her response mollified him. 
 
    "So do you become sort of numb to it?" he asked again. 
 
    Never, she wanted to respond. But in her experience that wasn't the response he was looking for. 
 
    "Yeah," she answered a little stiffly. 
 
    Simon's lips moved to say something else, but she didn't hear the words. Shocking cold filtered down into her bones bringing with it the song and pull of death. She closed her eyes and let the cold fill her, drinking it in and letting it drown out the world around her. 
 
    "Eve?" The pressure of Simon's hand on her shoulder pulled her out of the grasp death had on her. 
 
    She opened her eyes and shook her head, trying to clear it. A death lurked nearby and the newness of it made it almost impossible to ignore. 
 
    More than that she had an obligation to investigate. A death so new meant little chance that someone with any authority knew about it which put it on Eve's shoulders to make sure the correct people found out about it. 
 
    Eve took a steadying breath and smiled up at Simon's concerned face. "Sorry about that. The wine went to my head more that I thought it would." A weak excuse, but good enough. Eve walked again in the direction they had been going. 
 
    "Are you okay? Do you want to sit down or something?" Simon cupped her elbow as they walked and Eve resisted the urge to jerk away. She found his touch distracting as she followed the trail of death. 
 
    The trail grew stronger as she moved along and when they came to the opening of an alley, Eve turned down it. 
 
    "The restaurant is this way," Simon said, putting gentle pressure on her arm to keep steering her along the sidewalk. 
 
    Before Eve could make up an excuse to head down the alley, shouts echoed from somewhere further past the entrance. The distinctive growl in the shouts made Eve twist out of Simon's grip as her feet moved instinctively toward the shouting. 
 
    "Simon, the druids are down that way. I work for them occasionally and I need to go make sure they don't need my services," she called over her shoulder. 
 
    "What? Why? Why do the druids need you? What -" 
 
    Eve glanced over her shoulder and found Simon moving to follow her. She shook her head and pointed at the sidewalk. "The druids will be fine with me checking it out but they won't be okay if I bring a civilian." 
 
    The growl that echoed down the alley made the hairs on the back of her neck stand up. Simon's face paled. 
 
    "Just stay here. I'll be back in a couple of minutes." Eve took off at a run and hoped Simon would stay away. The sounds meant someone was close to losing themselves to the Wild, and that wasn't something the Druids could afford for anyone to witness. 
 
    She followed the alley down until she came to a corner that opened onto a loading area. She froze when she saw the man that had made the sounds. Will was hunched over a metal railing that ran around the perimeter of the loading area. From where she stood, Eve could see the tension in every muscle of his body. A horrible, raw sound ripped out of his throat and echoed off the walls in the loading area. 
 
    "Go on then. Show me just how much you want it." Eve didn't recognize the goading voice or the man it belonged to, but she recognized the rage and pain of the snarl from Will. 
 
    The unknown man laughed. He'd had an accent when he spoke, maybe Scottish. Though tall and broad, the man still stood smaller than Will. His mousey brown hair hung down to his shoulders, and a close-cropped beard covered his lower face. He wore clothing similar to what the shifters of Sanctuary wore but not quite. 
 
    "What are you doing?" Eve shouted at the man as she dashed across the space between herself and Will, skidding to a stop just a few feet from him. 
 
    "Are you fucking insane woman?" The man made a move toward her, looking incredulous. 
 
    "Don't speak to her!" Will seethed. Eve worried at how labored Will's words sounded. She also worried that any action could provoke the Wild in Will to come out and lose control. 
 
    Eve stayed frozen next to him as she gauged what he needed. After a few tense seconds Will rasped out, "Hello, Lovely. Now's not a good time to be around." 
 
    "I noticed," Eve said softly. "But there are civilians nearby and I heard your commotion. It's not a good idea to be drawing anyone other than me down here to see what's going on." Eve looked pointedly at the other man before returning her attention to Will who looked to be trying his best not to let her see his face. 
 
    Eve took a few steps closer to Will and when he didn't react, she leaned next to him along the railing. She slowly reached out and laid her hand on Will's bare arm. 
 
    He moved fast, too fast for Eve to do much more than stand as still as possible while Will dropped to his knees and buried his face into the soft part of her stomach. He clutched at her too tight but she didn't dare complain. Instead she set her hand on top of his head and gave his pale, golden hair gentle strokes and tried to make soothing noises to combat the chocking sounds coming from him. 
 
    Seconds stretched by while no one said anything. Will's breathing slowly evened out from ragged to heavy and he released her, going back to his position of gripping the metal railing. He looked at her and more than a little of his Wild did the looking. 
 
    In a strained voice Will said, "You look nice, Lovely. Out on the town tonight?" 
 
    "Thanks. Blind date actually." 
 
    Will gritted his teeth. "Going well?" 
 
    Eve shrugged and glanced at the stranger still watching them across the space. "It's going as well as could be I suppose. We went to a boring art opening but there was an open bar so it wasn't all bad. We were on our way to dinner just now." 
 
    "Who the fuck are you?" the stranger demanded. 
 
    The sound of metal twisting hurt Eve's ears and she leaned off the railing in the event it fell. 
 
    "I'm Eve Williams. Who the hell are you?" 
 
    The stranger relaxed and laughed. "Fuck, woman, you had me worried. My name is Shaw, and that's all you need to know." 
 
    "Eve." Will's voice begged. Eve realized it had been a mistake to give Shaw any of her attention. She turned her body until she faced Will and laid her hand on his cheek. 
 
    Will's eyes fell closed and no one else said anything for moments that seemed to stretch on. 
 
    When he finally reopened his eyes, it was mostly Will the human that stared back. "Thanks, Evey," he whispered. 
 
    "Shaw, what's taking so long?" Another accented voice carried out to the alley, but this one Eve recognized. Brother James, Enforcer for Sanctuary. 
 
    He stood in the doorway and scowled at the man named Shaw but when he spotted her, she watched as the blood drained from his face. His sword appeared in his hand and Eve wasn't sure she'd seen him take it out. She only knew he hadn't been holding it when he'd first appeared in the door. 
 
    Shaw chuckled. "Be still Jamie. I was giving Brother William a test here before Mrs. Williams came along and messed the whole thing up." 
 
    James never took his eyes off hers. "She's not his woman," he breathed. "Williams is a maiden name." 
 
    Shaw's face lost its humor and when he looked at Eve, she saw only his Wild looking back at her. It clicked for her why Shaw had relaxed when she'd given her name; druids didn't keep familial names when they joined the brotherhood, but when they married, their spouses had the option of taking their first names. 
 
    "She's not in any danger from me, brother." Will turned his face from Eve's hand to look back at the pair of druids. His voice sounded even and calm, a sign the worst had passed. 
 
    "William, Brother Shaw has given you enough excitement for today. I'd like you to go back to Sanctuary and await us there." 
 
    "Yes, Willy," Shaw sneered. "Go on back home." 
 
    Eve watched as Will's body tensed again like he wanted to do anything other than do what Shaw said. 
 
    "Enough," James snapped. 
 
    Will turned from Eve and walked stiffly toward the pair of men. "Thanks Evey," he said over his shoulder. 
 
    "Anytime Will." Eve waited until Will made it inside the door James had come through before she asked, "Just what the hell do you think you were doing?" She put her hands on her hips and crossed to the two druids. "And where's Ben? He won't look too kindly on someone baiting one of his own like that." 
 
    Will was a Shifter and they had a complex ranking system Eve didn't understand at all. All she knew about it was Ben outranked Will and he protected those under him fiercely. 
 
    Shaw, for his part, looked dangerous enough and Eve could read power in him but she got the feeling Will could mop the floor with this man and shouldn't be subject to his will. 
 
    Shaw cocked his head to the side like he was looking at something he'd never encountered before and it confused him. "Oh, now what do we have here Jamie?" 
 
    Eve glanced at James but he only scowled at Shaw. 
 
    "And what do you mean you thought I was Will's woman? You heard me say I was out on a date, right?" 
 
    Shaw chuckled. "That doesn't mean you aren't his woman. When I take someone for any length of time, we have an understanding. They can play as long as I'm allowed the same courtesy." 
 
    Eve rolled her eyes. "Yeah, well, I'm not like that." 
 
    "Enforcer!" Eve looked between the two men to find Josiah coming out to join them. 
 
    Most of Eve's interactions with Josiah were in the form of him acting as Envoy for the Archdruid. Which meant the two usually were at odds with one another. 
 
    Josiah stopped when his eyes fell on her. "What the hell are you doing here?" 
 
    "I felt a death nearby and then I heard this one here," she motioned to Shaw, "baiting Will into losing it when any civilian could wander down here and see." Eve let venom drip into her voice as she glared at Shaw. 
 
    Josiah sighed. "To the first point, we have the body taken care of. As for Brother Shaw, I don't have a say in how the Enforcer conducts his business." 
 
    "Enforcer?" Eve's mouth fell open as she stared at him. Unlike James, nothing about Shaw's bearing would make her think he was anything other than a normal druid. He stood too far away for her to hear if his soul sounded like James's or not. 
 
    "Like what you see, woman?" Shaw grinned exposing all his teeth. 
 
    Eve scowled at him which only made his smile widen. 
 
    "Eve, I don't have time for foolishness and you're wasting Enforcer Shaw's time." Josiah nodded at James. "Brother, please escort Eve back to wherever it was she was heading and make sure no one else can happen upon us." 
 
    James gave a quick bow to Josiah and as he walked past Eve, he took her elbow in his grasp and turned her so she had no choice but to follow. Once they rounded the first corner James released her elbow and put space between them. 
 
    "Any chance you can tell me what's going on?" Eve ventured. 
 
    "No." 
 
    "Not even why there's a second Enforcer here?" 
 
    James said nothing but kept his gaze fixed ahead. 
 
    There had been one other time when two Enforcers had been in the city at the same time and that was when the old Enforcer, Thomas, had left and James had taken over his duties. 
 
    Eve stopped walking and reached out to stop him. "You're not leaving, are you?" Something in her stomach twisted at the thought but she pushed the feeling away. In the past several months when she had been working with Harlen in his capacity as Speaker for the Dead, Eve had also had to work with James as well. Murders and death, at least the kind the Speaker investigated, often required Justice at the hand of the Enforcer. Eve couldn't say she and James had become bosom buddies but they were at least on less prickly terms than they had been several months ago. 
 
    "No. I'm not going anywhere." James stared at her and when he looked down where her hand still rested on his arm she yanked it back, embarrassed. 
 
    "Okay. Good. Because I like you much better than I like Shaw." 
 
    James looked back the way they had come, then said, "He's an acquired taste." 
 
    Eve snorted and followed him as he continued back to the mouth of the alley. "You're on a date then. Is it that stimulating that you'd rather investigate a dead body?" 
 
    Eve tried her best to look scandalized. "For your information, it's going just fine. You should know better than anyone, I have a duty to report a body if no one knows about it. I wanted to make sure all of my little ducks were in a row." 
 
    James made a sound and slowed. "I'm not sure your ducks are in the same pond most of the time." 
 
    Eve glared at him as she left the alley. She found Simon leaning against the wall looking bored and playing on his phone. "Sorry about that. Ready to eat?" she asked. 
 
    Simon looked up and froze. "Wow, is that a sword?" 
 
    "What?" Eve turned. James stood behind her watching Simon. She looked between the two men then stepped next to Simon. "Simon, this is James. James, Simon." 
 
    She jumped a little when Simon put his arm around her waist as he cleared his throat and extended his other hand to James. "Nice to meet you." 
 
    Eve watched in uncomfortable silence as James's gaze traveled from the arm around her waist to the one extended to him. When he raised his eyes to the other man's face, Simon made a small sound and let his hand fall back to his side. 
 
    James turned and walked toward the alley's entrance. Just before he disappeared from view he called out, "Have a nice evening, Ms. Williams." 
 
    Eve opened her mouth to apologize to Simon for James's behavior but found she didn't know what to say. She may like James better than Shaw but that didn't mean the man was any less frustrating. 
 
    She shook her head and smiled up at Simon. "Let's eat." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    James slipped back down the alley toward the building containing the victim. His skin prickled from the feeling of possession Simon gave off. 
 
    James sneered at the thought of actually shaking the other man's hand. It was bad enough the touch of Eve's hand on his arm lingered with him already, as did the worry she had felt when she asked if he was leaving. Other emotions had slipped out from her that he couldn't clearly define from such limited contact but he decided it was much better if they remained undefined. 
 
    Silas, the other part of himself that had manifested upon his first death when he became an Enforcer, bristled in the back of his mind at Eve's casual touch. 
 
    What would you have me do? Threaten her? James silently asked. 
 
    "Of course," Silas railed. "I would have made sure she remembered to keep her hands to herself. Something you should have done." 
 
    It was an innocent touch and no need for overreaction, James replied, but Silas was right. 
 
    A couple of months ago he wouldn't have batted an eye at reprimanding the necromancer and it hadn't occurred to him tonight. Next time he would anticipate her touch. Next time he would prepare himself. Next time - there wouldn't be a next time. 
 
    He pushed the thoughts away as he entered the building, wanting to shed memories of Eve's emotions before he interacted with Shaw again. 
 
    He slipped through the back door of the shop. He walked through a store room and past a cramped office and out into the store proper. The room held so many antiques and useless knickknacks he had to shuffle carefully to join the handful of people already in the room. 
 
    Brother Harlen, Sanctuary's resident necromancer and Speaker for the Dead, leaned against one of the glass display cases with a hand over his face. James could see the exhaustion in the lines of the other man. If William had been in his right mind he never would have allowed Harlen to look at the memories. He was Harlen's protector and presided over the branch of the Speaker's office devoted solely to helping and protecting the Speaker. William should have insisted that they bring in someone else but James couldn't fault the other man for sliding on his duties for the time being. 
 
    Josiah stood next to Harlen looking grim. James guessed at what the memories of the dead held for Harlen and why Josiah looked so stricken. One of the Silent Ones, tasked with keeping Josiah safe, stood near the front door of the shop. 
 
    James frowned at the wolf who trotted up to him, muzzle covered in blood. The light tan color of the wolf darkened at the paws, snout and tip of his tail. It stood well past James's hip. 
 
    The flesh of the wolf tore and bones popped and reformed as Shaw shifted into his human skin. Blood remained on his face. 
 
    "The Speaker says it was him and I can smell him all over the body. The scent is fresh enough." 
 
    James looked down at the body. At one time the victim had been a druid. What little Josiah could tell them about the man was he had retired about ten years ago, leaving the Order with honors. Now the man lay eviscerated by the swipe of a massive paw. He never had time to defend himself before the death stroke came and gutted him. 
 
    Even with the stench of an open bowel, James smelled the culprit underneath. He had held onto the hope the victim's memories would tell a different story than his nose. He didn't like hunting his Brothers but he would do it as he always did. At least this time he had Shaw to help 
 
    "Josiah said Eve was outside. How was she, Enforcer?" Harlen's voice sounded weary but James read the desperation in his haunted face. He realized Harlen needed to disentangle himself from what he'd seen in the memories of the dead man. 
 
    "She seemed well. She was on her way to dinner." With a date. 
 
    He stopped himself from adding the last part because something twisted in the pit of his stomach and he wasn't sure he could school his face into something Shaw wouldn't pick up on. 
 
    Shaw added it for him. "Did you see what type of male she was out with Jamie? The woman had enough fire in her I wouldn't mind bedding her myself for a night." 
 
    It felt like whatever had twisted in James's stomach snapped. 
 
    "I raised Eve, Enforcer Shaw. She is dear to me." Harlen's frosty voice saved James from some of Shaw's scrutiny but the way his eyes narrowed confirmed the man had seen something on his face. 
 
    Shaw spared Harlen a glance and shrugged, "She can be dear to you. Doesn't mean she's any less a woman. Unless someone else has a claim on her?" 
 
    Shaw flashed James a grin then his form twisted as he returned to his wolf self and set off at a trot out of the store with his nose to the ground. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Eve laughed as Simon delivered the punch line of his story. The awkwardness of him meeting James wore off quickly on the walk to the restaurant and now remained forgotten as Eve took another bite of cheesecake. 
 
    "So," Simon began, toying with the silverware still beside his dessert plate. "What plans do you have for after dinner?" 
 
    "No plans. For once I can give my undivided attention to something other than work." Eve smiled down at her plate, her cheeks going hot at the way Simon looked at her. The food had been delicious, and the company was even better. Giddiness bubbled up in her at the prospect of having a successful date for once. 
 
    "Well, if you want," Simon trailed off and Eve looked up at him to find his gaze fixed on a point on the wall behind her. 
 
    "What the hell is that?" he asked squinting. 
 
    Eve turned and saw the subtle undulation of something white skipping across the bricks of the wall toward her. Her shoulders drooped. The stuff swooped around her and came to a stop at eye level on the wall before disappearing. 
 
    Eve's heart sank as chalk words bled up through the brick surface. 
 
    I'm calling in my favor, necromancer. 
 
    The words disappeared. 
 
    "Necromancer?" 
 
    Eve winced at the disgust in Simon's voice but she ignored him as more words popped up to replace the others. 
 
    Meet me at my place pronto. 
 
    Then the chalk dust burst out of the wall, into the air and dissipated along with any chance Eve's date would end well. 
 
    "You're a necromancer?" Simon asked in disbelief. 
 
    Eve slowly turned from the wall and grimaced. Simon looked frozen in horror at what the chalk words had revealed. Eve opened her mouth a couple of times but didn't know what to say to the look of revulsion on Simon's face. Part of her was angry at his reaction but the other part couldn't help understanding it. 
 
    Other diners had stopped what they were doing and Eve heard the whispered conversations increasing in volume near them as word spread of what had happened. 
 
    Eve quickly rooted around in her purse and produced a wad of cash. She put it on the table before standing up. Simon still couldn't seem to bring himself to do much other but stare at her in abject horror. 
 
    "Well, it was nice for a while," Eve said flatly before weaving her way to the door. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
    Exterior lights flooded the area surrounding the Magic District with cold light. Someone with a bit of business acumen had bought up a bunch of little buildings and somehow managed to smoosh them together into a Frankenstein of an indoor shopping center catering to the uninformed. 
 
    The District housed many stalls and shops - from a "witch" who made love talismans to a "troll" who got you the best deals on frog eyes - something for even the most discerning idiot of a human. 
 
    But if you knew where to look, you could get real magic inside. 
 
    Eve parked out in the boonies of the crowded parking lot. A nice spring evening found the District crammed to capacity as people tried to navigate the halls that had no particular rhyme or reason between shops. Most of the shops themselves only boasted enough room for two or three customers at a time so there were constant snarls in foot traffic as people went from oddity to oddity. 
 
    Eve resisted the urge to rub at her eye. She had left her contact in so she could blend in with the shoppers, but she grumbled under her breath when it made her almost miss the odd corner that housed Wist's shop. 
 
    Her gaze wanted to slide over the lines of the darkened corner. Eve had once asked Wist why she would want a hard to find shop in the middle of all the phonies. 
 
    Wist's response? The rent was cheap and if people took the trouble to find her here, then she could be certain she wasn't wasting her time helping them out. 
 
    Eve got out of the flow of traffic and darted into the corner. The brick wall had a single small window and a glass and wood door said Wist, Finder of Lost Things. Giant letters spelled out the words "Go Away" on the brick in bright red chalk. 
 
    Eve walked up to the glass door and knocked. She saw only darkness past the curtains in the window. She jumped and sprang back from the door when it opened and light flooded the dark alcove. Wist stood in all her disheveled glory, from her wild white hair to her mismatched peasant skirt and flannel short-sleeved shirt. 
 
    Wist stuck her head out and looked Eve up and down, narrowing her yellow eyes. 
 
    "Why are you dressed like that? And what did you do to your eye?" She stood aside as Eve entered then shut and locked the door. 
 
    "I was out on a date when you decided to blow my cover." Eve crossed her arms over her chest, trying to look put out. 
 
    Wist tsked. "It's not good to hide what you are. Nothing good ever comes from it." 
 
    "Yes, I'm aware, thank you." Eve looked around the shop and stopped when she spotted a large bird perched on one of the two worn chairs in the center of the room. It was black and white but the light caught the blue iridescence covering the wings and tail feathers. Eve recognized it as a magpie though it looked larger than any she had ever seen. 
 
    The rest of the room looked the same as ever. A coffee table sat between the two chairs facing one another and an old rug woven into a pattern that reminded Eve of the southwest hung on the wall. The only other thing in the room was a lamp standing in the corner. 
 
    Eve eyed the bird warily before she smoothed her dress and sat down in the chair closest to the door. It also happened to be the chair that didn't have a strange bird on it. 
 
    "Going to get some action tonight then?" Wist wagged her eyebrows at Eve. 
 
    Eve rolled her eyes. "Yeah, that will happen when I've got a druid staring down my date and a witch sending chalk dust after me." 
 
    "Your date sounds stupid. Who wouldn't want that excitement? Also why was a druid staring down your date?" 
 
    "It's a long story," Eve sighed. 
 
    "That's too bad. I don't have time for long stories tonight." Wist walked around the chair with the bird and picked something up out of the floor behind it. She came back around carrying a shoebox. She laid it on the coffee table between them before taking her seat. 
 
    Eve raised an eyebrow. "What's this?" 
 
    Wist heaved a sigh and poked the box with her finger. "It's the favor I'm calling in." From the tone she used it was clear she didn't want to call in the favor she'd earned helping Eve a couple of months prior. 
 
    The bird cawed making Eve jump before it hopped from its perch on the back of Wist's chair and landed gracelessly on the coffee table. 
 
    Eve froze as the bird peered at her with its glassy eyes. She reluctantly reached out and pulled the box closer and opened it up. She looked up at Wist. "It's a dead bird," she said flatly. 
 
    "Yep. What can you tell me?" 
 
    "What do you mean what can I tell you? It's a dead bird. D-E-A-D. Dead." 
 
    The bird pecked her hand. She shrieked and clutched her hand to herself, examining the small wound. "Your bird bit me!" 
 
    "Well, don't be a smart-ass. Also it's not my bird." Wist motioned to the box. "Can't you read it or do whatever it is you do with dead things?" 
 
    Eve opened her mouth then closed it before throwing her hands up in the air. "I've never tried before but I will go out on a limb and say no, I can't read the bird's memories. I mean, it doesn't have a soul in the sense humanoids have souls." 
 
    The bird interrupted by clicking its beak together menacingly. 
 
    Eve inched back a little further from the creature. "Why do you want the bird's memories, anyway?" 
 
    "I can't tell you and you won't find out anything else if you can't get the memories off of it." Wist pursed her lips and pointed at the box. "Now are you going to honor the favor or not, necromancer?" 
 
    Eve rubbed at her forehead to ease her headache. "Don't get worked up. Of course I'm going to honor the favor. I'm just letting you know I might not be of any use." 
 
    "I understand. Now make with the magic. Time is short." 
 
    Eve rooted around in her purse until she found a smaller pouch. She pulled a pocket knife out of it and felt around for the pillbox but thought better. If there was any chance this would work she would need fresh blood, and she wanted it to work for Wist's sake. 
 
    Eve pulled out a tiny bowl then made a small cut on the inside of her elbow letting the blood dribble into the bowl. She quickly cleaned and bandaged the area and deposited anything that had gotten her blood on it into her bag to dispose of properly. Blood drawn for a purpose would be reckless to leave lying around. 
 
    Eve looked at the dead bird. She wasn't sure how long it had been dead or the best place to get its blood. She hazarded a guess the neck was vascular like a human's. She glared at the very much alive bird staring her. "I need its blood, okay? So no biting." Gently pushing the tip of the blade in, Eve relaxed when it came away with just enough blood she could swish it around in the little bowl holding the drops of her own blood. 
 
    She spread the blood mixture between her fingertips and reached for the bird. The situation felt all wrong. There was no feeling of coldness. No overwhelming compulsion to touch the soul. 
 
    Eve closed her eyes and did her best to ignore the wrongness. She focused on letting the memories come to her. 
 
    She sat for a long time and giving up crossed her mind when a flicker began behind her eyelids. The memories came fast and in a jumble. Images twisted so quickly she didn't know if she could hold on. The images flashing past her made no sense and made her head hurt and her heart beat faster. Terror gripped her and she couldn't figure out if it belonged to her or the poor dead creature. 
 
    When she opened her eyes, she lay on the floor with Wist standing over her looking down. Eve blinked a couple of times and shuddered as nonsensical images flitted around her mind. 
 
    "Well, did it work?" 
 
    Eve tried hard to focus on Wist's words. She massaged her temples and swallowed against a faint nausea. "I think so," she drawled. "But there was such a disconnect between my brain and the bird's I can't tell you anything." Surprised that it worked at all, Eve wasn't in any hurry to repeat the process. 
 
    "Well poo." Wist reached down and with a strength that surprised Eve, helped pull her to her feet. Wist chewed on her lip while eyeing her up and down. 
 
    "Well, it's been fun." Wist pushed her toward the door. 
 
    "What are you doing?" Eve wiggled out of Wist's grasp and grabbed her purse from the floor. 
 
    "I told you I don't have time for chats or anything, and now I have more work to do. So out you go." Wist made to push her toward the door again. 
 
    "You could just tell me to leave. You don't have to shove me out." 
 
    Wist put her arms down and stopped advancing on her. She looked like she considered Eve's words, then nodded. "Okay. Get out." She smiled sweetly at Eve, who rolled her eyes but did as the witch told her. The bird cawed again but Eve couldn't tell if there was menace or relief in the sound. 
 
    As soon as she was over the threshold, darkness swallowed the odd corner as the door closed hard and the lock clicked into place. 
 
    Eve considered Wist the person a dear friend. But if she didn't have to deal with Wist the witch and her bird for a good long while she'd be very happy. 
 
    She checked her phone before moving into the hallway proper. She had a missed call and a voicemail from Gisela. 
 
    Eve hesitated before hitting the play button for the voicemail. Surely Simon hadn't found time to call Gisela and tell her how lousy the date had gone. She thought about the shock and disgust on his face after learning she was a necromancer and braced herself as she hit play. 
 
    Gisela's sweet voice filled her ear. "The evening was that much fun then? Given the volume of his inaccurate slurs towards you, I'll apologize now and offer to buy you lunch soon." 
 
    Relief flooded Eve even if she should have been irritated with Simon. Instead she felt happy to have a friend like Gisela to soften the blow of a crappy date. Besides, lunch with Gisela usually led to a day of shopping and general messing around and Eve needed a day like that and soon. Perhaps if she was feeling generous, in the morning she'd tell Gisela to include Wist in the lunch plans. 
 
    Her hand throbbed where the bird had bitten her. She would have to be feeling very generous in the morning to include Wist in anything in the near future. 
 
    Eve inhaled the sweet air once she made it out of the crowded shopping center and headed for her truck. She couldn't wait any longer and popped her contact out. Her headache lessened to nothing more than a dull ache. 
 
    Maybe she'd take advantage of the early night and stop off to pick up a pizza on the way home. Pizza and horrible B movies could make for an interesting evening. She might give Will a call. He seemed like he could do with a pizza-and-horrible-movie night too. 
 
    Eve reached her truck but heard the sing-song voices before she could unlock her door. She'd parked her truck beneath one of the big oaks growing near the edge of the parking lot. She looked toward the oak and even in the growing darkness she saw the pair of dryads standing there. She couldn't see their features but she felt their eyes on her. In fact, the two creatures stopped their chattering when she'd looked at them and dropped their voices to lyrical whispers that barely carried to her. 
 
    Maybe she wouldn't call Will. Eve got the feeling she'd had enough of druids and the supernatural for one evening. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
    Eve tried to run her hand through her tangled curls and forget about dreams in which bears chased her down. A rough night of sleep didn't bode well for the busy workday ahead of her. The list of clients the Agency had forwarded to her moments ago made her sigh - too much work and not enough coffee yet. She gave up on her hair and walked out of the bathroom. 
 
    A loud thud sounded near her bed then she saw Charon crossing the room toward her. 
 
    Eve would never have considered herself a cat person until several months ago when Charon, who for all the world looked like the fattest cat alive, revealed he wasn't really a cat at all but a Shade - a creature drawn to death and violence from a different realm of existence. Somehow his previous owner had domesticated him and had disguised him as a cat. 
 
    Most of the time he acted as a cat would, but Eve knew he had the ability to turn into a monstrous creature if the need arose. He had done so once and saved Eve's life. She'd done a few experiments after that event to test out just what the cat could do and had been pleased by the results. She decided she was a cat person after all. 
 
    Charon twitched his tail and gave a hissing mewl up at her. 
 
    "What's got you so pissy?" she mumbled. She side stepped the cat and froze as the wards surrounding her home let her know someone was near. Across the room in giant stark white letters the wall said Let me in. Eve made a face at the words as they disappeared. 
 
    She found Wist standing on her doorstep wearing the same clothes from the night before. The only difference in her appearance was a clear lack of sleep. 
 
    Join the club. 
 
    "To what do I owe the pleasure of such an early visit?" 
 
    Wist brushed her way inside and to the living room. "We have a proposition for you." 
 
    "We?" Eve asked closing the door. 
 
    Wist flopped down to lie on the couch, letting her feet hang over the edge of the arm. Charon jumped up onto the back of the couch and mewled down at the witch. 
 
    "Yep," Wist replied through a yawn. "But before I get into it will you let the bird in?" 
 
    "The bird?" Eve turned and sure enough a bird perched on the railing of her balcony. It looked like the same bird from last night. "Why didn't you bring it up with you?" 
 
    "Doesn't like elevators." 
 
    Eve looked at the back of the couch. "Wist if that bird bites me again I will punch you in the boob." 
 
    An exasperated sound came from the direction of her couch. "Don't do anything to piss her off and she won't bite you. But I'd start with letting her in." 
 
    If Eve had been holding anything she would have chucked it at the witch. Instead she went to open the balcony door. She thought better of it before she actually opened the door and snatched a pot lid out of the drying rack on the kitchen counter. 
 
    Properly armed, she opened the door and jumped back as the bird launched itself inside and skidded on the sealed concrete floor. Charon hissed and darted off the couch. He waddled over to an armchair and shoved himself underneath. 
 
    "Okay, the bird's in. Now what's your proposition?" 
 
    Wist gave another theatrically large yawn before propping herself up to stare at the bird. "You tell her Coraline." 
 
    The bird cawed once before it twisted and Eve had a naked woman standing in the middle of her kitchen. The woman's dark skin contained colorless patches that reminded Eve of the pattern of the bird's coloring. She stood stooped and duck footed with her arms away from her body. The woman looked around the room with her eyes squinted and her face screwed up in a grimace. 
 
    "Flesh is so uncomfortable. Why could you not speak to her for us?" The coarse, halting nature of the woman's voice hurt Eve's ears. 
 
    "Witches can be shifters?" Eve asked incredulously as she looked at the woman named Coraline in wonder. She hadn't known anyone other than the druids had the ability to change their shape. 
 
    Coraline turned her attention to Eve and exactly like a bird would, she cocked her head to one side and peered at her from one eye. "I suppose it is good that humans have become stupid." 
 
    "Excuse me?" 
 
    "Don't get huffy Eve. She meant ignorant, not stupid." Wist righted herself on the couch and turned, watching the pair of them closely. 
 
    Coraline make a clicking sound with her tongue before saying, "I meant the word I chose." 
 
    "Oh, well, never mind then," Wist said before laying back down, seemingly bored with the whole conversation already. 
 
    "All right, so you insult me but want to proposition me. Makes sense," Eve said rolling her eyes. 
 
    Coraline gnashed her teeth at Eve and took an awkward step closer to her. "Maybe the dreamers were wrong. Maybe we don't need the stupid human." 
 
    "They've been wrong on the when and why before, but rarely the what." Wist called from her position on the couch. 
 
    "Are either of you going to talk in a way that will make any sense to me?" 
 
    Coraline thrust her hands towards Eve and looked at the back of the couch. "See. Stupid." 
 
    "Okay." Eve threw her hand and the pot lid up as she walked to the balcony door and opened it. "I had a crappy night last night, and this day looks like it will be much of the same. So if you plan on standing there and insulting me because I'm not in on whatever it is you're talking about, you can leave." 
 
    Coraline made an ugly face and swayed from foot to foot not budging from her spot. Eve tightened her grip on the pot lid because she wasn't sure being human made the woman any less likely to bite. 
 
    "You should probably apologize to the necromancer," Wist called. "She's not particularly stupid. Just not informed which is the way we like it." 
 
    Coraline made the odd clicking sound with her tongue again. "Sorry." 
 
    Eve hadn't heard anyone sound less sorry than Coraline but decided it was probably the best she would get. She sighed. 
 
    "All right. Now what do you want from me?" 
 
    Coraline took a shuddering breath and said, "You can see what happened to our birds. But you're too stu-," she stopped herself and seemed to search for her words. "You're too uninformed to be of use to us." 
 
    Coraline looked back at Wist and the other witch gave her a thumbs up. Eve got the horrible impression Wist might be one of the more normal witches. The thought frightened her. 
 
    "So, we have decided that it would be okay to share with you." 
 
    "Who is the we and share what with me?" 
 
    Coraline pounded her bare foot on the ground and looked irritated. "We," she made a violent motion with her hands indicating nothing really, "will share our information with you. Do you accept?" 
 
    "Wist?" Eve asked, uncertain. 
 
    Wist shook her head slowly. "I can't help you decide." 
 
    "You're just sharing information?" Eve tried to reason through her wording but it sounded like an airtight question to her with no way for the witch to work her way around it. 
 
    Coraline bobbed her head but Eve said, "I need you to say yes or no. A nod doesn't necessarily translate to an affirmative where witches are concerned." 
 
    Coraline smiled slyly. "Maybe you aren't so uninformed as we thought. Yes, it is information we share with you." 
 
    "Fine. Share away." 
 
    Coraline walked jerkily forward and reached up. She scratched at the back of her head and when her hand came away, she held an iridescent blue feather. "Hold this." 
 
    Eve gave her a skeptical look but took the feather. A sweet, coppery smell filled her nose. She realized she'd made a mistake because when she tried to drop the feather she found she couldn't move or talk. 
 
    In a low voice, Coraline began, "You have accepted our offer of knowledge. That which we share ensnares you. Our words and our actions bind you to complete our task. This you have accepted of your own free will." 
 
    Eve's skin felt electric. The corner of Coraline's mouth quirked up and if Eve could have punched the woman, she would have. 
 
    Coraline bit her own lip savagely until blood dribbled down her chin. She stood on her tiptoes and pressed her lips to Eve's forehead. "I give you the knowledge." She kissed by the outer corners of both of Eve's eyes. "I give you the sight." Next she tucked Eve's hair behind her ears before kissing both and saying, "I give you the understanding." Last she leaned in and kissed Eve on the mouth. "I give you the song." 
 
    Eve's throat burned and ached to the point her eyes watered. 
 
    Coraline took two steps back from her and said, "With our blessing of knowledge comes the price you must pay. Find what stalks us and drives us away. Find what breaks our bodies so easily. None of what I have shared with you may you speak with voice or write out with hand to any but myself or sister Wist." She walked to the balcony door and opened it. 
 
    "They will come to you soon necromancer but I am tired now. I must have the wind at my back for a while." She twisted back into a bird. With a warble much louder than the bird should have been able to make the spell holding Eve broke, once again filling the air with the sweet metallic scent. 
 
    The bird launched itself into the air and took flight. 
 
    Eve lowered herself to the ground before her knees buckled. She snarled at Wist watching her over the back of the couch. "What the hell was that?" 
 
    "Look don't start with-" 
 
    "Don't start? She Jinxed me Wist! I thought we might be good enough friends you'd tell me if I was about to be tricked." 
 
    "If you'll shut up I can explain." 
 
    "Fine. Try to explain how the hell you can come into my home and think everything will be roses and sunshine when you and your friend screw me over." Eve turned herself so Wist couldn't see the angry tears that welled up in her eyes. She had thought Wist was her friend. 
 
    "I don't play around with Jinxes, Eve." 
 
    Eve turned slowly back to Wist. Bitterness and heartbreak filled Wist's voice, two things Eve had never heard from the woman. 
 
    "Explain then," she said. 
 
    Wist sighed. "I'm very good at not getting myself caught up in a Jinx. I learned a long time ago how horrible they can be." The devastation in her voice of whatever memory played through her head made Eve pause. "Catching me in a Jinx isn't an easy thing to do. But that's neither here nor there. She tricked me into being bound to come with her to get you to listen and not to say anything about what we came for. Not even a warning to you if you didn't catch all her wordplay. I swear I tried to find a way to keep you from getting jinxed. I swear to you all of this is true." 
 
    Wist offering a swear up meant she must feel really awful about the whole encounter. 
 
    "I accept your apology, Witch." Eve, sure that her legs would hold her again, stood. "Now, just what the hell did she want me to do exactly and what on earth was she? I didn't know witches could shift." 
 
    Wist shrugged and yawned again. "They can't usually. Coraline is special. She's a harpy." 
 
    Eve ran a hand over her face before she went into the kitchen and dug through her refrigerator until she uncovered the last bottle of iced coffee. She took it to Wist. 
 
    "Here, drink this so you can stay awake long enough to tell me what I need to know." 
 
    Wist saluted her with the bottle before she chugged it. When she finished, she made a face. "That's disgustingly sweet." 
 
    "So Coraline is a harpy? Aren't those the bird women that went after Jason and his argonauts?" 
 
    Wist rolled her eyes. "No. Those harpies aren't real and belong to mythology. When I say Coraline is a harpy, I mean she's a witch who can turn into a bird. There used to be more of us who could do it but the druids took care of that over the years." Almost as an afterthought she added, "They couldn't be happy until they were the only ones with an animal to call. As it is now, witches and birds still get along swimmingly." 
 
    "Are you a harpy?" 
 
    Wist shook her head. "There are only about five of them known. If there are more, they keep themselves hidden. We don't like to advertise that one lives in the city either. She isn't bound to any of the Mothers here but comes and goes between the covens as she pleases. None of the Mothers mind since she's so rare - as long as she doesn't get involved with any feuding that might go on." 
 
    Eve only had a vague idea of what Mothers and covens did. She'd tried to ask Wist to explain it to her all before but she had gotten little in the way of an answer. 
 
    "Okay, so what did I so graciously agree to do by not being able to talk or move?" 
 
    "Coraline's birds aren't acting right. They aren't answering her calls like they normally would and yesterday Coraline lost touch with one of her familiars. When she went looking for it she found that something had killed it. It's the third bird we consider ours found dead." 
 
    "Birds die all the time. Probably. Why is this one any different?" 
 
    Wist tapped the glass bottle with her nails. "This one was a familiar so it would have certain protections against some idiot going after birds because they're bored. Anyway, the bird alerted Coraline that something wasn't right, and she sent it to investigate. When it didn't come back, she went looking for it and she found it dead. She wasn't happy, and she feels pretty bad about one of her friends dying so I can kind of see why she resorted to tricking us to help her." 
 
    "What does she expect me to do though? I'm not a witch." 
 
    "You aren't but Coraline has seen to it you can work some of her magic. And you can see what the dead have seen and now that Coraline has fixed you, you should be able to see what our feathered friends saw before they died as well. And maybe, just maybe, you'll be in a better position to hear if the druids find something." 
 
    "Oh yeah, Coraline really made sure of that seeing as I can't talk to anyone." 
 
    "That doesn't mean you can't listen, does it?" 
 
    "Fine, I'll listen and I'll poke any suspicious dead birds I come across. Happy?" 
 
    "Yep!" Wist hopped up off the couch. "Now if you'll excuse me, my bed is calling me." 
 
    "Wait. What happens if I don't figure out what's going on?" 
 
    Wist shrugged. "Coraline swore to me you wouldn't die if you didn't figure it out. But if I were you I'd try to find a solution." 
 
    Eve walked Wist out and locked the door behind her, vowing not to open it for any magic users for the rest of the week. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
    Eve rolled her neck to release some tension. The man sitting in front of her had eyes red from crying and looked very nervous about sitting in her office. She tried very hard to focus on what the man was saying but she knew she hadn't caught most of it. She thought she'd nodded and given uh-huhs in the right places when he paused, but she wasn't entirely sure. 
 
    Her skin tingled and felt too tight. The sensation made her want to jump up out of her chair and pace around the room. It made her want to scold the man for wanting her to find out if his newly deceased wife had had a lover. Why did he need to know? 
 
    Unable to pretend interest any longer she interrupted the man. "I'm sorry but I don't think I can help you. I-" she couldn't remember what she'd wanted to say. Instead, she stood up and walked to the door of her office, opening it for the man. 
 
    "But-," the man said. 
 
    Eve cut him off. "No. I'm sorry but I won't do it." She pointed out the door and gave the man little chance to argue. He scowled at her as he passed through the door but it didn't bother Eve at all - she barely noticed. 
 
    As soon as the man was out the door, Eve promptly called the front desk to let them know she wouldn't be seeing anyone else for the day. 
 
    She had to get out of the building, damn it. The longer she stayed inside, the stronger the tingling sensation became. 
 
    When she made it to the parking lot in back, she groaned in frustration. Fresh air and movement had done nothing to stop the tingling sensation plaguing her but at least she didn't feel so trapped. She climbed up into her truck and slammed the door shut. 
 
    The after work rush had finished a while ago and Eve easily pulled into the light traffic on the street. She drove a few blocks and realized she remembered nothing about the drive except the fact her chest was tight and her skin tingled the more she drove. 
 
    The world tilted beneath her and she braked hard. When it felt like the world had righted itself, she did her best to pull into the loading area to her right. She rested her forehead on the steering wheel and closed her eyes, taking deep breaths.  
 
    What was going on? 
 
    She tried to get her phone out of her bag but she couldn't remember how to make a call. Her hands shook, and she shoved the phone back into the bag. 
 
    Maybe it's just magic fatigue. It can do interesting things. But she knew she hadn't done enough magic recently to warrant fatigue. She took several more deep breaths. 
 
    When the truck didn't feel like it rocked under her anymore, she opened her eyes. A ten minute drive loomed between her and home. If she made it there, she would go to sleep and see if that helped. 
 
    She rolled her window down to breathe in fresh air, then put the truck into drive. As it rolled forward the world rocked again. The tingling on her skin turned to a burning as she threw the truck back into park. 
 
    "Not that way." 
 
    Eve jumped and looked toward the source of the voice but the world spun too fast. She tilted down to a laying position across the front seat and swallowed hard against the flips her stomach was doing. She cracked an eye open to test if she could push up and when she did, she found a bird - a magpie - sitting on her side-view mirror watching her with one of its cold eyes. 
 
    The bird's beak opened. "Not that way." 
 
    Eve whispered, "Did you say that?" Immediately the tingling lightened. 
 
    The bird bobbed its head. "You're going the wrong way. Don't be stupid. Follow it." 
 
    Eve's mouth dropped open as the bird launched itself skyward leaving her staring at the spot it had perched in. The words of Coraline's Jinx rang in her ears. 
 
    "Follow what?" Eve shouted after it. She rubbed at her arms as the tingling lessened. She took advantage of the relief from the tingling and dizziness and put her truck into drive. She hadn't moved far when the tingling increased to a burning again. 
 
    "Well damn." She turned to look up in the direction the bird had flown in and the tingling lessened again. She got out of the truck and took a step in the same direction as the bird and the sensation lessened even more. "Double damn." 
 
    She didn't like being a divining rod for Coraline's Jinx but she liked the tingling and uneasiness that came with it even less. 
 
    She climbed back into the truck and made a u-turn to go the opposite direction of home. No dizziness plagued her this time, and the tingling didn't return to a burning. 
 
    She floundered for twenty minutes trying to divine what the tingling wanted her to do before she realized it wasn't much different from the feeling of cold that came over her when the dead were near. After that realization, following the invisible trail became easier - but still difficult. 
 
    Whatever the Jinx wanted to show her covered a much larger area than what her magic normally would have dealt with. Driving rarely factored into finding a body and unlike tracking with necromancy, the Jinx didn't care for her trying to find alternate routes around buildings and physical obstacles. 
 
    The path she took wound in a pattern she couldn't discern, and she often circled the same block before she found a side street that felt right. 
 
    She finally pulled out onto a street that ran parallel to the Mississippi. She drove past a garden near the base of the Arch and the tingling turned into a pulse of pain as she slammed on her brakes causing the person driving behind her to lay on his horn. 
 
    She parked as fast as she could and somehow managed not to cause any accidents. As she sat in the truck with her heart pounding, the tingling and pain disappeared. She looked across the street at the garden. As she did so, it felt like electricity ran over her skin and she frowned. What the hell did the Jinx want her to do? 
 
    She got out of the truck and dashed across the street. 
 
    Eve always thought the term garden was misleading. The thick grove of trees looked ancient and made her think of stories about little girls going into old forests and losing their way. The garden wasn't a large one, more of a reminder of the beauty of nature. The druids handled the upkeep of the parks like this and it showed - it looked more fairytale than reality. The trees were too lush and green for the time of year. Greenery and flowers clogged the underbrush and appeared too beautiful to be real. 
 
    The sun lit up the sky but past the entrance path into the trees the park had a glow to itself so that even under the dense tree cover you were never in darkness. That's what separated these trees from the ones in the cautionary stories, Eve reminded herself. The trees in the stories were always dark and forbidding, not warm and welcoming. 
 
    She stepped just inside the garden entrance and a flash of fear and warning settled over her. 
 
    "Clever human." 
 
    Eve recognized the scratchy voice of the bird that had talked to her earlier. Above her, branches shook and several birds launched themselves skyward. With them went the feeling of fear and dread. 
 
    She spotted the magpie from earlier.  It looked much smaller than Coraline had been as a magpie but Eve didn't trust it wasn't a harpy. The bird glided down and Eve tensed as it landed on her shoulder. It's talons dug into her flesh. 
 
    The bird opened its beak and let a song flow out. The words in the song flitted around Eve. "I will go with you. You are clever but not that clever." 
 
    She eyed the bird. "Are you a Harpy?" 
 
    The bird nipped her ear lightly, not enough to damage it but enough to let her know it didn't appreciate her question. 
 
    Eve jerked her head away and scowled. "Okay, not a Harpy then. So what am I looking for in here?" 
 
    The bird responded by digging its talons deeper into her shoulder and trilling in the garden path's direction. 
 
    Eve sighed and stepped onto the path, the sound of the world closing off behind her as she went. She walked slowly and waited for tingling or pain to warn her if she went the wrong way but the Jinx remained eerily quiet. And so was the garden. The only sound was the soft strike of her shoes on the packed dirt pathway. 
 
    The garden was close to the base of the Arch and Eve had expected to run into someone. But no one roamed the beautiful footpaths. 
 
    The quiet unsettled her, and she jumped when the magpie began a soft song. It sounded haunting and alien as it echoed around the trees and it made her more uneasy than the silence had. 
 
    "That's a beautiful song but could you stop? I won't be able to hear anyone if they approach." 
 
    The magpie stopped its song but dug its talons in even deeper and hunkered down lower on her shoulder. 
 
    She took a turn on the path and froze. Up ahead, a bush dotted with tiny white buds trembled like something had just entered it. Eve dug out her pocket knife and quietly pulled the blade out. Only a small nick in her skin, just enough to draw blood, would be all she needed to call Charon to her. Calling on him used her own magic, but it wasn't usually a big deal if he was nearby. She reasoned her home wasn't too far away that it would make much difference. 
 
    She crouched down while trying to hold the little knife and balance with the bird on her shoulder. 
 
    As she crept closer to the underbrush, a growling made the hairs on the back of her neck stand up. Two chocolate eyes peered at her from the bush as a wolf came out and onto the garden path. 
 
    The deep rumbling growl coming from it sounded threatening and low, but Eve would recognize the massive wolf anywhere. 
 
    She relaxed and stood. "Jeez Ben, you scared me. Don't worry about the bird. It's friendly. I think." 
 
    Ben snapped at her with a growling bark. 
 
    Eve jumped back and barely kept her footing. The bird sprang off her shoulder and took flight. Ben didn't continue to advance but the rumbling continue in his chest. 
 
    "What the hell, Ben? Why are you being so salty?" 
 
    He responded with another lunge and crashed into her, sending her skidding roughly down the path. 
 
    The wolf sprang away but bared his teeth and advanced on her. 
 
    "What the fuck, Ben?" Eve was used to Ben acting peculiar, but this was going too far. She scrambled up to a standing position and backed up, moving back to the entrance of the park while keeping Ben's wolf in her sight. 
 
    When the entrance was just at her back, Ben cocked his head toward something off to his left she couldn't see. He flattened his ears before turning back to her and giving a whine. 
 
    "What is it?" she asked. 
 
    In answer, he ran at her again but this time his body twisted into his preferred form, a bear, and he threw his shoulder into her. The force of the hit took her breath away, and she landed hard on her back with the bear standing over her. Ben emitted another chest rumbling whine before he bolted back into the garden and out of sight. 
 
    Eve shoved up off the ground. Whatever the reasons for his actions, Ben's message had been clear enough: Go, you shouldn't be here now. 
 
    Druid business would explain why she hadn't run into anyone else in the park on such a nice day.  But no Druid's Briar blocked the entrance to the park, which confused her. If the druids were conducting business in the park and wanted no interference surely they would have called up briar to block the way? 
 
    Eve walked back to her truck in stunned silence, halfway hoping the bird would be there to explain what had happened but she had no such luck. The Jinx remained silent as she climbed back into her truck. 
 
    Maybe Ben had scared off what she was looking for. She'd have to give the old bear a call in a few hours and see just what the hell was going on. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
    Eve pulled into the underground garage of her building, passing only a couple of expensive-looking cars. Most of her neighbors seemed to still be gone for the day. She took the corner leading to her spot and her heart sank. One of the Silent Ones, the druids that acted as the guard for the Archdruid, waited for her at her parking spot. He wore intricate and impeccable white armor. The light leather gleamed a soft orange under the florescent lighting of the garage. 
 
    Eve's heart sank further as she spotted Charon twining himself round the Silent One's legs. Why the hell had he come down to the garage? She hurried to park and got out of the truck. As she approached the druid, the smooth mask of his armor gave her no sign of what he thought about her cat rubbing against him and giving him rasping meows. 
 
    "Charon," Eve hissed. The cat ignored her call and pawed at the guard's leg. 
 
    Luckily, the guard ignored the cat and gave her a short bow before pointing back toward the entrance of the garage. The guard side stepped Charon and Eve had no choice but to follow. 
 
    As he passed, Eve grabbed at Charon but he slipped through her hands and continued to follow the Silent One, giving plaintive meows. 
 
    A black car with tinted windows waited in front of her building. The guard opened the back door for her and Eve reluctantly got in. She froze when she saw the Archdruid sitting in the vehicle waiting for her - and he wasn't Eli. 
 
    Josiah sat in the back seat staring at her. He looked mostly the same as ever. His cream colored robes looked pristine with finely stitched runes dotting the material. He usually acted as the Envoy for the Archdruid but now he sat with the horned crown of the Archdruid resting firmly on top of his long dreads. He hadn't been wearing it when she'd seen him last. 
 
    "Eli's gone?" Eve didn't try to hide the excitement and shock in her voice as the guard closed the door behind her. 
 
    Josiah sighed, sounding exasperated. "Yes and no. He's been called away for an indeterminate amount of time. I've agreed to take over his duties until he returns." 
 
    Now this was exciting news. Eve felt like someone had lifted a weight from the city and she breathed a little easier. She pointed at the crown. "You weren't wearing that yesterday." 
 
    Josiah gave her an annoyed look. "I was looking at a dead body, not visiting an outpost or consorting with dignitaries." 
 
    "I didn't know I warranted the crown," Eve said, smirking. "Unless you're just showing off." 
 
    Josiah preened. "I am." 
 
    Eve eyed him for a moment then said, "It suits you, you know. I can't say I'm surprised Eli passed the torch to you, if only for a little while." 
 
    Josiah stared at her. "That's probably the nicest thing you've ever said to me. I have to admit, it makes me uncomfortable." 
 
    Eve studied him then gave him her sweetest smile. "Well, if it makes you feel better, the crown makes your head look fat." 
 
    Josiah snorted then asked, "Aren't you going to ask why I'm picking you up?" He sounded irritated to Eve, but she didn't care. He could tell her pretty much anything he wanted and it wouldn't ruin her mood. Josiah at his worst wasn't half as bad as Eli and, as far as she knew, Josiah didn't have a particular desire for her downfall. 
 
    "Why are you picking me up Josiah?" She'd almost called him Archdruid. Almost. 
 
    He scowled at her but said, "Harlen is at his limit and we have need of a necromancer. One I can trust to be discreet and keep her mouth shut." 
 
    "Why didn't Harlen call me like he normally does, or the Agency?" 
 
    Josiah eyed her before responding. "Harlen didn't have the authority to allow your help this time. And for all intents and purposes I should not involve you. But we don't have the time to wait for the Speaker to recover. Time is important in this matter." His voice sounded heavy and Eve wondered if she was willing to press for more information but before she had the chance Josiah said, "No more talk until we get to Underhill." 
 
    Underhill? Eve's heart thudding quickly in her chest. Until a few months ago, Eli had banned her from any part of Sanctuary. They had recently granted her access to Topside, the public part of the Druids' Sanctuary. But Underhill? The place the real work and dealings of the druids happened remained out of her reach, just as it was out of the reach for most who weren't initiated into the druid brotherhood. The only difference being she had called Underhill her home until the age of twenty-one. 
 
    The drive to Sanctuary passed by too fast for Eve and when the car pulled into a stall in the garage-like building on Topside her stomach clenched. A bay door closed behind them and two lights set into the wall in front of them flashed yellow before they switched to a solid green. A mechanical humming sound came from all around her and they descended in the huge elevator. 
 
    Eve's hand tightened on her door handle the further down they went and she tried to make her face calm. It didn't feel like coming home, nor had she expected the sudden invitation to feel that way. But it felt good. She'd shed a few tears after her first trip to Topside those months ago but she didn't want to think about that or she might cry now. 
 
    She jumped when a hand closed on hers. She'd been so focused on looking out the front window so she wouldn't miss her first view of Underhill, even if it was just the parking garage, she hadn't noticed Josiah move to take her hand. He hadn't moved in any other way. He still sat staring out his window looking bored and Eve decided she was glad he was the one chosen to replace the Archdruid. She gave the fingers of his gloved hand a squeeze before going back to the mutual ignoring they were engaged in and watched out the window. 
 
    The humming stopped and so did the movement of the walls around the vehicle. Another bay door in front of the car lifted, and the guard pulled forward into the garage. Hundreds of bays lined the sides of the garage, holding official vehicles and personal vehicles alike. 
 
    Josiah let go of her hand and thrust something into her lap. Eve held it up and saw that it was a cloak. "I may act as the Archdruid but Eli will hear if I circumvent his wishes." 
 
    Eve glanced at the driver then at Josiah. 
 
    "He's safe," Josiah said in answer to her unasked question. 
 
    Eve slid the cloak around her shoulders and pulled the hood up so it obscured her face. 
 
    "We aren't going far. In fact I'm only taking you to a holding area just past the garage." 
 
    The driver pulled into a spot near the entrance to Underhill proper and cut the engine. Eve double checked her hood and got out, pulling the cloak around her and following Josiah, his guard close at her back. 
 
    Her stomach did all sorts of interesting flips and flops as she walked through the security door flanked by more guards and into the hallway beyond. It looked more utilitarian than the ones she knew ran through the rest of Sanctuary, but it was still Sanctuary. 
 
    Harsh lights buzzed above them making the hallway seem much colder and devoid of the magic coursing untamed somewhere beyond it. Eve's skin still buzzed with the energy of it - until they took a corner. 
 
    Bitter cold hit her before it started creeping under her skin called by the magic innate to her. The shivers it caused had nothing to do with the cold and everything to do with the excitement and pleasure of the call of her magic. Only her training helped her tamp down the thrill. The thrill would later turn into disgust once she put enough space between herself and the soul of the dead. She focused on the pain and sorrow that accompanied death to help her forget the pleasure. 
 
    An excited trill echoed throughout the hallway and Cinder, Josiah's dryad familiar, rushed to greet them. She spoke in her quick sing-song voice in a language Eve didn't understand, but whatever she said made Josiah frown. She slipped around Josiah and gave Eve a sad-looking smile before falling in step beside her. 
 
    Josiah stopped before double doors set into the wall and placed his hand onto a rune painted next to them. An audible click echoed in the sterile hall and the doors swung inward. 
 
    The room beyond looked bare and utilitarian like the hallway. A tall metal table stood in the middle of the room and on it laid the body of a druid. The body was naked from the waist up. Eve stared at the deep slashes from claw marks running across the chest. The throat had ragged-looking wounds from whatever had torn it out. 
 
    Harlen stood behind the table and he looked exhausted. The austere overhead lighting made the dark shadows under his eyes look even worse. Something in Eve's stomach twisted and she couldn't help thinking that he didn't have much longer to work like this. His time working as Speaker was coming down to months, if not weeks. Harlen perked up as she walked through the door but didn't say anything. 
 
    Will stood in one corner of the room and kept his eyes downcast. His haggard appearance worried Eve even more than Harlen's until she saw Enforcer Shaw close to the table. Whatever was going on between the men obviously wasn't finished. 
 
    Once the door shut, Eve pushed the hood of her borrowed cloak down. 
 
    Josiah walked toward the body and motioned to it. "I need you to confirm his last moments through memory and give us visual confirmation. We have the scents we need." 
 
    The air of the room chafed at Eve uncomfortably. Will caught her eye before he turned violently away and paced in the corner furthest from Shaw. 
 
    She didn't understand what Will had been trying to convey with his look. It almost felt like a warning but it was so fast she wasn't sure. She didn't recognize the man on the table, but then again there were a lot of druids. 
 
    The tools she needed were already laid out on a small tray for her so she got to work. It was the same process for the druid as it had been for the bird, but it felt more natural. She didn't have to force her magic to do anything for her. It simply did what she needed. 
 
    The memories of the druid started off frantic. She saw everything from the man's perspective so it was as if she herself was running down the middle of a street. The entire memory had an odd glow making it difficult to tell the time of day. She realized the druid must have a rune that gave him night vision. The buildings they ran past were an industrial type and looked a little run down. The scents in the memory were too many for her to pick them out with her untrained nose. 
 
    Dead vines covered a chain-link fence looming out of the semi darkness and with a simple jump her memory self went up and over the fence with ease. 
 
    The druid in the memory looked over his shoulder but she didn't see whatever chased him. Eve made a note of the piles of rubble around her and the weeds poking out of the concrete all around as they ran. 
 
    A terrifying roar cut through the night and the man darted to the left. Something hit them in the side and stars exploded in Eve's eyes in the memory. 
 
    The concrete and rubble pieces on the ground bit and tore into the man's flesh, but the pain didn't compare to the raking of claws along the man's torso. Eve's mouth opened as she and the man twisted and screamed until they lay on their back facing the creature on top. A huge black bear held its maw open just above them as it gave another blood curdling roar, flinging drool and hot spittle all over. 
 
    Eve screamed as the bear dove its head down at her and she pulled herself out of the memory before the bear completed its deathblow. 
 
    She felt arms go around her as she shoved away from the corpse on the table. She struggled and her breath came ragged. Her skin burned where the bear had inflicted wounds in the memory. 
 
    She tried to break free of the arms restraining her and bit back a scream that kept wanting to work its way out of her mouth. 
 
    The arms release her and she realized Harlen had been trying to soothe her. She tried to hold back the tears that welled up in her eyes. 
 
    "Ben?" The name came out a harsh whisper as the full gravity of what she'd just seen hit her. An odd numbness settled over her even as her magic hummed with the excitement of death so near. A death caused by Ben. 
 
    Harlen nodded. 
 
    "He's gone feral," she whispered. 
 
    It wasn't a question. She'd seen the memory. All druids had the Wild in them but some more than others. Ben had always worn his Wild closer to the surface than most and gave in to it easily. She didn't understand how it happened, but occasionally a druid lost control of the Wild and the man would lose himself. On those occasions the magic distorted and twisted the Wild into something terrible and bloodthirsty. 
 
    An odd growling whine came from Will's direction and Eve couldn't bring herself to look at him because the sound so perfectly summed up the way she felt. 
 
    "You knew it would be him, Willy. Suck it up." 
 
    Eve looked in horror at Shaw, knowing the reason for his presence. 
 
    "Ben wouldn't. You can't," Eve's words faltered. 
 
    Shaw grinned, showing her sharp teeth. "I beg your pardon?" He stalked closer to her and pointed at the table. "What about the dead man there, huh? I shouldn't hunt the man that slaughtered him for no reason?" 
 
    "You can't kill him." The words were out of her mouth before she could stop them. 
 
    Shaw's smile turned ugly. "And who are you, woman, to be telling an Enforcer what to do?" 
 
    "Eve," Josiah breathed a warning. 
 
    Eve saw Cinder take a step forward from the corner of her eye, like she would come between them. 
 
    "Enough." 
 
    Eve spun and watched as the Silent One who had escorted them pulled his mask away to reveal James underneath. "Ben is dear to her. I wouldn't expect her to accept the fate assigned to him any easier than William or the Speaker." 
 
    Eve turned to watch what the effect James's words had on Shaw. Gone were the bared teeth and any aggression that had been there. Instead he seemed to consider James with a mild curiosity. 
 
    "I'm sorry, child. It happens rarely but the outcome can't be helped." Harlen whispered beside her. She thought he sounded a little lost. 
 
    Eve shook her head. "But I saw him. Right before Josiah picked me up." 
 
    "What?" James asked sounding surprised. 
 
    "Where?" Will asked coming toward her. 
 
    "At the park, near the Arch. I ran into him while I was walking on the path. He acted weird, but that was it." 
 
    Shaw sprinted for the door. "I'll check it out, Jamie. I'll let you know if you're needed." 
 
    Will moved like he would follow the other man but Josiah held a hand up. "You're needed here, Will." 
 
    Will clenched his fists and opened his mouth like he wanted to argue, but he held his tongue. He stood close enough to Eve that she reached out and laid her hand on his arm. The desperation in his eyes was hard to look at. 
 
    "Josiah, let me help," Eve pleaded. 
 
    Josiah shook his head. "I can't let you do any more than this." He raised his hand and his voice when Eve opened her mouth to argue. "That is my final word on the subject." 
 
    Harlen squeezed her shoulder. "What will be, will be, Eve. I'm sorry you had to see what you did, but I thank you." 
 
    "Sanctuary thanks you for your efforts, Eve," Josiah said. "Brother James, please escort her back home." 
 
    Eve gave one last glance around the room. Harlen gave her a grim, humorless smile and Will had turned his back to them, hands clenched at his sides. Eve tried to think of something to say to them but there was nothing she could say. 
 
    She pulled her hood up and followed James out of the room. He'd replaced the mask and gone back to playing one of the Silent Ones. She followed him back to the garage and waited as he opened the back door of the car for her. 
 
    They drove in silence to the elevator and through the grounds of Topside. When they were about a block from Sanctuary, Eve took her belt off. She scooted forward in her seat so she might hear James better if he answered any of the questions she asked. 
 
    "There's no other way?" A foolish question but she needed to hear the answer, anyway. 
 
    James reached up and took off the mask again and caught her eyes in the rearview mirror. "There is nothing we can do to save him now. Feral isn't an automatic death sentence if it is caught in time, but Ben has killed. He's crossed the point of no return." 
 
    Eve chewed on his response. "Shaw will be the one to do it?" she asked quietly. 
 
    James's eyes caught hers in the rearview mirror. "No. It is my duty," he responded just as quietly. 
 
    "I'm sorry." 
 
    James took his eyes off the road just long enough to glance at her. "I am too." 
 
    "But why is Shaw here?" 
 
    He remained silent so long she thought he wouldn't answer. Finally he asked, "What do you know about the shifters' power dynamics?" 
 
    The question caught her off guard. "Not much," she admitted. Then she added, "It has to do with their magic but not necessarily how physically powerful their magic appears." 
 
    "That's a basic view of it but accurate enough." She caught the corner of his mouth quirk up in the mirror and it silenced any protest she might have had about him calling her explanation basic. 
 
    "The Wild can be very hard to control. For some it is a constant struggle. But some druids are good at controlling it. So good they can control the Wild of those around them including those who can't do it for themselves." 
 
    "So all the Shifters with any position of power can control the Wild in others?" 
 
    "Yes. Ben was one of those people. When Ben went feral, it was sudden and unexpected. He had shown none of the warning signs. He controlled many of the shifters and even the ones who didn't particularly need his help were still influenced by him." 
 
    "It was bad?" Eve asked when he didn't elaborate. 
 
    He nodded. "Normally when power changes hands it is a gradual shift but there was no time. Brother William took up the slack in the chain caused by Ben's departure. The weight of all those druids can smother you and it was a herculean task for William to do it properly and with no notice. There was a chance he would have gone Feral himself." 
 
    "Why was Shaw digging at him so hard then?" she asked sharply. She climbed over the front seat, her anger moving on to fury at the other Enforcer. Will had saved countless druids from the same fate as Ben, risking himself in the process. 
 
    James exhaled slowly. "You saw William for yourself. He was having trouble holding onto himself. One of Shaw's duties here is to ensure William is up to shouldering his new responsibilities." 
 
    "Sounds stupid. Oh hi! I know you're having a hard time let me make it harder and see how fast you break." She shoved back into the seat and scowled. 
 
    James made a sound that might have been a chuckle but may just as easily have been a sound of irritation. Eve wasn't sure. 
 
    "More importantly," he drawled, "Shaw isn't under the influence of anyone here. That is his specialty. He roams and goes where he is needed. For now we need him here." 
 
    "Are you under anyone's influence here?" 
 
    They pulled to a stop and Eve looked out at her building. 
 
    "I need no one's influence," he said with a tone of finality in his voice that stopped any other questions she might have had on the subject. 
 
    Eve shifted in her seat so she sat closer to him, irritated that he wouldn't look at her. "James," she reached out to tap him to hammer home the point she wanted to make. 
 
    "Don't," James said and stiffened when she moved her hand closer. 
 
    Eve froze then pulled her hand back and moved to give him space. "Sorry," she said in a small voice. She wanted to apologize further but stopped herself when James turned in his seat so she could see his entire face. 
 
    "Listen, if you dislike Enforcer Shaw, stay out of trouble and I doubt you'll have to interact with him. It should be easy enough for the time being. Just don't stick your nose into Sanctuary's business." 
 
    Eve gave him a skeptical expression, and he turned back to the steering wheel, done with their conversation. She undid the clasp of her cloak and put it in the front seat next to him. 
 
    She had already stepped out of the car when he asked, "How did your date go?" 
 
    The question caught her off guard but not enough to stop the scowl as she leaned her head down into the doorway. "About as well as any other I've had." 
 
    One of his fingers gave the steering wheel a tap but all he said was "Good evening, Ms. Williams." 
 
    Eve shut the door and watched in silence as he pulled away. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
    James couldn't shed the vestments of the Silent Ones fast enough. He needed the weight of his own blade on his back and not the slow thing that passed as a sword for the Archdruid's guards. Their blades did the job well enough, but they didn't sing for him or move the way he wanted. 
 
    He'd been tense the entire time he'd played Silent One, waiting until the moment he could stop. Silas even more so. He had been unbearable during the car ride with Eve, so James shoved him down deeper into the back of his mind than he normally did. He didn't realize how far until an unfamiliar sensation unfurled within his chest and made his skin burn. It was something he thought he'd rid himself of a long time ago. 
 
    "It's only the bastard Shaw. You know he tries to rile the Wild every time he's around," Silas whispered in the back of his mind. 
 
    James's hands shook as he fastened the straps that held his usual armor in place, remembering all of Eve's emotions washing over him in the car - an incredible sadness, fury, mourning, and frustration. 
 
    She had reached out to him. If she had touched him - he didn't want to think about what the thing under his skin might have done if her hand touched him. 
 
    "Nothing! It would have done Nothing. It still slumbers and we are in control. Stop thinking about the necromancer and put your mind to our task." 
 
    James rolled his shoulders after he strapped the hilt of his black blade in place and Silas relaxed. James tried to do as Silas suggested, but as soon as he tried to push thoughts of her away he remembered their parting. Why did he asked her about her date? 
 
    As if in answer, his skin grew tight as the thing moved again. No, his Wild was gone. It slumbered and was as good as dead. 
 
    "Ignore it," Silas hissed. 
 
    Silas was right, James didn't care one way or the other what she'd done with the stupid man. He tore his attention from thoughts of her and focused on the note Shaw had left him. 
 
    He had asked to meet James in his office. No doubt he wanted to discuss what he'd found at the park. 
 
    Ben was a master tracker, one of the best James had ever seen in his long years. That seemed to make him even better at hiding and dodging. There weren't many that could boast of being able to give an Enforcer the slip, but Ben had done it for a solid week. 
 
    The record for someone evading James was thirteen days and that was only because he wasn't keen on catching up to his quarry. But Ben was different. James respected the man as he had been but now he posed a danger and had proven he would kill. There were five bodies to attest to that, with potentially more left to discover. 
 
    James slipped out of his quarters and wound through the labyrinthian halls of Underhill to his office. He moved through the heavy foot traffic with ease; the bodies of his brothers naturally moved from his path with little conscious effort. 
 
    When he got to his office, he found Shaw sprawled in a chair with his boots propped up on the worktable. He held a book, but James doubted the man had taken in any of the words on the page since opening it. 
 
    "You were awfully quick to defend the mouthy necromancer woman." 
 
    Straight to the point then. 
 
    James didn't bother answering him. Instead he closed the door behind him and moved to his desk. "Are you ready to tell me what you've found, or are you going to sit there all night pretending to read about motorcycle maintenance?" 
 
    Shaw snapped the book closed but made no move to get up. "I mean, she looked nice enough in that short little dress of hers the other day, but the Jamie I know acts like he's above baser needs." 
 
    James pretended he didn't hear him. 
 
    Shaw cocked his head to the side. "I don't smell her on you in any intimate way but that means nothing. Will I find her scent in your bed if I checked?" 
 
    James glared at him but Shaw happened to be one of the few people immune to the aura that seemed to surround him. Maybe that's why James liked him so much despite him being an utter pain in the ass. 
 
    Shaw laughed, a hearty sound. "Fine. So you aren't sleeping with her. Could it be you've grown a little soft? The last time I was around you, you afforded no one the chance to mouth you simply because they were upset." 
 
    "I haven't changed," James snapped. "But even I can make allowances for grief. I respect Ben and Eve grew up with him helping care for her, from what I've heard. If I can understand that, surely you can." 
 
    Shaw made a face but James could tell the other man watched him closely. "Fine. Make allowances for the lippy woman. Or should I call her Eve as you do?" 
 
    "What did you find?" James asked, rubbing the bridge of his nose and hoping Shaw would stop the absurd conversation. 
 
    Shaw stood up and paced. "Nothing that does us any good. Ben was there for sure but I lost his trail not long after it left the park. William was behaving himself so I sent him to see if he could find something I'd missed." 
 
    "Generous of you, considering how hard you've been riding him." 
 
    Shaw nodded. "He's through the worst. He's no longer in danger of losing himself; he's just grieving at this point. But unlike you, I can't make allowances for him to grieve just yet. I told him to toughen up and do his job - prove he's as good as what I've heard." 
 
    "What do you want to do, then? Two bodies in as many days doesn't look good." 
 
    Shaw shrugged. "I want to go back to where they found the scout. I had some Spellweavers see if they couldn't amplify any trail our quarry left behind." 
 
    James nodded and stood. "Let's get to it then." 
 
    As he passed Shaw, the other man said in a lazy voice, "I supposed I might go after the necromancer for a little fun if you aren't interested then." 
 
    James halted mid stride, the thing in his chest made it hurt to breathe. 
 
    "Ignore it. You are in control," Silas repeated. 
 
    James looked at Shaw and curled his fingers into fists, struggling to ignore the thing. He meant to say he didn't care what Shaw did. Instead he said, "I will break every one of your fingers if you do." 
 
    He couldn't do anything to take the words back so he didn't even try. Silas remained silent but James could feel an air of questioning coming from him. 
 
    Shaw looked thoughtful for a moment. "I figured as much." He clapped James on the back as he passed. "Let's go see what we can find." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The portal deposited them near the spot the scout had died. Piles of rubble stretched around them on every side and dead weeds the previous winter's winds hadn't ripped out reached up to James's waist. 
 
    The scout had been young but well trained. Still, he hadn't stood a chance against Ben. Shaw looked at James when they got to the exact spot and only wildness looked out at James. 
 
    "Going to insist on keeping that skin still?" Shaw's voice growled. James felt the raw excitement rolling off the other man as he anticipated letting the Wild inside him free. 
 
    James nodded. "You prefer your wolf, I prefer this," he said motioning to himself. 
 
    Shaw grunted then let himself go. James didn't look away as his friend's body twisted and broke. A tightness rolled through James's chest as the pull to shift nagged at him. The pull hadn't been there in so long, he chalked it up to the sheer power behind Shaw's shift. 
 
    Shaw's Wild snorted and sneezed, clearing his now even more sensitive nose. He looked up at James and bared his fangs before shoving his nose to the ground and getting to work. 
 
    Even with everyone that had come out for clean up it didn't take Shaw long to sort through all the scents to find the one they wanted. They got about thirty feet out before the wolf took off at a lopping gait and James ran to keep up. 
 
    The piles of rubble flew past him as he tailed the wolf. They jumped a fence and landed on the asphalt of the street on the other side. Shaw paused only briefly before he took off again. The lateness of the day meant the streets were clear of any cars in this part of the city, but they didn't stay on the street for long. Shaw changed directions, darting between two old buildings and leaping up onto a semi trailer parked there. James followed not far behind and made the second leap onto the roof of the building to their left. 
 
    None of the buildings in the neighborhood were taller than two stories which made going from rooftop to rooftop easier. Shaw came to a stop at one rooftop where the destruction was clear. Someone had ripped the roof's access door off its hinges with enough force the frame hung in pieces, shattered. Something large had dislodged some brick around the door. 
 
    Shaw shifted back to human form just long enough to point to the edge of the roof and say, "This is the first time Ben's scent and the victim's have converged since back by the scene of death." 
 
    He shifted back to his wolf and headed for the door leading into the building. 
 
    The stairs that led down were an unfinished wood and deep gouges in them showed where claws had worked to gain better traction. Dark splatters decorated the wood and the scent of blood permeated the stairway. 
 
    The second floor of the building held a storage area for metal parts of some sort. James couldn't place what the racks upon racks of metal pieces might be. 
 
    To the north of the second level he saw several racks laying on their sides, their contents scattered across the floor. Whoever owned the building either didn't have a security system to alert them that there had been trouble or it wasn't good enough to catch anyone. He hoped there wasn't a security system at all which meant no trying to confiscate recordings of a feral druid. All the better for Sanctuary. 
 
    We've gotten very lucky with Ben so far. He hasn't made the news. 
 
    Silas bristled. "We've been very lucky, yes, but luck only goes so far." 
 
    Agreed. 
 
    It was only a matter of time before some sort of technology captured Ben's actions. It would be a PR nightmare but at least one he wouldn't have to deal with. 
 
    James followed Shaw through the rest of the building and out a side door that stood open. He sent a quick message to Sanctuary that there was a mess to clean up. 
 
    They ran along and the old industrial-style buildings gave way to newer single story offices. They reached seventh street, and it seemed to be the demarcation of business and residential. James knew they were nearing the spot where the trail had vanished earlier in the day. Too many humans had been out and about for them to track Ben properly. Heavier traffic flowed in the street now but not so much that it bothered either man. 
 
    They continued through an intersection before cutting between two brownstones and vaulting over some fences. 
 
    Once they hopped back onto the street James guessed where they would end up. A tree-filled square was dead ahead; a park protected by the druids to give respite from the lifeless buildings and streets to humans and creatures alike. 
 
    James slowed to match Shaw's pace as the wolf seemed to stalk forward cautiously now. When James's foot hit the grass of the small park he took a sharp breath in. Something was off about the space and given the low growl from Shaw's direction, he felt it too. James froze and listened to the quiet evening. 
 
    Cars on the interstate in the distance gave off their white noise in the background, but that was easy enough to block out. A few humans laughed and argued in the nearby houses around the square but again, they were easy to ignore. No breeze moved the new leaves on the branches of the trees, but the square shouldn't have been silent. Dryads, usually in trios, often inhabited these little places, but he sensed none. 
 
    There was an old ash tree next to him. Of all the trees, Ash was the most talkative and the easiest for him to deal with. James laid his hand on the rough bark and used his magic to see if it had anything to say. He might not be a Tender but that didn't mean he couldn't work a little of their magic. He waited, but the tree had nothing to say or it would say nothing, James wasn't sure which. 
 
    "It's very quiet," he said and Shaw gave a huff of understanding. The wolf had slowly been working its way to the center of the park where the largest tree stood. 
 
    The scent of blood hung in the air but his nose told him it wasn't a great quantity, nor was it human. He walked toward the center of the park with the wolf. The sun had already set and James didn't see any blood in the darkness under the trees but the dark feathers littering the ground were easy enough to spot. He bent down and picked one up. The scent of the blood came from whatever bird had lost its feathers. He also picked up the scent of something else on the feather. Magic. 
 
    James walked around the area scenting the entire time. He expected to come across the body of a bird but he never did. 
 
    He turned as Shaw shifted again and waved the feather toward him. 
 
    Shaw scowled at the feather, then at the ground. "Do you suppose the witches have anything to do with any of this?" 
 
    James brought the feather up to his nose again and closed his eyes, inhaling the scent. Bear and magic. Magic that smelled sweet and coppery. Witch magic. 
 
    He opened his eyes and looked at Shaw. "I'm not one to believe in coincidences, Brother." 
 
    James dropped the feather and let it flutter to the ground. 
 
    "What?" Shaw clutched at the pendant hanging from around his neck. 
 
    "I'll meet you there," he said with a growl as he let go of the pendant. "Why don't you head back to Sanctuary, Jamie. I'll go meet up with Willy and see what he's found for me." 
 
    James nodded and turned to leave. 
 
    "Oi, when I get back pints are on me this time," Shaw called after him. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
    Eve sat in her living room trying to cope with what she'd learned. 
 
    Ben was feral. 
 
    She wanted to beg for his life, but she knew James would remain unmoved. She didn't blame him; he had a job to do and Ben murdered that scout for no reason other than he was in the wrong place at the wrong time. 
 
    But Ben's behavior at the park confused her. Why didn't he try to kill her if he was feral? She replayed their interaction in her head; Ben had acted strange, but he didn't seem like he wanted to really hurt her. His aggression had surprised her but not to the point Eve had feared for her safety. 
 
    Ben scared the bird. Eve remembered the little bird had panicked when Ben had gotten near. But the tingling sensation in her skin had popped and broken when Ben had appeared too. 
 
    No. Her stomach twisted at the thought that popped into her head. Ben couldn't be what Coraline wanted her to find. But even thinking it made the tingling lessen. And she couldn't ignore the fact the tingling had stopped when he appeared and now it only felt like a minor annoyance against her skin since meeting him. 
 
    Eve groaned and buried her face in her palms. Figuring out the deaths of Coraline's birds would put an end to the Jinx. And figuring out the deaths meant the end of Ben. She had no idea how to contact Coraline but Wist would do just fine. If the witch didn't have answers, she could at least relay her questions to Coraline for her. 
 
    She found her phone. It rang and rang before a very groggy sounding Wist said, "What do you want?" 
 
    "Nice to talk to you too. Listen, I need more information about the Jinx. I think I've figured out what it wants me to do, and it's almost gone away. Does Coraline need to do something?" 
 
    Wist gave a long yawn on the other end. "No, it should go away on its own if what you did meet its requirements. It's all or nothing with Jinxes." Her voice sounded a little clearer when she said, "What's it been, anyway? Like a day? Coraline's been trying to figure this out for weeks." 
 
    Eve hesitated. She shouldn't tell Wist about Ben, it was Sanctuary's business. But she felt like she had to tell someone or the information would fester and grow bitter inside her. She forced the words out. 
 
    "A druid went feral. It's possible it attacked Coraline's bird. I ran into it and the Jinx stopped for a while." 
 
    Wist asked, "Who was it?" 
 
    Eve tried to keep her voice strong, but it came out strangled anyway as she said, "Ben." 
 
    "I'm sorry." Wist said it softly. Eve had told her enough stories about him that she knew Eve had been close with the gruff man. 
 
    Neither woman said anything for a long time until Wist broke the silence. "I guess it's possible he killed one of them and it mollified the Jinx for a bit. But he must not be the real culprit if you can still feel the Jinx." 
 
    As if it agreed, the Jinx pulsed with pain. Eve sucked in a breath through her teeth and held it until the pain finished rolling through her body. Her next words came out pained. "Wist, I need to know what will happen if I can't figure out this Jinx. How long do I have?" 
 
    Wist sighed. "Eve - I can't tell you anything about Jinxes. Witches on principle don't go around talking about them and Mothers have bound most of us to secrecy on the subject. I literally can't say a word about them beyond what I already have. Hell, if the witches in the city knew half of what I've told you about our ways over the years I'd be an outcast." 
 
    "That seems like an overstatement. You've hardly told me anything." 
 
    "Exactly." Wist hissed. 
 
    The words sank in. Eve rubbed a hand over her face. "Fine. Fine. I'll just have to keep looking and try to find out about Jinxes the hard way." 
 
    "Good luck with that," Wist said dryly. 
 
    Eve had hoped that the call would be more fruitful than it had been and she had just exhausted the list of witches she knew. She could think of only one other person who might know more about Jinxes and harpies than Coraline or Wist had been willing to tell her. 
 
    Eve shivered. She didn't want to go to the man. She tried not to have any dealings with his type on principle. But her skin felt raw like she had scrubbed it too hard. She decided if finding out more about what she'd gotten herself tricked into meant having to talk to him, maybe it was worth it. 
 
    Eve checked the time. It was just late enough to make a date with a warlock. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    If she met with the warlock, Jabin Vovin, it meant going to the Lost Dragon and getting to the Lost Dragon meant going on foot for at least half a mile. A dive of a bar and located right off the street, the Lost Dragon had a special set of requirements for getting in. 
 
    As near as Eve could figure it out, most humans wouldn't understand the requirements and would therefore turn away from the door confused about why they wanted to go into the bar in the first place. 
 
    She parked several blocks away and began the trek under the cloud laden skies. She didn't notice the door when she passed it the first time but she felt it. She doubled back and crossed the same spot about a dozen times before the door seemed to melt out of the wall next to her. The peeling green paint on the front door looked like it needed a fresh coat but the gold letters painted on it still shone out bright as ever announcing the name of the bar. No doorman stood outside, getting in was proof enough you should be there. 
 
    Whether you could handle your fellow patrons was another matter - yet another reason they didn't typically allow humans in the bar. They wouldn't understand if you didn't bring a knife with you when you entered, they would probably carry you out with one in your back. At the thought, Eve patted the pocket knife hidden in her jeans. If it came down to it, she could call on Charon. 
 
    She could hear nothing from inside the bar out on the street but as soon as she pushed open the door, the ruckus from inside spilled out. Shouts and too loud music assaulted her along with catcalls and the sound of breaking glass. 
 
    Lights hung down from the paneled ceiling, casting small circles of light that struggled to infuse the room. Several of the corners were unnaturally dark and Eve doubted anything she could do would bring light to them. Battered wooden tables and chairs littered the room, several of which lay in the corner newly busted from the looks of the troll sprawled next to them. 
 
    Eve felt many of the eyes in the room watching her as she entered. She kept her chin up and looked anyone in the eyes she still saw lingering on her. She looked too human but most of the patrons that frequented a place like the Lost Dragon would know her for what she was and would give her space. Most patrons. 
 
    She noticed a couple of people who didn't look away when they met gazes and she made a note of who hadn't. If they followed her past the front room, she might have to abandon her cause altogether and book it out of there. Just because she had the knife on her didn't mean she wanted to use it. 
 
    Two massive, lumpy ogres flanked a doorway in the back of the room. The two creatures looked imposing even while wearing sweats. Eve decided nothing else would have fit their many muscles and lumps. 
 
    Their beady black eyes watched her as she walked up to them. 
 
    "I'm here to meet with Jabin. Is he available?" 
 
    The ogres looked between themselves and the one on the right nodded. He said something to her but the words were so muddled she couldn't understand what he had said. 
 
    "Pardon?" Eve asked sheepishly. 
 
    The ogre repeated himself more aggressively and jabbed a finger at the door. 
 
    Eve scurried through into the bar proper. 
 
    The first room seemed bright compared to the second, but in this room more seats looked intact and there were plenty of dark booths to slip into. A sucking sound emitted from the booth to her right making her glad for the darkness. 
 
    "You're here to see Jabin?" 
 
    Eve jumped at the voice of a woman who had appeared out of the darkness to her left. She looked like a mixture of human and goblin from what Eve could tell. Her blunted ears meant a muddled bloodline and instead of black eyes, she had a startling blue. 
 
    "Skittish little thing, aren't you?" The woman reared back to get a better look at Eve's face. "A necromancer? That's cool. More human than we're used to but I suppose you can stay." She pointed a thumb over her shoulder. "Go pick out a seat and have a drink. Jabin's busy but someone will come get you when he has time." 
 
    Then the woman scurried back into the darkness clinging to the entrance. 
 
    A quick survey of the room told Eve she didn't want to sit at any of the tables in the middle. She didn't want to be exposed while she was alone. She was certain unseen eyes watched her, helping to add to her paranoia and the need to get her back to a wall. She spotted a booth along the right wall better lit than the others but it would at least prevent anyone from sneaking up behind her. 
 
    She wove through the tables and just before she reached the booth, hands snaked out from the darkness of one of the other booths and grabbed her, yanking her back. 
 
    Her legs hit the seat's edge making her stumble. She screamed as her upper body crashed into the person who had pulled her in. Without thinking about it she reared her head back as hard as she could into her attacker. It hurt, but from the yell she heard, it had hurt her attacker more. 
 
    "Fuck!" The muffled voice sounded right in her ear and Eve's heart stopped. It was familiar and the laughter that followed from across the table had a familiar timbre to it as well. 
 
    The hands that had grabbed her shoved her away, and she spun around and found Shaw sitting in the booth beside her clutching his mouth with blood slipping between his fingers. 
 
    "What the hell did you do that for, woman?" Shaw pulled napkins out of the dispenser on the table and held them up to his lip. Across the table James still laughed but something about the way his eyes watched her made her shove further away from Shaw. 
 
    "Who the hell thinks it's okay to grab someone when they aren't looking?" she retorted having recovered from her initial terror. 
 
    "She has a point." 
 
    Eve just stared at James. "What happened to your voice?" 
 
    Gone was his usual soft British accent and replaced with one she couldn't quite figure out. It sounded similar to Shaw's, but that still wasn't right; it didn't sound anything like Shaw's accent. The words were hard to understand. 
 
    James's face sobered a little. He opened and closed his mouth several times before shrugging. "I can't remember what I'm supposed to sound like for you. Wait until I'm sober." 
 
    Eve looked at him with wide eyes now. Her adrenaline ebbed away from Shaw grabbing her and she realized she didn't know James to laugh and now that she looked at him, his eyes were a little glazed over. 
 
    Empty steins littered the table between them and almost as if on cue, a woman popped up to the table with three drinks in her hands. She raised an eyebrow at Shaw's bloody face but sat the drinks down and walked away. 
 
    "You'll mess up my chances with the ladies blooding me up like this. Then Jamie will miss his evening's sport." 
 
    Eve raised an eyebrow at the man before the giggling reached her ears and she saw two women sitting at a table in the middle of the room. Their liquid dark eyes made it clear they weren't quite human. 
 
    Eve blushed when she could tell just how short their skirts were from her angle. Their heads were bent conspiratorially as they whispered to one another watching their booth. 
 
    "That's low hanging fruit don't you think?" Eve asked turning back to Shaw. Now that the terror had gone, irritation at the man returned. 
 
    James chuckled again. "That's what I told Seitheach." 
 
    Eve furrowed her brows. James had clearly meant Shaw but the name he had used sounded more like Shay-urch. She watched as he took another long draw from a mug the woman had sat on the table. 
 
    "Lord, Jamie, don't call me that. I haven't gone by that in years." 
 
    "I've asked you not to call me Jamie, but it has done little good, Seitheach." 
 
    Shaw made a disgusted sound and pushed Eve towards the edge of the booth. "Up you get woman. I need to clean myself up." 
 
    Eve finished sliding herself out of the booth and Shaw followed, towering over her. His eyes traveled over her before he held his blood covered hand up and inspected it. His sucked his lip into his mouth, tasting the blood there. 
 
    Eve scowled at him as if daring the man to complain about the bloodied mouth he'd gotten. It earned her an unsettling smile from the man. 
 
    "How many did you say you'd break, Jamie?" Shaw asked before letting his eyes slide over to James. 
 
    Eve furrowed her brown and looked at James too, not following what Shaw had said. 
 
    James took another draw of his drink, pointedly not looking at them. "All, Seitheach. All," he said in a low voice that gave Eve chills. 
 
    Shaw laughed a barking laugh, and she squeaked as he shoved her down into the booth next to James. She collided with him as Shaw walked away still laughing. 
 
    Eve scrambled to get off James, remembering how he had sounded the night before when she had almost touched him. 
 
    She looked up at James and found him studying her before he pushed one of the steins closer to her. She pulled it toward herself and took a sip. The liquid hit her tongue like slick honey, smooth and soothing going down. The drink was surprisingly sweet. She pulled the mug away and looked at it appreciatively. 
 
    "They've been serving that particular mead for over one hundred years." James said. 
 
    Eve eyed him. 
 
    "I didn't know the Lost Dragon had been around that long." 
 
    James shrugged. "It hasn't. They called it the Grave Horse before. It took me a while to figure out where to go since the ownership changed hands since the last time I was here." 
 
    "And when would that have been?" Eve had guessed James was at least a couple hundred years old even if he didn't look much older than her. But she still tried to ferret out a more exact age when she had a chance, which wasn't often. 
 
    James looked thoughtful then his face closed off and he stared at her. "Why are you here, Eve?" 
 
    She sat her mug down and tried to think of a response that would appease him without any more questions. She shrugged. "I have a question I need to ask the proprietor." Before James could ask anything else she added quickly, "So, what did Shaw mean about you missing your evening's sport?" She crossed her fingers he was too drunk to realize that she had tried to change the subject. 
 
    He made an annoyed noise and took another long drink of his mead. "Shaw and I cross paths like this every once in a while. After hard nights we sometimes go out, and I spend the time laughing at him as he tries to bed whatever will have him." 
 
    Thinking of the crass man she asked, "Does that happen often? He doesn't really seem that smooth to me." 
 
    The corner of James's mouth turned down. "It happens more often than it should, I think." 
 
    "What about you? Am I ruining your chances with any of the ladies here?" Eve had noticed that the two woman who had been watching their booth were still watching it. 
 
    James snorted. "I'm not like Shaw. I don't need company nor would I want any." 
 
    Eve stared at him and tried to figure out what to say. 
 
    "Oh yes, necromancer, Jamie here is above all of that needing to feel the flesh of another human against him." Shaw threw himself into the booth opposite them and grabbed the last full mug. His face was clean of blood and his lip looked healed. His words made Eve's cheeks and ears burn and she wasn't sure why. She swallowed hard and looked into her drink. 
 
    "But there are two. I can handle myself all right with that but I could spare one." Eve's eyes darted up to find Shaw grinning wickedly at James. James for his part only looked annoyed and maybe a little disgusted. 
 
    "I'd rather be able to tease you in the morning for your poor decision-making skills." The thought of James teasing anyone made Eve wonder just what the man would be like if he loosened up around others. She didn't get to think about it long though because the waitress walked up to the table again. This time her hands were empty. 
 
    She pointed at Eve. "He'll see you now. Down the hall and up the stairs. Knock but don't go in until someone opens the door for you." She turned on her heel and left them. 
 
    Eve stood up and said, "Well, enjoy your evening." 
 
    "What business do you have with the warlock?" James asked. 
 
    Eve shrugged and watched as Shaw snaked his hand across the table and drug the almost full mug that had been hers to himself, then drained it in one go. "Nothing really but I don't want to keep him waiting." 
 
    Before James could demand answers from her, she left the table and darted for the dark hallway she had seen Shaw enter earlier, conscious of other eyes following her. She felt safer knowing James was there, and she filed that bit of information away for further review. 
 
    Doors led off the narrow hallway, probably leading to the bathrooms, but Eve held more concern about the wooden staircase up ahead. Pale blue light filled the stairway from the lanterns that hung above the stairs. It was uncharacteristically light compared to the pockets of darkness that littered the place. 
 
    The wooden stairs creaked as she climbed them. Foot traffic had rubbed the polish and stain down to bare wood. Eve tried to ignore the dark spot on the wall that looked suspiciously like old blood. 
 
    When she reached the top of the stairs, she paused before knocking. A tightness coiled in her chest and it made her want to turn and run back down the stairs and away from the Lost Dragon. Instead, she stood up straight and rapped on the door. 
 
    She stood outside for a long while and had almost decided to knock again when the door slowly swung inward by itself. 
 
    The room beyond looked like a creepy dreamscape to Eve. The light in the office was the same as the cold blue of the stairwell and shadows seemed to cling to every surface unless you looked right at them. 
 
    Eve locked eyes with the man sitting behind the desk and stepped into the office, the door closing with a soft click behind her. 
 
    The man behind the desk had midnight dark skin that shined with an iridescence in the strange blue light. But his eyes were a cutting yellow that stood out, almost glowing, from everything else in the room. Eve found it hard to look away from the eyes that looked like they could see everything about her. 
 
    She forced herself to blink and tore her eyes away to scan the room. Tables and bookshelves stood against every wall and contained all sorts of curios. There were too many for Eve to know where to rest her gaze. 
 
    She glanced over her right shoulder and her heart skipped a beat. An ogre stood in the corner but, unlike the ones downstairs, this one had met with its race's weakness. Sunlight had turned the ogre's skin into a thick stone layer and if the grimace on its face was any indication, it hadn't been pleasant. 
 
    She reminded herself that she had met with scarier people than Vovin, one of which was downstairs in the bar. But Vovin scared her differently than Shaw. 
 
    "Welcome, necromancer. Please, have a seat." He motioned to the little wooden chair sitting in front of his desk. 
 
    Eve nodded at him. "Jabin Vovin, thank you for seeing me." Unlike some creatures and magic users, it would be dangerous if she didn't thank him for his time. 
 
    "You are welcome, Eve Williams." It didn't surprise Eve that he remembered her name. 
 
    "What brings you to my establishment?" He flashed her a smile with unnaturally white teeth that came to points. 
 
    "I'm looking for information on Jinxes and what happens if they aren't fulfilled." 
 
    "Mmm." He watched at her. Finally he smiled again and leaned back in his chair. "It might depend on the Jinx. Do you have a particular one in mind?" 
 
    The back of Eve's throat tightened in protest and she closed her eyes. I'm not going to tell him anything so stop, she thought fiercely, and the tightening lessened. She opened her eyes and shook her head. "No, just generalities if you would." 
 
    He observed her rapt now and his smile grew wider still. "Generalities." 
 
    He moved his gaze off her and Eve relaxed just a little as he looked off into the distance and stroked the shiny surface of the desk between them. "There are different types of Jinxes but I'll tell you about the more common type, the ones spoken aloud. I assume that is the type you might like to know about?" 
 
    Eve tried to nod but the pain in her skin made her grimace. Vovin smiled again then continued.  
 
    "Jinxes are funny things and the witches are clever in the way they weave them. That's what it is, weaving the Jinx around you like a spider spinning a web. The bond wrapped around you so tight, cutting into your soul so you cannot possibly go against it unless you go against your self. And they are impossibly strong. No other magic can break them. The witch who weaves the Jinx is the only one who holds the strand that can undo it all. Not," he said, looking at her, "that I've known any who have undone a Jinx. It's not the way of it for them." 
 
    "Of course not," Eve said, more to herself. Then, "What happens if a Jinx isn't fulfilled?" 
 
    "Ah, now that is an interesting question and unfortunately that answer will be the one to cost you the most." The smile returned to his face. She should have known he wouldn't tell her anything for free. 
 
    Eve stopped herself from jumping when a knock sounded at the door. 
 
    Anger flickered across Vovin's face before he asked savagely, "What?" 
 
    Eve turned as the door flung open to reveal no one at all. Vovin made a sound like growling before the door swung shut again. He said something under his breath that sounded like "Damn sylphs." Eve couldn't imagine what air sprites would want with Vovin or why they would play such a demented game of ding-dong ditch. 
 
    Almost like he had read her thoughts the cross look left Vovin's face, and he pointed behind her and said, "They want that one back but they can't cross the threshold into the office." 
 
    Eve turned and looked in the direction he pointed. She didn't see it at first but a clear glass jar sat flipped up on its end and inside she just made out the translucent body of a tiny sprite. 
 
    Normally sylphs were energetic and never stopped moving. They didn't require things like sleep or rest. But the tiny sylph in the jar didn't move or do anything. If she hadn't happened to catch its tiny eyes blink slowly at her, she would have thought it was dead. 
 
    "Amusing little things with the stupid games they play," Vovin said. 
 
    Eve's stomach twisted, and she swallowed hard. 
 
    "Now, what were we talking about? Oh right - my price." 
 
    Eve turned back from the pathetic looking sylph and said in a tight voice, "What is the price?" 
 
    Vovin tapped his fingers on his desk as if deep in thought but Eve was certain he knew exactly what he wanted from her already. The sick feeling in her stomach didn't go away. 
 
    "I can have almost anything I want. In fact I already do. Almost." Vovin straighten in his chair and fixed Eve with his cold yellow eyes. "How do I put this? Some people view warlock magic as dark magic. I say they are wrong, it's just an alternative to conventional magic types. As such, for the furtherance of my magical studies I need different kinds ingredients. Ingredients that can be hard to get." 
 
    The way he said the word ingredients made Eve feel like she'd been plunged into ice water. She wasn't sure if her eyes were playing tricks on her but the shadows that clung to the edges of the office seemed like they got a little closer. 
 
    "Get to your point," she said more gruffly than she knew she should have given who she talked to. 
 
    "I need two things from you if you want your answer. The first, some of your blood. The second, I need you to rip the soul from someone for me." 
 
    Eve felt the blood drain from her face and she tightened her grip on her chair's arms to help keep her steady. "To the first request, absolutely not. No one may have my blood. As for the second, I can't do that and even if I could, I would never do something so despicable." 
 
    The corner of Vovin's mouth turned up. "That is unfortunate. You should find out what will happen, I think." Vovin raised his hand and with it the hairs on the back of Eve's neck rose. Her eyes were definitely not playing tricks on her as the shadows flowed to crowd the area behind Vovin now. "Oh well, I don't need your permission for the blood. You came into my domain of your own free will seeking my wisdom. There's a price to that." 
 
    "Blood given willingly and with a purpose is the most valuable," Eve countered. 
 
    "Not for me," Vovin breathed. He pushed himself up and Eve leapt up putting the chair in front of her. 
 
    "Now, now. You need not be so jumpy. I'm an agreeable man. I answered your first question without asking for payment in advance to show you how agreeable I can be. Let's hope you can find it in yourself to be agreeable as well." 
 
    "You didn't tell me you'd need anything! That's not being agreeable, that's being dishonest." 
 
    Vovin shrugged. "Agreeable, dishonest. Let's not play semantics games, dear Eve. Let us settle the first debt and we'll talk at length about the second you wish to incur." 
 
    Eve shook her head and tried to back up to the door. She stopped herself in time as shadows formed just over her shoulder. She kept from touching them, just barely. 
 
    Eve cursed herself for only bringing a knife. It might have done something against the bar goers but she should have known better than to think it would do anything to stop the mad warlock. 
 
    An earth-shattering thud sounded throughout the office and the floor shook. The stone ogre standing as a morbid sculpture in the room's corner had toppled into some bookshelves. Jars and canisters shattered. Books flew off the shelves and horrifying sounds echoed all around the small room. Eve stared in horror as the layer of stone encasing the ogre had deep cracks forming along it as the creature beneath stirred. 
 
    "Shit!" Vovin waved his hands around, summoning shadows to him as all hell broke loose in the office. Whatever had been in some of the jars swarmed angrily around the room smashing more jars and curios. 
 
    Something shoved Eve hard in the side and a voice whispered, "Move." She recognized James's voice, and he didn't have to tell her twice. 
 
    Relief flooded her when the door opened at her touch. 
 
    "Bitch!" Vovin screamed after her but she tore down the stairs, James presence bearing down on her from behind. Her feet hit the bottom of the stairs and the blood-curdling roar of an ogre shook the walls from above. 
 
    She ran out into the bar and past the bewildered patrons looking at the door she'd just run through. Everyone had to have heard the roar, but it seemed like most of the people were a little slower on the uptake. Eve just had time to notice Shaw sitting at the table with the two women from earlier. He watched her streak across the room as another roar shook the walls of the interior room. 
 
    The two ogre guards from the outer bar room burst through the door ahead of her, looking ready for a fight. They spotted her and for a moment she thought they might go after her but the whole room shuddered and they took off in their lumbering way to the hall that would take them to the stairs. 
 
    Eve ran into the exterior room of the bar. The music blared and covered up any other sound. A fist fight underway across the room had most of the people there placing bets on who would come out on top. Eve ignored it all and raced for the front door. 
 
    Her feet hit the sidewalk and the cold rain shocked her into slowing. A hand grabbed hers and she suddenly saw James. 
 
    He ran down the street with her, half dragging her through the downpour. Panting and puffing, Eve struggled to breathe by the time James slowed and ducked into the dark entrance of a shop already closed for the evening. 
 
    James glanced around the corner that hid them and waited. Eve realized the run hadn't even winded him while she still clutched at a stitch in her side. 
 
    She also realized with a start he still held her hand. 
 
    Through gasps for air Eve asked, "What happened?" 
 
    James stopped looking around the corner and looked back to her. "I tripped." 
 
    "You tripped?" She looked at him. Rain dripped from his beard and the ends of his hair that had fallen forward into his eyes. Eve resisted the urge to push them back from his face. "You, as in the man who looks like he never missteps, tripped?" 
 
    "Alcohol can affect motor coordination," he replied matter-of-factly. 
 
    "Uh-huh." Eve noted that his eyes didn't seem quite so glazed over as they had in the bar. "And you tripping caused a probably eight hundred pound, stone-encased ogre to topple?" 
 
    He narrowed his gaze at her. "Would you have preferred that the warlock took your blood?" 
 
    "I had it under control," Eve said a little hotly. "What were you doing there, anyway? Spying on me?" 
 
    "Yes. Why were you there to see Vovin? What questions could you have for him?" 
 
    "That's none of your business." She glared at him then realized they were still holding hands. Her cheeks grew hot. 
 
    James looked down and seemed to realize it too because he pulled his hand away like she had burned him and put as much distance between them as the tiny space would allow. 
 
    "It is my business," he said in a strained voice. He'd shut his eyes and grimaced. 
 
    "So spying on me when I'm just there to ask a simple question is your business but keeping tabs on a warlock who's out for my blood and looking for someone who can steal souls isn't?" Her voice lost its heat as she watched him seem to struggle with something. 
 
    James let out a long breath and opened his eyes. "Warlocks are gutter mages at best. All smoke, mirrors and spirits. Spirits can't touch you if you don't let them." 
 
    Eve shook her head. "You were in his office. The sylph - the sylph!" Eve took a step out into the rain to run back to the Lost Dragon. In the commotion of the ogre she'd forgotten about the poor sprite. 
 
    James caught her arm and drug her back out of the rain as she struggled against him. "We have to go back. It will die if we don't release it!" 
 
    "Calm down." James didn't let go of her, but she stopped struggling as he reached into the pocket of his jacket. When he unfurled his fist, in his palm lay the tiny translucent body of the sylph. As soon as the fresh air hit it, the wispy wings on its back flickered and after a moment longer it pushed itself up with its spindly arms and took to the air. 
 
    It swirled around James's head and flitted playfully around. Its voice tinkled and chimed in its thanks before it slipped out into the rain and Eve lost sight of it. 
 
    She beamed after it and when she looked back at James, her anger lessened even more toward him. 
 
    "Jamie!" Eve turned and could just make Shaw out across the road with the two women from the bar draped around him. "What did you do?" 
 
    "Go on Brother. We'll talk tomorrow," James called back. 
 
    "Are you sure you don't want to come along?" Shaw's voice hinted at the wicked smile on his face. 
 
    James frowned and Shaw scooped both women up to him, their squeals and giggles echoing off the buildings before they disappeared around a corner. 
 
    Eve jutted her chin in the direction he'd gone. "See, if you hadn't spied on me you could have watched him make an ass of himself." 
 
    James regarded her. "I'll still get to hear about his idiocy in the morning. That's just as good. Now, what did you want from the warlock?" 
 
    Eve shook her head. "I'm not going to tell you. Like I said, it's none of your business." 
 
    James narrowed his eyes. "I could make you tell me." 
 
    "Go on then," she challenged. 
 
    The hardness around his eyes had softened just enough for her to notice. He sighed. "You could just tell me." 
 
    The way he looked at her, Eve found she wanted to tell him. But if she told him, then he would ask more questions and if he asked more questions, she wouldn't have an answer to those. She chewed on the inside of her cheek and looked away. 
 
    "I'll tell you if you promise not to ask me any more questions after I tell you." She looked up at him to observe how he processed the information. He rocked back on his heels and shoved his hands into his jacket pockets and regarded her. 
 
    "Fine. I won't ask you any more questions if you tell me." 
 
    "Does he promise also?" Eve asked quietly. 
 
    His face hardened. She hadn't acknowledged the secret she knew about him since guessing he harbored a second soul inside himself. She thought she'd pushed her luck with him too far but he gave her a small bow and said, "On my honor, I promise." 
 
    Eve nodded. "I wanted to know about Jinxes and what happens if you don't fulfill them." 
 
    James's eyes went wide. "What -," he began. 
 
    Eve raised her eyebrows and put her hand up. "You promised," she cut in. 
 
    James closed his mouth and it look like he swallowed something bitter as he turned away. Eve watched as his jaw clenched and unclenched before he turned back to her. Something seemed different about him but Eve couldn't put her finger on it. He stepped closer to her. 
 
    "I should not have promised." The growl in his voice gave her goosebumps. 
 
    "But you did," Eve answered, but not tauntingly. If she hadn't known any better, she would have thought she saw his Wild peeking out. But she blinked and didn't see it any longer. 
 
    "Come. I'll walk you to your car or the metro or whatever the devil you took to get here." He stepped out into the rain and waited for her without looking at her. 
 
    "My truck's just around the corner." She stepped out after him and led the way. She glanced over her shoulder once to find him glowering at the sidewalk as he stalked along. 
 
    They were a few yards short of her truck when his footsteps stopped splashing along just behind her. Eve turned to find his face cold, and he still seemed to refuse to look at her. "Good evening, Ms. Williams." 
 
    "Goodnight James. And thank you." He looked at her and she could see his confusion from the small crease between his brows. "For saving the Sylph. And for keeping your promise." 
 
    His mouth tightened. "If you don't hurry, you won't be able to thank me for the latter." 
 
    Eve nodded and walked to her truck. She climbed in and when she looked up, she didn't see James anywhere. He was already gone. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
    James stood in the middle of his rooms not caring about the water dripping all over the rug under him. He closed his eyes and dropped to his knees - trying to quiet his mind and the thing in his chest attempting to claw its way out. 
 
    His first mistake - he'd drunk too much. His second mistake - he'd ignored the thing in his chest as it had been working its way into his skin. 
 
    His flesh felt too tight. He tried to let Silas take over, but it felt like he was calling to his other self through a fog. 
 
    Why? Why was the Wild waking up? It had been so long. Too long. He didn't remember what it was like to have it be a part of himself anymore. He had tried to kill it off the best he could. It was the only way he could live with himself and the job he had to do. 
 
    The Wild meant feeling. The Wild meant caring. He couldn't afford any of those things. 
 
    No, he would prove he was still master over the part of himself struggling to be free. Even if he had thought it was gone forever. 
 
    Its anger fed the heat in his skin; he didn't like feeling the anger. It was too foreign from the anger he allowed himself to feel. This anger burned and had no direction. 
 
    He opened his eyes and crossed to where his sword lay on its perch. 
 
    "Meditation has never suited you, anyway. Let us play." It sounded like Silas's words were shouted from a long way away but he could still sense his excitement over the feel of the blade as he relished the thought of letting it arc through the air and slice into their foes. 
 
    James didn't bother changing out of his wet clothing. He needed to move and now. He ignored the way others jumped away from him as he walked the halls to the sparring rooms, not caring what any of his brothers thought about him. 
 
    He gripped the sheath of the sword tightly as he walked, letting the stitching in the leather cut into his palm. 
 
    He ducked into the first empty sparring room and didn't wait to settle himself. Instead he raised his hand and called on the magic of the room to supply him with opponents. Moss and dirt replicas of many types of creatures sprang to life around him and came at him from all sides. 
 
    He unsheathed his sword and let the blade go to work. It sang to him as it flowed through the air and sliced into the sparring replicas. Usually the blade moved so easily he could close his eyes and think of his motions as a dance around the blade. A perfect partner, the dark blade striking and flashing with a precision matched by no other. 
 
    Except for tonight. Tonight a different part of him used the blade, its movements savage. He could find no grace or beauty in the movements and James would never call it a dance. Massacre seemed to be the only word his fevered thoughts latched onto. A massacre he had intended to quell his Wild but instead he let it take over the movements. The replicas fell fast, hacked to bits. 
 
    When he realized what he was doing and tried to reign himself in, the anger burned him again. An anger that wanted to find out why Eve wanted to know about Jinxes and stop whatever she might get mixed up in. An anger that wanted to strike out at what might hurt her. So he called on more replicas to face him as the others fell around him. 
 
    He didn't like caring - he couldn't afford to care at all. He'd had to take the lives of too many he had known and cared about before he'd learned to stop caring at all. Before he'd caged the Wild and put it to sleep forever so he wouldn't have to feel. 
 
    He made a swift motion with his hand and all the replicas melded into the ground leaving him alone in the middle of the room struggling to breathe. He threw the sword away from him and it thunked on the packed dirt of the floor. 
 
    The Wild made it hurt to breathe. It made it so he couldn't even think. 
 
    "Well then." 
 
    James spun. Shaw stood at the edge of the sparring ring. He gave James a lazy smile when they locked eyes. "Now this is something I haven't seen in a very long time." 
 
    James snapped his eyes closed and turned his face to the ceiling. He had failed to quiet the Wild but the fog in his mind between Silas and himself had thinned. 
 
    Silas finally managed to slip forward and James felt immediate relief. He'd kept the Wild dormant so long, it seemed it and Silas couldn't abide at the same time. The Wild stopped stirring as Silas put it back to sleep. 
 
    "Don't you have some females to entertain, Seitheach?" 
 
    "It's worth cutting my fun short if I get to see Jamie let loose." 
 
    "You didn't come here to watch James. I know you well enough to know you'd rather spend the night between the females." 
 
    Shaw bared his teeth in a savage grin. "Yes, I would, but you and I have business. There's a body that's been ripped apart. It's stopped raining so there's a good chance the trail is still intact." 
 
    Silas crossed the room and retrieved the sword. He caressed the blade and whispered an apology for the earlier tantrum that had sent it across the room. He could feel its irritation at being used so poorly but it also whispered to him of the bloodlust the Wild's anger could incite. Silas frowned at the eagerness even though he would also enjoy the chance to let loose with it. He decided he would ride on the edge of that eagerness for the night's hunt. 
 
    He looked back at Shaw. "Where?" 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Eve clenched her teeth as yet another pulse of pain burst under her skin. She slowed the truck down and tried to find a spot to turn around. She had just passed a small road and using the pulse of pain as her navigation, she should have turned down it. 
 
    After all that had happened to her tonight she hadn't wanted the Jinx to call on her again. But the bird that had helped her last time had been waiting for her when the tingling woke her up. 
 
    "Another is broken," it had trilled at her. "You must go collect it and see what its death will tell you." 
 
    It had taken her a long time to figure out where the bird wanted her to go. A bird doesn't necessarily understand a map and Eve didn't necessarily understand landmarks birds use from the air. By the time she had figured it out, the tingling had turned painful. 
 
    The area she and the bird had agreed upon was close to her boundary. If she had to go any further she would have to get James's permission, and she didn't think she'd be able to stop him from questioning her this time. 
 
    She pushed her truck to go faster than it wanted to while trying to stay close enough to the speed limit she might escape being pulled over. But the dark country roads were quiet and she hadn't passed another car in the last half hour.  
 
    When she got turned around, she bumped along a rutted road that didn't look wide enough to allow two cars to pass one another. Her headlights cut a path through the dark trees rising on either side of her. The rain had stopped a while ago but a mist clung to the ground, curling between the trunks and across the road, limiting visibility. Eve decided she might have preferred the rain. 
 
    Another pulse of pain and she slowed the truck. It was almost three in the morning and she felt confident no one would come down the road anytime soon. She pulled as far onto the narrow, almost nonexistent shoulder as she could. 
 
    She checked the map on her phone again to make sure she hadn't gone out of bounds; just another half mile would have had her in trouble. She counted herself lucky this time and, gathering her bag, climbed out of the truck. The thick mist puffed away from her foot as it hit the ground. 
 
    With her truck lights off, complete darkness enveloped the road, but Eve had learned her lesson about fumbling around in the dark. She pulled a clear ball from her pouch and gave it a gentle shake. A small glow started in its center and it didn't take long for the glow to grow until it gave her a good circle of illumination. The sphere had cost her a pretty penny to obtain, but it was better than encountering any nastiness because she couldn't see what was in front of her. She admitted to herself it was incredibly stupid to come out here alone. But just the thought of asking someone to accompany her made her throat feel like it was closing and she had difficulty breathing. "I didn't ask anyone," she wheezed, angry that the Jinx was putting her in a potentially dangerous situation with no hope of bringing backup. 
 
    Above her came the haunting, echoing trill of the magpie. The song didn't contain words for her, just the sad melody of the bird. With the song the tingling lessened, and the pain evaporated again. Eve watched as the bird swooped down and landed on her shoulder, using it for a perch once more. This time when it trilled at her words bloomed from the song. 
 
    "Through the trees. A broken innocent and a sister." The bird squeezed her shoulder. "Let's go." 
 
    Eve reached out with her magic but couldn't feel any death nearby. Whatever the bird meant by broken innocent she decided it meant the animal variety. 
 
    The mist made negotiating the trek through the woods harder but at least she had light. Apart from the soft crushing of the greenery under her feet and the pattering of rainwater as it dripped from the trees over head, the woods were silent. 
 
    The tingling increased and Eve spent a few seconds trying to figure out which direction she needed to head. She walked a few more yards before something glistened in the sphere's light on a tree trunk. She didn't have to get close to see it was blood. She searched the ground and just barely saw dark red spatters on the ground through the mist. 
 
    "Close," the bird trilled just before Eve spotted the carcass. The poor creature had been a little fawn. Its neck lay at an odd angle and its body had been savaged. It definitely hadn't been hunted for food, but for fun. Beside it she spotted a feather that shone with a blue iridescence. She picked it up and the bird on her shoulder sang a few notes of its sad song again. 
 
    Eve walked forward and saw the owner of the fallen feather, a magpie. The bird on her shoulder shifted its weight and sang its sad song again only this time more haunting voices joined it. Magpies perched in the trees all around her, about twenty in all and Eve could feel the mourning in their song. The words were there but she couldn't decipher them; the mourning of the birds felt too different from her own way of mourning. 
 
    A tightness in her chest built until she couldn't stop herself. She joined in the song of mourning, supplying a harmony to the haunting song in a clear and ringing way, her voice undulating in a pattern of sounds foreign to her mouth but not uncomfortable. 
 
    The song ended as abruptly as it had started and Eve knelt down next to the tiny broken body. She didn't like the idea of looking at its memories out in the woods. She felt vulnerable. 
 
    She sat the illuminated globe on the ground and shrugged out of the rain coat she'd worn. She laid the bird on the coat and wrapped it up. 
 
    "I'd rather look at it in the safety of my workroom," she explained to the other bird. The bird must have been okay with that because it didn't make to bite or peck her. Instead it launched itself into the trees and blended in with the other birds. 
 
    Cradling the coat in her arms and managing the globe in one hand, she made her way back to the truck, birdsong following her the whole way. Eve frowned as she passed the body of the fawn but she couldn't do anything about the animal. 
 
    She made it back to the truck and put her bundle into the passenger seat. She slammed the door shut and the birdsong stopped in the distance. Its absence made the trees beyond the glow of the sphere seem that much darker. Her skin prickled. 
 
    "Fine, I'm going," she muttered to the Jinx. She moved to the driver's side of the truck, and once she got in, snuffed out the sphere and started up the truck. 
 
    Getting turned around would be a chore but from checking the map a small access road was a little further down the road, just inside bounds, that she could use. She turned the phone's screen off and tossed it into the seat next to her. 
 
    She had just applied gas when she thought she saw movement out of the corner of her eye. She pulled over again and looked out her window. Nothing but the heavy mist swirled outside curling around the tree trunks. After a few seconds of seeing nothing around her, she turned her attention back onto the road and put the truck in drive again. 
 
    The gut wrenching sound of metal crunching deafened her and her stomach did a flip as the world outside her windshield spun. Glass shattered, and she screamed as her truck flipped. The spinning halted and the seat belt cut across her chest and lap. The sound of metal scraping against asphalt assaulted her ears as her truck slowly stopped moving. 
 
    Eve blinked a couple times as she tried to make sense of the upside down world through what used to be her front windshield. The light sphere had activated in the violence of the truck flipping and was glowing softly beneath her head, illuminating the glittering broken glass, now on the roof of the truck. 
 
    She tried to slow her heart and her breathing so she could think. First things first, getting free of the seatbelt and figuring out how the hell the truck had flipped. Without her raincoat on, she only wore a thin t-shirt to protect herself from the glass. It would have to do. She braced herself as well as she could before releasing the belt's latch. She tumbled down from the seat and onto the roof of the truck. Glass cut into the exposed skin of her arms, but she considered it a small price to pay if she only walked away with a few scratches. 
 
    Glass crunched outside of the truck and Eve froze. It had come from the rear. A growl reverberated in the air. 
 
    She snatched the glowing orb next to her and snuffed it out. She held her breath as whatever stalked outside wandered toward the front of the truck. A massive paw struck the ground in front of her face before jagged fangs snapped at her. 
 
    She screamed and shoved away from the snarling face of an unfamiliar wolf. It tried to wedge itself in to get to her. 
 
    Eve wiggled herself between the roof and the front seat, further away from the teeth. Glass dug into her as she tried to get away but the bed of the truck would give her more room to maneuver. 
 
    The wolf struggled to pull itself out of what was left of the front window and tried to smash its way through the camper cover's smaller window frame. Its size didn't work in its favor and it couldn't muscle its way into making the hole big enough. The wolf pulled itself back out and Eve screamed again when the whole truck collapsed around her a little more as the beast jumped onto the underbelly of the truck that now stuck up in the air. 
 
    It howled and the hairs on the back of her neck stood on end. The truck rocked as it jumped off and Eve heard an answering howl. 
 
    There were two of them! 
 
    Eve needed to find her phone. She might stave off one of the giant wolves but if its buddy joined it, she wouldn't count on them not figuring out how to get to her. 
 
    The wolf outside began a growling fit and tried to shove itself in through the back window of the truck bed this time. It got further into the larger window and Eve dragged herself back through the glass to curl into a ball near the front seat. 
 
    The wolf dug itself in closer and Eve screamed as its fangs came so close spittle sprayed her as the hot breath seared her skin. 
 
    Suddenly the wolf began frantically trying to back out of the window and Eve got a good look at the other wolf that joined the first one. 
 
    Ben. 
 
    It was true. Ben had gone feral, and he had turned another druid feral. Eve made a sound between a scream and a cry of anguish. 
 
    Ben's ears dropped flat on his head and he bounded forward snarling. Eve closed her eyes and squeezed herself as small as she could as the two wolves fought, snarling and snapping over who got the prey. 
 
    An even bigger commotion broke out outside the truck and she heard the huge bodies dart off through the underbrush on the side of the road. 
 
    "Eve!" 
 
    Eve's eyes flew open, and she tried to turn in the direction she'd heard the voice. Bright light blinded her but not before she saw the black eyes staring back at her, wide, through the side window. "James!" she screamed. 
 
    He shoved his way in through the window and wrapped his arms around her, helping to pull her out. "Ben's here, James! He's got another druid with him. They're both feral!" 
 
    James made consoling sounds and murmured "I know. Shaw is on it." Once he had her out, he propped her against the side of the truck. She felt the tingle of druid magic run through her as he checked her for injuries, but his eyes kept darting to the woods behind him. A howl rose in the distance and James froze, stopping his examination of her. 
 
    "I'm fine. It's just cuts. Go." 
 
    "I will come back." He hesitated then left. The faery light he had conjured still hung above her providing a soft warm glow. 
 
    Something warm trickled down her face and Eve put her hand up to her head. She pulled it away to find it sticky with blood. She let her head fall back against the dented side of her poor truck as she reached back and patted it. 
 
    "You were sturdy enough I think I'll make it out of this but I don't think I can say the same for you." 
 
    She brought her arm back down to investigate why her shirt felt so wet. Blood covered her arm and now that she saw it, it burned from all the pieces of glass imbedded in it. She ran a hand through her hair and glass rained down. She decided she'd have to wear shoes in the shower for the next week because her nest of curls would hold on to and hide the tiny shards of glass it harbored. 
 
    Eve stood to survey the damage. She just wanted something to distract her from James's job out in the woods. 
 
    Looking at the truck, Eve knew she'd been right when she'd told the truck it couldn't be salvaged. Glass glittered all over the road in the faery light and the metal body lay twisted. An indention on the undercarriage on the driver's side showed where the Feral druid had flipped it. Claw marks gouged the rusted metal and one tire hung shredded, the wheel well crushed and mangled. 
 
    Eve hummed while she waited. She tried to place the tune but came up with nothing. Her skin tingled again and instead of slowly coming on it developed into a painful pulse that brought her to her knees. Bright spots appeared in front of her eyes but she still didn't miss the wolf that jumped out of the trees just to her left. James and Shaw had failed to corral the wolf that wasn't Ben and now it charged at her. Pain made it impossible to do anything other than make a strangled sound and try to lurch away. 
 
    Eve closed her eyes and waited for the deathblow but instead she heard a yelp. She opened her eyes to find Ben tumbling around on the ground with the unknown wolf. They were still fighting over who got to eat her. 
 
    Fangs and fur flew. Every time the unknown wolf disengaged from Ben he would charge her. Ben would somehow get between Eve and the wolf and the fight would begin anew. Blood covered both wolves and neither of them were healing their wounds. 
 
    The other wolf disengaged and bounded away from Ben to stand near the tree line, its teeth bared. Ben lunged at her and Eve, thinking he had won the right to kill her, cringed away. Instead Ben didn't bite her or do anything other than stand over her, watching the other wolf and growling. 
 
    A thought dawned on her. Ben wasn't trying to kill her. He was trying to protect her. As she processed that information, the other wolf ran at them and Ben met him. This fight looked more furious than the last and when the other wolf clamped down on Ben's neck Eve shrieked. Blood drenched the other wolf's maw and Ben yelped. 
 
    Eve couldn't let the wolf kill Ben. She felt helpless until a familiar tug on her magic made her look around. A fat cat streaked down the road toward her, mewling in anger. 
 
    "Charon! Save Ben!" she screamed. Charon streaked by and his body morphed. The animal grew until it didn't resemble the chunky cat at all as its grey and white fur melted away and long, black spines took its place. Ebony claws and fangs grew and glinted in the faery light as the shade creature's milky white eyes locked on the wolf that wasn't Ben.  
 
    Ben jumped from the other wolf and limped away, trying to put space between them as Charon pounced. Eve ran forward, threaded her fingers through Ben's fur, and pulled him back toward the truck with her. Ben struggled, but she held on tight. A high pitched bark of pain sounded out from the other wolf. 
 
    Eve looked up and saw a dark form coming through the trees behind the other wolf. Charon pounced away, and she watched as a black sword plunged down through the neck and spine of the unknown wolf. 
 
    Eve sank to the ground and buried her face in Ben's fur listening to his ragged breathing. He whined faintly and Eve moved to look at his face. Ben's eyes held nothing human, only the wild looked back out at her. But she wasn't afraid. He had saved her. The least she could do was not be afraid of him. 
 
    "Eve, get away from him. He can't control himself." 
 
    Eve looked up at James and past him at a wolf she decided must be Shaw standing amongst the trees. James had his sword at his side, his eyes fixed on Ben. Charon was no where to be seen. Part of Eve panicked at the beast's disappearance. She'd learned that if he changed into his shade form, he went away for a while. Where he went, she didn't know. How long he would be gone seemed to depend on how long he held his shade form.  
 
    Eve shook her head. "He saved me, James. Please don't." 
 
    James's face twisted and the beat of his soul slowed. "Move now, necromancer." 
 
    Eve wrapped her arms around Ben tighter. "Please. Look at him. He's not a danger. You said he's feral, well, why isn't he biting me? He's dying and needs help. Please. Please." She hated begging him. But she wouldn't watch Ben die. 
 
    Eve watched as the other part of James let his cold eyes leave her face, and he looked at Ben. Ben's breathing came out more labored as too much blood pooled beneath him. 
 
    James sheathed his sword and came to kneel beside them. He pulled out a wooden pendant from beneath his armor and said, "It's the Enforcer. I need Healers and Cleaners and I have no idea what else. I need a team who can take in a Feral brother." 
 
    He dropped the pendant and fixed her with a cool stare. Whatever else happened, at least she'd convinced him to spare Ben's life for now. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
    The sterile smell of the hallway burned his nose. James hated human hospitals. Underneath the sterile smell, the unmistakable scent of bodily fluids and death lingered. He almost wished he had insisted on Eve being taken to Sanctuary so the healers could take care of her. That way he wouldn't be here, waiting around for the chance to ask her some questions in private. 
 
    The door to her room opened and the x-ray technician rolled out the massive portable x-ray machine she'd said she needed to use on Eve. 
 
    "I'm done for now. It will be about half an hour until we get the films back," she told him without looking at him. Her fear of him rolled through the hallway; a palpable thing against his skin. 
 
    Half an hour should be more than enough time if the hospital staff didn't continue to interrupt. 
 
    James rapped on the door and let himself in. Eve sat in the middle of the hospital bed. She had looked pale when she'd arrived at the hospital and he'd seen her in proper lighting, making the light smattering of freckles across the bridge of her nose stand out more than usual. Now wearing the oddly patterned and colored hospital shift, her dark tawny skin looked not only ashen but bruised and beaten. Dried blood still caked the side of her face. A temporary bandage covered the carnage on her arms. 
 
    She'd been messing with a remote control attached to the bed but tossed it aside as he entered. 
 
    "They said they had to take an x-ray to find all the glass. Once the doctor looks at it they say they can get to work on me." She raised her arm and winced before setting it down. She watched him with her mismatched eyes and sighed. "I take it you're sticking around because you want to talk and not because you want to keep me company?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    The corner of her mouth turned down and she let her head droop back onto the propped up bed. "Since I'm pretty sure neither one of us will be satisfied with this talk, let's get it over with. It might also help if you stop setting off the whole 'I will kill you' vibe. The poor nurses are terrified and I don't want the doctor staying away longer than he needs to because he's afraid of you too." 
 
    James scowled and Eve managed a small smile. "See, much better." 
 
    "I'm in no mood for joking, Ms. Williams." But her smile had loosened some of the tension he felt in his shoulders. 
 
    "Well, I am. I'm the one with glass in my arm and a gash on my head. Humor me for a bit." 
 
    "I believe I've humored you enough for one evening," he said quietly. 
 
    That seemed to sober her up. She looked down at her hands in her lap. "I know. Thank you." 
 
    "I want to know what you were doing out there so close to your boundary. I want to know how it is you've encountered Ben, not once, but twice. I want to know why you had a dead bird that smells of witch wrapped in a coat in your truck. I expect you to answer me quickly and with the truth. The entire truth." 
 
    James watched as her eyes darted away. Her irritation and anger licked at him as she struggled with something. She looked back to him. 
 
    "Or what?" she asked. 
 
    "What do you mean 'or what'?" Silas stirred in the back of his mind. He had already warned he wouldn't spare her feelings if she resisted. 
 
    "I want to know what happens if I refuse to tell you?" 
 
    James just stared at her at a loss for words. 
 
    "Enough. You've given her enough slack, and it's time you reminded her of what you are." 
 
    Silas was right. He'd been far too lenient with the woman and the time had come for her to remember her place as well as his. 
 
    He walked to the bed and took a seat on the edge. Eve stiffened but her defiant look didn't waver. He almost admired her stubbornness. Almost. Right now it would cost them both something. 
 
    He shifted on the bed and held out his hands. "Place your palms in mine." 
 
    Eve didn't move, she continued to stare at him. "Why?" 
 
    James closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Silas wanted to come to the surface to speed up the process but James wanted to do it himself. He looked back at Eve. "Place your palms in mine, Eve." 
 
    Her panic laced the air. He didn't need to be an empath to know it. Her pulse sped up and her breathing came a little faster. She licked her lips and slowly placed her hands in his. He gripped them and she tried to pull away but he didn't let go. 
 
    "I tried to give you a choice," he lost his train of thought and closed his eyes so he wouldn't have to see Eve's face. Her hands felt cold in his as her fear and confusion seeped into his skin. He picked up on another emotion too but he couldn't place it. More accurately, he didn't want to place it. The thought jarred him and reminded him painfully of what he needed to do. 
 
    "James?" 
 
    His eyes flew open at his name and he steeled his resolve. "I shouldn't have given you a choice. Now we do it my way." He closed his eyes again and this time he let his mind brush up against hers. It was so easy to slip inside. She had no defenses against someone like him. Images flashed through his head that weren't his own memories. 
 
    "What are you doing?" her panicked voice rose an octave. 
 
    "Why were you out in the woods?" Visions of driving through the fog and walking through the woods sprang up from her mind. The image of a dead fawn and then a dead bird froze in front of him. The sound of Eve's voice singing sweet and clear, a song with no words he could decipher filled the memory before it went black. 
 
    "How do you keep finding Ben?" James waited for the memories to spring up but nothing but blackness and background memories that had nothing to do with what he wanted to know played through his mind. 
 
    "Why do you have the dead bird?" There were images this time but shadows shrouded them and he couldn't make anything out. He gritted his teeth and pushed in a little further. 
 
    "Why do you have the dead bird?" The image of her apartment flashed through his mind before pain rushed up to meet him. Eve's pain. He'd pushed too hard. He backed out of her memories and back to the present, releasing her hands. 
 
    Tears swam in her eyes and her breathing came fast. He'd hurt her trying to recover the memories and now she had tears of pain and anger in her eyes. 
 
    The Wild awoke and put the fog back between him and Silas. He had to shove up from the bed and clench his hands to keep from reaching out to her. The Wild wanted - wanted what? 
 
    Shifting through another's memories wasn't something he liked doing on his best days, much less when his own exhaustion was so near. Fatigue plagued him from the hunt and exhaustion settled in after pushing so hard for the last answer. He wouldn't be able to control what the Wild might make him say or do if he stayed much longer. He fought the fog, not wanting to know what it was the Wild wanted and Silas gladly took over. 
 
    Eve sat on the bed, betrayal and hurt written on her face. The emotions moved James more than he cared to admit but Silas didn't care at all. 
 
    "Next time I want answers from you I expect you to give them willingly," Silas said in clipped tones. Then he leaned in closer. "And the next time you step between me and my duty I will not be so forgiving." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Slipping into the room, James took an empty seat near Shaw at the large table. Five other men sat at the table apart from the two of them - Josiah, William, a healer and two other shifters higher in the ranks than William. They were all arranged with plenty of space between them. 
 
    James noticed everyone except for Shaw seem to shift further away from his seat. Eve had pointed it out at the hospital but he no longer had the energy to cloak what the others around him saw and if that made them uncomfortable then so be it. 
 
    Currents of power between Shaw and the other shifters moved uncomfortably across James's skin and made the Wild stir in his chest. Silas had pushed the Wild back but he could still smell Eve's blood where it had rubbed on his armor when he'd pulled her out of the wreck of the vehicle. The scent was enough to keep the Wild alert and ready, exhausting James even more. 
 
    Thinking of Eve made the anger fresh for him and Silas. Him because she had once again refused to tell him when he asked her what she was up to and Silas because James had urged him to spare Ben at Eve's insistence. 
 
    The two shifters he didn't know turned to look at him. Anger rolled off them and mingled with his own. He'd killed their brother tonight and would likely have to kill another before the dawn. It didn't matter that those two men had killed other innocents. All they could see when they looked at him was a murderer. 
 
    "Thank you for coming, Enforcer James. I trust your business is taken care of?" Josiah asked from the head of the table breaking James for the cycle of thoughts he tried desperately not to have. 
 
    James gave him a nod. "I informed Citadel I performed Justice." The two shifters he didn't know moved in their seats, their anger intensifying but also their fear. 
 
    "Healer Kellen was just giving us an update on Ben," Josiah said, nodding to the man sitting closest to him on his left. 
 
    Kellen took Josiah's pause as an invitation to talk. "He'll survive his injuries. It will be a couple of hours still before he'll wake up. I can't figure it out but he's not healing himself and is showing signs of magical starvation. If he were feral he-" 
 
    "If he were feral?" Shaw interjected. 
 
    Kellen nodded. "Well, you see, if he were feral he would keep himself properly fed and rested. It would come naturally. As it is, he looks half starved and exhausted." 
 
    "And I'm telling you there's nothing but the Wild to him," Shaw said. "So the little necromancer says he saved her. More likely he had succumb to his wounds and wasn't able to kill her before James and I got there." 
 
    "Eve said he saved her?" William turned his head toward Shaw without directing his eyes at him. 
 
    Shaw showed his teeth in Will's direction and James interrupted before Shaw said something to rile the other man. "She did. When I came upon them, the other shifter, Boyd, was frantic trying to get to Eve. I did what had to be done. The two men had fought and Ben's injuries were too great for him to do anything other than lie there. Eve insisted that he had protected her." 
 
    James shrugged. "Rather than perform Justice, I decided it would be best to bring Brother Ben back to Sanctuary to see if we could find out just how many he's killed." 
 
    James knew Shaw would hear the lie in his words but he was too tired to care at this point. 
 
    "It's a miracle he didn't kill her," Kellen murmured. 
 
    "You think you can get the Wild to talk to you?" Josiah asked wearily. 
 
    "Of course," Shaw answered. "I can force him to shift and if need be, I can force him to answer our questions. Then he must pay for all he's done." 
 
    "There's no argument that Ben has attacked and killed," Josiah answered, looking at the other shifters around the table. "No one will argue he must be punished." 
 
    The meeting adjourned until Shaw forced Ben to talk. James stood up and, as the other men filed out, William called out to him. "Can I speak with you, Enforcer?" 
 
    James sat back down at his place and waited for the room to empty. Josiah was the last to leave and, with a glance at the two men remaining behind, he shut the doors. 
 
    William sat rigid in his seat. He was just out of range of James easily being able to read the man's emotions and for that he was grateful. 
 
    "No one told us what Evey's condition was but I can smell her blood on you. How bad did he hurt her?" His voice came out low and dangerous. 
 
    "He didn't hurt her from what I saw and heard. She sustained all her injuries when Boyd flipped her truck. She's cut up but she'll be fine." 
 
    Would she though? The question surprised him but he pushed the image of her sitting on the hospital bed with the look of betrayal on her face. 
 
    William relaxed and slumped a little in his seat. "Harlen will be beside himself when he finds out Evey got hurt, but it will be a bit of a consolation that Ben wasn't the one to do it." 
 
    "Was that all you wanted, Brother? I have paperwork to do." James didn't mind talking with William most of the time. In fact, James found he rather liked the man. But he felt exhausted and irritable and had a feeling he would find Shaw waiting to ambush him in his office. 
 
    William nodded. "I'm sorry to keep you Enforcer. I just," William tapped his fingers on top of the conference table. "Thanks for not killing him in front of her." 
 
    James opened his mouth to disagree. He wanted no one to think he'd done it for Eve's sake. 
 
    "I know you didn't do it for her." William cut in before James corrected him. "But, thanks all the same. She means a lot to him and he wouldn't want her to see that happen." James heard what he wasn't saying either. William wanted to protect Eve from it as well. 
 
    James didn't know what to say, so he gave William a small bow and left him sitting in the room. 
 
    There weren't many people roaming the halls at this early hour but the few that James encountered found some reason or other to skitter out of his path. The hallway to his office was dark enough that he saw the light coming from beneath his office door. He hadn't left the light on but it confirmed that Shaw waited for him. 
 
    He opened the door and entered without looking at the other man who paced near the worktable. 
 
    "What did William want?" Shaw asked. 
 
    "He wanted to know if the necromancer was all right." James went to his desk and sat down, turning his computer on. The night had produced too much paperwork and just the thought of filling it all out hastened the dull ache building in his temples. He would have to call for food and coffee to be brought to him if he had any hope of finishing the work. 
 
    Shaw continued to pace and said nothing for a few minutes more. The constant thump of the other man's boots as he walked over the stone floor sounded out almost in time with the throb of his headache. He couldn't take it anymore. "If you have something else you wish to say, say it. If not, stop pacing or get out." 
 
    Shaw stopped his pacing and sat down in one of the seats in front of James's desk. He sighed. "I'm just trying to figure out what's gotten into you is all, Jamie. I've known you for a long time and I expect certain reactions from you. But this time, you've surprised me and I'm trying to figure out what's changed you." 
 
    "Nothing has changed me," James snapped. 
 
    "Oh? So it's normal for you to let the necromancer be lippy and stand in the way of your work?" 
 
    "No. I told you I tolerate the necromancer because she is dear to several of our brothers here. As for standing in the way of my work, she didn't. I decided it was best to bring Ben back here." 
 
    "I call bullshit. You were going to kill him right then and there. She begged you not to, and you gave in. Why?" 
 
    James cradled his forehead in his hand and tried to massage his throbbing temples. "I didn't give in." Shaw made a noise that clearly meant he didn't believe James. "And I've already made myself clear on what would happen if she comes between me and my work again." 
 
    "And what will that be, Brother?" 
 
    James slammed his hand down on his desk. A lesser man would have flinched away from James but Shaw sat unmoving at the display. 
 
    "The same thing that happens to anyone else who comes between me and serving Justice," James said savagely. "She will die by my hand sooner or later and I will bet on the former! Foolish woman!" He shoved himself away from the desk and stood, wanting to move but being too near exhaustion to do much of anything. "Foolish fucking woman," he said softer to himself as the thing in his chest clawed at him. 
 
    Shaw chuckled darkly. "Of all the women, you pick some scrappy little thing." 
 
    "I have picked nothing. I'm still as I was and once I have the Wild back under my thumb I won't," James stopped and gestured unsure of the words he looked for. "I won't care about her because it won't care any more. It will be silent and we'll all be happier for it." 
 
    "I have to tell you Jamie, I haven't seen your Wild since the early years of us knowing one another. I thought you'd made it wither, to be honest. When you cut yourself off from it I told you it wasn't possible. But then you went and did it and I don't know how you live that way. No one should have to live that way," he said, not bothering to conceal his concern from James. 
 
    James shook his head. "It's easy." 
 
    "It shouldn't be," Shaw said, exasperated. "It's a part of you! You shouldn't be able to separate it out! We need it to live," he ended, sounding almost desperate. "You've made it an entirely separate entity from yourself and fucked yourself over because of it. 
 
    "I also think you've been lying to yourself for far too long about not needing it and it's coming back to bite you hard on the ass. And I think you might be in trouble with the necromancer too. She doesn't react like most people seem to do to the Wild. 
 
    "She had no fear of William in the alley and I haven't seen her have a speck of fear of you. Not even when you were bearing down on her and Ben. She stayed her ground. Sure she was afraid, but she was afraid for Ben and not of you. That must be refreshing, to have someone not afraid of you." 
 
    "It won't matter for long. Once you leave, I will make sure the Wild stays asleep this time." James hunched over the worktable, bracing himself with both arms. 
 
    "Is there nothing I can do to convince you you're making a mistake?" 
 
    "Absolutely not. Now leave. I have too much to do and I don't have the time for you anymore." 
 
    Shaw said nothing more and James stayed standing at the table motionless well after he'd heard the door to his office open and close. In a few short hours Shaw would force Ben to shift and they would get answers. Then they would call upon James to do his duty, not only for Sanctuary, but for the man Ben had been. 
 
    Shaw's words ran through his head. If he were a normal druid, sure, his Wild would be indistinguishable from him. But he wasn't a normal druid. He had to stand apart from the men he called brothers. 
 
    He had needed to shed the Wild from himself to make his existence bearable. What he hadn't meant to do was become entwined with Silas, the entity that had taken up residence in his mind when he had become one of the Everliving. 
 
    Silas, the cold, calculating soul that shared his every thought and made it easier to do his job and still be able to live with himself. 
 
    Something in James's skin felt tight, and he wished not for the first time he had managed to kill the Wild. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
    Eve stood under the awning outside the emergency department and glowered at the lightening horizon. She'd been awake for almost twenty hours and in those twenty hours too much had happened. Bandages swathed her arms, and the stitches pulled at her skin as the anesthetic wore off. 
 
    She'd had four stitches put in along her hairline where shattering glass must have hit her. When she'd changed out of her hospital gown she had glimpsed herself in the little mirror in the bathroom and the bruises where her seat belt caught her were developing nicely. In a few more hours they would be peak ghastly. 
 
    Still, she counted herself lucky to have survived the night at all and would take the cuts and bruises. She caught sight of a familiar little blue car as it pulled into the parking lot and threaded its way to the emergency room entrance. It stopped in front of her and she climbed in with her odd bundle of coat and bag. 
 
    "Thanks for coming down here to get me." 
 
    Inside, her best friend, Gisela, eyed her up and down as Eve gingerly fastened the seatbelt. At least it goes across the opposite shoulder, she thought. 
 
    "It's not a problem at all. You should have called me sooner and I would have kept you company." 
 
    The mention of company reminded Eve of James's visit earlier in the night and she cringed. She didn't want to think about the man any more until she'd gotten some sleep. 
 
    She looked at Gisela. Even after being awoken before dawn to come pick her up with no notice, the woman next to her looked pulled together in a way that Eve couldn't manage when given a couple hours notice. There wasn't a trace of tiredness in the honey brown eyes and her clothes looked like she'd taken great care in picking them out instead of what Eve would have done which is grab the last thing she'd worn out of the floor and gone with it. 
 
    Gisela had dyed her hair, at least the small amount she let grow, since the last time Eve had seen her. She'd dyed it a blond that matched her eyes and stood out against her dark skin pleasingly. "Nice hair," Eve said before settling down in her seat for the drive. 
 
    "I'd like to say something nice about how you look but the nicest thing I can think to say is you've seen better days." 
 
    "What, you don't like the I've-been-in-a-wreck look?" Eve looked at her friend. 
 
    Gisela frowned, then put the car in drive. "How bad is your truck?" 
 
    Eve cringed. "In truck heaven," she said, her voice falling flat. 
 
    "Oh" was all Gisela said. Eve didn't expect the woman to be too sad about the death of the truck. Gisela had been in the firm camp of trying to convince her to get a different car for the last two years. 
 
    "Do you want to talk about what happened?" Gisela tried. 
 
    Eve shook her head and closed her eyes. "Maybe some other time. I'm tired and I hurt." 
 
    Eve fell asleep after that. After the short ride to her place, she had a hard time opening her eyes once Gisela announced she was home. Eve thanked her again for the ride and went up to her house. When she got inside she locked the door and frowned at how much light filled the interior of her home. The sun was just peeking over the horizon and Eve wasn't a fan of missing the whole night's sleep. 
 
    She wanted to take a shower, but she also didn't want to change her bandages already. The larger cuts throbbed and she decided she was okay going to sleep without bathing first. 
 
    She laid her bag in the floor and sat her jacket on the table in the entryway. There wasn't much use in looking at the bird's memories now. She knew what had happened to it. After a few hours of sleep she decided she would have to call Wist and figure out what she should do with the little body. 
 
    Eve heard the noise of something thudding on the ground and was surprised to see Charon padding over to greet her. Eve reached down to give him a stroke, relieved that his shift hadn't caused him to be gone too long. 
 
    "You were a very good boy." 
 
    Charon gave her his broken meow which she interpreted as sorry I took so long to get to you. 
 
    She drug herself up the stairs to her bedroom and remembered to lay down gently instead of flopping down like she wanted to. There were too many bruises to think about and flopping would hurt them all. 
 
    Before her eyes closed, she thought about calling Harlen to find out what he could tell her about Ben's fate. Grief washed over her, diluted by exhaustion. She knew what his fate would be and nothing she did now would save him. But she still didn't want to wait too long to talk to Harlen. He would grieve and so would William and Eve didn't want to leave either of the men alone to their grief. 
 
    Eve thought about James again and thoughts of fury tried to push their way into her head. But a haziness clouded her mind from lack of sleep and she decided she was sad for him and the job he must do. 
 
    That last thought gave her enough impetus to dig her phone out of her back pocket and set an alarm for later in the morning. The few hours of sleep she might get wouldn't be enough but it's all she was willing to wait. 
 
    Alarm set, she fell into sleep without any hesitation. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Eve woke up in a sweat. After a few minutes of fumbling around on her bed, she realized it hadn't been her alarm that had woken her up but the damned tingling again. Blinding sunlight filled her bedroom and a quick check of her alarm told her it was well before noon. She had the pleasant idea of drifting off to sleep again until her skin pulsed with pain. 
 
    "Fine, I'll get up," she snarled. 
 
    Every little movement ached as she tried to push herself up. She went limp on the bed again which made another pulse of pain appear. The first thing she had intended to do when she woke up was to call Harlen but the insistent tingling and pain put that notion right out of her head. 
 
    A small hope grew inside her. The tingling must mean Ben still lived and if he still lived, maybe they had found a way to help him. 
 
    The first thing she needed to do was call Wist and get Coraline to take the Jinx off her. She found her phone tangled in her bedcovers and she dialed the witch. Wist agreed to tell Coraline she wanted to meet. 
 
    The pulsing pain didn't return after the call so Eve decided she had mollified it for the time being. 
 
    She didn't want to, but she desperately needed a shower before she did anything else. She padded off to the bathroom, the sunlight still making her eyes burn. 
 
    She avoided looking at herself in the mirror as she took off her bandages and climbed into the shower, trying to keep the sutured areas as dry as possible. 
 
    Carefully she washed her hair and sure enough she kept encountering bits of glass as they brushed against her fingers from where they lay tangled in her curls. 
 
    It was a chore to lift her left arm higher than her waist. They had x-rayed it to determine if the seatbelt might have broken something in her shoulder but other than a wicked bruise, it should be fine. It still made dealing with her hair a pain. 
 
    When she got out she searched for the first aid supplies she kept stocked in the bathroom. She found the gauze and medical tape and when she turned from the linen closet, she caught sight of herself and wished she hadn't. Her arms were a Frankenstein of stitches and cuts too small to benefit from any treatment to close them. But the worst of it was the bruise across her chest - black, purple and blue with hints of yellows and greens around the edges. 
 
    Looking at it made her wince, and she busied herself with patching herself up and avoided looking in the mirror again before she had dressed. 
 
    She left the bathroom and the sound of a bird trilling broke the thoughts she'd been having. The magpie was on the balcony outside her bedroom with Charon eyeing it greedily. 
 
    Eve deflated a little when she realized it was just a magpie and not Coraline but opened the door and greeted the bird after shoving Charon back. 
 
    "The mistress will meet you. In the fair woods. Come quickly or not at all." The magpie took off before Eve could ask questions. She didn't know what the fair woods were, and she wondered if this might be another test to see how clever she was. 
 
    She ran through the list of possibilities in her head before one stood out from the others. The fair woods. There was an area of Forest Park devoted to housing carnivals and fairs whenever they came through. Eve wasn't sure why but she felt positive this was the area Coraline wanted to meet in. 
 
    The only problem being it wasn't within walking distance and she remembered that her truck was sitting in a junkyard somewhere awaiting its funeral. She called for a cab as she made her way downstairs carrying a small box that held the bird from the night before. She reasoned that Wist had carried a bird in a similar box so surely she could do the same without offending Coraline. 
 
    By the time she got to the park, Eve worried Coraline had already left. The witch seemed volatile, and she didn't know how fast the woman would abandon meeting with her. 
 
    There were plenty of people out enjoying the nice weather of the day but none of them bothered to make their way to the part of the park she had the cab driver drop her off. The trees were thicker here and formed a kind of cove around the area to house magical fairs and carnivals. Nothing would visit the city right now but in a few more weeks, when pleasant weather was guaranteed most of the time, there would be visitors aplenty. 
 
    Above her, birds of all kinds sang in the trees and Eve picked out the haunting song of the magpie mixed in with them. That gave her hope she wasn't too late. She walked around, not seeing anyone until Coraline slipped from behind a tree, startling her. 
 
    Once again naked, the woman still looked uncomfortable in her human skin. 
 
    "Sister Wist says you wish to speak. So speak." 
 
    Overhead the birds had stopped their chattering like they were listening to all they would say. They probably were. 
 
    "Last night the person responsible for killing your birds was caught. The druids have him now but I can't guarantee if and when they might kill him. I wanted to know if you would lift the Jinx since they caught him." 
 
    Above her rang one long clear cry that drew Coraline's attention to somewhere above them in the trees. The woman nodded then looked back at Eve. 
 
    "Do you know the Avians have fled?" 
 
    Eve furrowed her brow at the woman. "What do you mean fled?" 
 
    Coraline clicked her tongue. "My dear friends fled days ago when the dreamers called to them. They have not returned nor will they until the danger is gone." 
 
    Eve sighed. She didn't live far from the Roost, the block of buildings the Avians call their home, and she was sure she'd just seen Avians flying between the buildings that morning. "Surely someone would have noticed a mass exodus? I know -" 
 
    "You know nothing!" Coraline screeched, her teeth snapping. 
 
    Eve took a deep breath as the witch stomped around, gesticulating and speaking in a low voice to herself. It was obvious she needed to try a different approach with the woman but something Coraline had said sparked a memory of their first meeting. 
 
    "You said something about the dreamers before, when you Jinxed me. What did they tell you that made you think you needed me? What do they have to do with all of this?" Dreamer was a romantic name for what they were. The Arachnae were spider-like humanoids that hid themselves from the general population. They gave Eve nightmares ever since she'd met one and she tried at all costs to avoid them. They were prophets and spun their prophecies in dreams and webs alike. They also avoided consorting with any creature outside of their own race if they could help it. 
 
    Coraline stopped her frantic movements and observed Eve. "I can not reveal the whole of it to you because all of it is not mine to reveal. They were there at the start and they saw several possible outcomes for what is happening. Almost all of them end in tragedy. The only outcomes that held a hint of success included you." 
 
    Eve let out a breath, a little relieved. She didn't put much stock into what the Arachnae said but it made her feel a little better if they had seen the outcome as favorable with her in it. 
 
    Coraline cackled. "Don't look so relieved, necromancer. I said the only outcomes that held success. That doesn't mean everything that includes you comes out favorably. There were several in which you die." Coraline cackled again and the birds overhead shifted as one so that the branches and feathers moving sounded louder than the cackles. 
 
    Coraline cut off the terrible laughter as suddenly as it had come on and she froze. All the birds above took up one terrified cry and launched themselves from the branches, raining leaves and sticks down on the two women. Coraline whispered, "It's here." 
 
    Eve's skin had tingled lightly through the entire conversation but now pain burst along her skin so hot and twisting it took the breath from her and she dropped down to her knees. She watched as Coraline tried to twist into a bird but before she could complete the transformation a huge wolf burst into the cove from the trees next to them. Eve screamed as the beast's jaws caught Coraline by her throat mid transformation. With one mighty shake of its head, Eve heard a loud snap then a coldness - bright and cleansing - flooded her body and called out to her. 
 
    The wolf had killed Coraline. 
 
    Eve watched horror-struck as the wolf lapped and tore into the frail looking body that was both bird and woman. She pushed herself up while raking her nails down her arm. She felt some smaller cuts tear open there and she called out to Charon. 
 
    The shade beast could slip between reality and wherever it was shades came from, and Eve hoped that her home was close enough that the cat could get there in time. She took a step away from the wolf as it feasted with its back to her. 
 
    The snapping of a stick under her foot sounded like a gunshot. 
 
    The massive wolf swung its head in her direction and licked at the blood around its snout before it lunged for her. 
 
    Eve screamed as a huge fur ball bolted past her and slammed its body into the wolf with enough force to knock it off course. 
 
    Eve seized the opportunity and took off running. 
 
    The hairs on the back of her neck stood up and at the last second she dove to the side. Claws grazed her back, but she had missed being tackled by the wolf. She rolled and looked to see the wolf recovering from the missed attack faster than she was. 
 
    Charon dove between them. 
 
    The wolf got up and charged but Charon met it head on, shifting to his shade form mid-stride. Eve tried to get up to run while the two fought but her legs were too weak. Calling Charon had taken too much energy after too little sleep and everything else that had happened the previous night. 
 
    She looked at the pair as the wolf batted her shade creature away in an amazing show of strength. The wolf looked familiar but she couldn't place who it was. It didn't matter - they meant to kill her. 
 
    The wolf crouched and made to spring at her before Charon found his footing. 
 
    "Shaw!" James's voice rang out somewhere behind her and then he was there, standing between her and the wolf, his dark sword glinting in the dappled light. 
 
    The wolf twisted and writhed into Shaw. Blood covered his face and had run down to soak his bare chest. Coraline's blood. There was no sanity in his eyes as a shadow formed from his hand and a dark sword of his own appeared. 
 
    "I don't wish to kill you, Brother," James hissed. 
 
    Shaw smiled, and it was all teeth. "You won't." He made a noise that sounded halfway between a laugh and a growl and lunged toward James. 
 
    The swords moved too fast for Eve to follow and the only time she saw them clearly was when Shaw lunged for her. But James was faster and the better swordsman. 
 
    That didn't mean there weren't slip ups. 
 
    Shaw twisted past James and James had to contort himself to stop him. It had been a ruse on Shaw's end and his blade ended up biting into James's side. 
 
    If it hurt, James gave no sign, but it seemed to spur him on. He used Shaw's ruse against him and with his momentum Eve saw a dagger come out in James's free hand and he dug it deep into Shaw's side. 
 
    Shaw howled and jerked away, the wound in his side smoking. He gave one last look of hatred toward Eve and blinked out of existence. 
 
    The park fell silent. Eve tried to ask James what had happened but didn't get the chance. Fire erupted under her skin. The world crumbled away from her in pain. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    Eve heard the clink of something metallic and her eyes jerked open. She had expected sunlight but instead the soft light of twilight streamed in through the window - an unfamiliar window. She took stock of her surroundings and realized she had no idea where she was. 
 
    She was lying on a bed with a thin blanket thrown over her. A twinge of pain shot through her hand as she pushed herself up to sit. When she lifted her hand to inspect the source of the pain, she found an I.V. attached to her. 
 
    Fear gripped her stomach but looking closer she realized it was only a bag of nutrients given to magic users who went over their limits and had no way of gaining calories on their own. 
 
    The gnawing hunger she associated with magic use wasn't there, so its nutrients must have done their job. She went to unhook the drip from her hand and paused. Few of the cuts that had covered her arm remained. She shifted in the bed and noticed the aches and pains from the wreck were gone as well. A quick peek down the front of her shirt and she saw most of the bruising from her seatbelt had been healed. 
 
    She looked around the room again. She thought she might be in the bedroom of an apartment. To the right, blinds covered a window and to the left, a sliver of yellow light came through a cracked door. 
 
    Eve heard a sharp intake of breath and the metallic clinking sound again. She puled the drip line from her hand and moved to see who made the noise but winced when the bed creaked. She froze but only heard the metallic sound again so she slipped away to the door. 
 
    The door was only cracked slightly but enough for her to peek inside. 
 
    She had to stop herself from sucking in a breath. James had his back to the door. He wore nothing from the waist up. 
 
    She hadn't thought about the man under the armor but he was more muscular than she had given him credit for. His shoulders were broad and the muscles in his back shifted under the skin as he moved. He turned just enough for the light to catch the skin on his back and Eve froze. 
 
    All over his skin were scars in the shape of runes. She stared and found that he didn't have any runes tattooed on him like most druids, he only had the scars. 
 
    He moved again and a flash of red caught her eye. Blood on the edge of the white sink. James pulled his arm back, causing his left side to turn toward her and then she saw the wound. 
 
    He made a motion, and she saw scissors. There was the metallic clink again. 
 
    He was suturing his own wound. 
 
    She raised her hand to knock on the door to ask him why he didn't just heal the wound but then she remembered how he had gotten it; Shaw had cut him with the dark blade of an Enforcer. 
 
    Eve backed away from the door as quietly as she could, her head swimming. She had known the swords the Enforcers carried could cut through almost anything but James was a druid. He should have been able to heal such a wound. 
 
    Unless, she realized, he can't heal wounds made by the blades. 
 
    Eve panicked and tried to calm herself down. James hadn't seen her standing there and he wouldn't know she'd put two and two together. She was sure the knowledge James couldn't heal injuries from the dark blade might fall into the realm of knowing too much. And knowing too much was a terrible thing sometimes. 
 
    She tried to get back into the bed slowly so she could pretend she had been asleep the whole time but cursed to herself when she remembered she'd already taken the I.V. out. She also forgot the bed creaked. 
 
    The scissors clattered much louder in the bathroom and Eve jumped. She slid onto the bed faster and rearranged the blanket. She couldn't do anything about the I.V. but at least she'd still look like she was in bed. 
 
    The sound of clothes being pulled on came from the other room and soon enough light poured out of the bathroom and across her on the bed when James stepped out. He was still without his usual armor but he had on a standard-issue short sleeved undershirt. There was just enough light for her to see the scarred runes that covered his arms. 
 
    She watched him take in the I.V. and the rumpled blanket. If he had suspicions, he said nothing. 
 
    "Where are we?" she asked. 
 
    He ignored her question. "Are you feeling well now?" 
 
    She nodded in answer. 
 
    "Good." James stalked closer to the bed. "I have questions for you and I expect answers. Now. What were you doing with the witch and why the hell do feral druids seem drawn to you?" 
 
    Eve watched James in wonder. He'd been angry with her plenty of times but it had been a cold, calculating anger. His tone wasn't cold now and his eyes burned. She didn't know how to handle this type of anger from him. She knew how to deal with it in other people, but not the Enforcer. Never the Enforcer. Seeing emotion on his face confused her even more. 
 
    Eve opened her mouth then closed it. She couldn't tell him anything and after what he'd done at the hospital she didn't want to tell him anything. She chose silence. 
 
    "Answer me, damn it! Don't you want to save Ben from killing again? Do you really want to be so stubborn as to put this city in more danger?" 
 
    At the mention of Ben she broke her silence. "Ben's loose? How?" 
 
    James schooled his face into something closer to resembling his usual unreadability. "First you answer my questions then I might deign to answer yours." 
 
    Her face grew hot. She wanted to know about Ben and if she didn't play along, she would get nothing from him. She tried to think of words to give him but everything made her throat tighten and her chest burn. She let her shoulders droop. "I can't," she ground out. 
 
    Even those words scratched coming out of her throat. She glared at James, angry but also wanting to tell him what was going on so that he might be able to help. 
 
    She saw something in his eyes click. "You're Jinxed." 
 
    She nodded but pain burst through her head. She barely stayed sitting up. 
 
    "The Jinx is preventing you from talking about it." One of his hands shot forward to hold her head still while he pushed the fingers of the other against her lips. 
 
    It was just as well because she'd been about to nod her head again out of reflex. She only blinked at him. 
 
    He pulled his hands back and watched her, his eyes calculating but something else danced in them. "Let us try something. I'll ask you a question. Blink once for yes, twice for no. If that gives you fits as well I don't know what we will do." 
 
    Eve nodded. "It's worth a shot." 
 
    "Do you know why druids are turning feral?" 
 
    "No. The Jinx doesn't deal with druids turning feral." Her face lit up. "Hey! I didn't get brain zapped for mentioning the Jinx!" 
 
    James held up a hand. "Don't get carried away." But his face looked a little brighter. "Next question: Are feral druids drawn to you?" 
 
    Eve blinked at him but threw up her hand. "That wasn't - er- that wasn't my answer. I-" 
 
    "You don't know the answer?" 
 
    Eve blinked once and touched her index finger to her nose. 
 
    He sighed. "I don't think this game will work. It will take me too long to ferret out the information I might need and that's even if you have it." James paced. 
 
    "Wait! How about this? I'm like Ben and Will." She'd concentrated hard when she'd said it. She'd concentrated on the fact she was a human and they were human but what she meant to convey was she could track. "I just don't use my nose." 
 
    That bit of information was too much. Pain lanced through her brain and this time it brought her sideways on the bed gasping. 
 
     When she could breathe again, she looked up to find James had sat on the edge of the bed. "You can track them?" 
 
    Eve blinked once and gave a pained smile. 
 
    James snapped his fingers and jumped up to a standing position, looking pleased. "This is good. I can work with this." He walked out of the room and a few moments later she heard his voice murmuring - there were other people in the apartment. 
 
    Eve drug herself out of bed and padded to the bedroom door. It opened out onto a small living area and a closet-sized kitchen. A large sliding glass door was the only source of outside light. 
 
    No one else was in the room except for James sitting at the tiny kitchen table with a laptop open in front of him. 
 
    "What's going on? Or can you not deign to answer any of my questions?" 
 
    James leaned on his elbows against the table. He didn't look at her when he said, "You may ask your questions and I may answer them." 
 
    She walked further into the room and sank into the kitchen chair opposite him. "Could we not do this for once? Can't you just sit down and talk to me?" 
 
    James mouth fell open and he gave her an incredulous look. "When have you ever just sat down and given me the answers I seek?" 
 
    "I'm trying, okay! You should feel lucky I'm even talking to you at all after the crap you pulled at the hospital." Eve turned her face away from him. "Forget it." She looked down and started picking at a spot on the table. 
 
    "Shaw forced Ben to shift to his human form," James said softly. 
 
    Eve kept her eyes on the spot she was picking at, afraid if she moved she'd break whatever had compelled him to speak. 
 
    "I was there and so was Josiah behind protective barriers. At first Ben acted confused. He'd just been brought out of a medicated sleep and it took a few seconds for him to finish burning the drug out of his system. When Shaw moved toward him, Ben cried out for him to stay back." 
 
    When he didn't say anything more Eve chanced a look at him. His hands were pressed against the top of the table. "He was terrified. Ferals shouldn't be terrified, Eve." 
 
    "What happened after that?" She tried to keep her voice soft and unobtrusive. 
 
    "Shaw cried out and Ben shifted. He charged at Shaw and they fought. It was over before I could disengage the locks on the room. I'm not sure why but Shaw teleported, as some Enforcers can, and took Ben along with him." He trailed off. 
 
    "What happened to Shaw?" 
 
    "He's feral now. Surveillance video shows he teleported topside with Ben in tow and the two continued to fight. Several guards tried to stop the pair and all but one are dead. The one that survived is in a cell, slavering away. Feral. The only option we can think of is it is an illness." James locked eyes with her. "Sanctuary is on lockdown. There are no druids topside within a fifty mile radius of here apart from myself." 
 
    Eve's mouth dropped open. 
 
    "Given my nature, I am immune to what plagues them." 
 
    "Are you sure?" The question popped out of Eve's mouth. She tried her best to look non-challenging. "Out of curiosity," she added. "I mean, Shaw's like you, but he's gone feral too." 
 
    The corner of James's mouth tugged down. "Shaw and I are," he cut off and tapped his finger on the table while he searched for his words. "I'm a little different from Shaw and others of our kind," he finally answered slowly. 
 
    Eve felt her brows knit together as she studied him. She tried to think of how to phrase her next question in a way that he might answer but before she could he shook his head. 
 
    "I'm not going to go into it in more depth than that with you." His voice came out a little rough. 
 
    Eve sighed but gave a nod of her head. "Right." 
 
    She motioned to the room. "Where are we though?" 
 
    "It's a safe house. It isn't directly connected to Sanctuary, but it is heavily warded. Not that I expect Ben or Shaw to figure out where the safe-houses are. But they can track us. I'm worried they will track you." 
 
    "What about Coraline? What did you-?" 
 
    "You mean the witch you were with?" 
 
    Eve nodded. 
 
    "Some dryads came and took her body to Sanctuary until we can figure out what to tell the witches." 
 
    "Oh." 
 
    James sat in silence, looking lost in thought. "I need to know more about your Jinx." 
 
    "How much more?" 
 
    "Everything. How it works. What happens if you don't fulfill its requirements now that Coraline is dead. I'm assuming with your luck she was the one to Jinx you." 
 
    "She," Eve stopped as her throat closed to prevent her from saying anything. James words brought on a new terror. Coraline was dead. Hadn't Vovin told her only the witch who cast the Jinx could get rid of it? 
 
    Eve pushed up from the table, her panic rising to strangle her as she realized if she didn't solve the Jinx's requirements, there was no way out. 
 
    "Eve?" James asked and stood. 
 
    "The Jinx can't be lifted." She forced the words out. Half a sob escaped with them. 
 
    "There has to be a way for you to tell me." James sounded angry again but she didn't think the anger was directed at her. "I gather from what happened at the hospital I can't take the memories by force." He didn't look at her as he said the words and if she weren't so upset because she was now stuck with the Jinx she might have said something to him she would regret. 
 
    He walked toward her. "There is one other way we can try." 
 
    Eve nodded. "Let's get to it then." 
 
    James shook his head. "It's not that simple." 
 
    "Of course not," she said, rolling her eyes. 
 
    "Eve I need you to trust me." 
 
    Eve stopped and looked at him. "Do I have a choice?" 
 
    "Always." 
 
    She stopped herself from rolling her eyes again because of how he looked at her. She swallowed. "What do I have to do?" 
 
    He reached up and touched her temple with his fingertips, a touch so light she barely felt it. 
 
    "Let me in." 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
    "Let you in? Like my memories? Like in the hospital?" She panicked remembering the feel of the invasion into her mind. "We already tried that, remember?" 
 
    "Yes, and no. This would be different," he said quickly. "You would walk me through. I could see any memory you wished to show me. But if the Jinx works the way I think it does, you need to trust me and let me be there." 
 
    "Is there a chance you'd see something I didn't want you to?" she asked. 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    Eve frowned. "Will you promise not to go looking at other memories on purpose?" 
 
    "Viewing the memories of others is rarely pleasant. I won't go traipsing where I'm not wanted. Besides, it might trigger the Jinx's defense mechanisms and I don't think either of us enjoyed it last time." 
 
    Eve turned away from him, and moved to the couch wanting to put space between them. 
 
    "Eve?" 
 
    "Boo hoo, you forced your way into my head and had to suffer the consequences. Fuck you, okay," she shouted. Her hands shook. "You were in here," she said, tapping her temple harder than she meant to. 
 
    "You-," but she didn't know what to say. She'd felt violated after James had left the hospital. They'd managed to build a precarious trust and he'd shattered it. 
 
    "I'm," James started then paused. 
 
    Eve looked up at him when he didn't continue. He stood with his eyes closed, a pained expression on his face. 
 
    She stayed quiet as he inhaled deeply and his face relaxed. She was conscious of the warring tempos of his soul seeming to fight for dominance. The slower tempo receded and only James remained. 
 
    "I have a job to do, Eve," he said. She thought she could hear sadness in his voice. "You may not like how I do that job but I did what I thought I had to do to protect Sanctuary. To protect you," he finished softly. "I'm sorry if it hurt you. I took no joy in what I did to you but I'd be lying if I said I wouldn't do it again." 
 
    He opened his eyes and looked at her. "I can't treat you any differently than I would anyone else. No matter how much," he stopped, seeming to catch himself. He stared at her a moment longer then returned to his chair at the table. He turned his head to look out the dirty sliding glass door. 
 
    "No matter how much what?" Eve prodded. Her anger at him still bubbled just under the surface. She wanted to lash out at him but the pull of her curiosity was stronger. 
 
    When he didn't turn to her again, she got up and moved to the kitchen chair next to him. He stiffened as she sat. He didn't look at her but he didn't get up either. 
 
    "James?" The room had grown darker since they'd first entered. What little light came through the door exaggerated the scars running down the left side of his face. 
 
    He shifted just enough so Eve knew he could see her. "No matter how much I'm growing to despise myself for doing so." His face went back to the emotionless mask she was used to, and it made her chest hurt after seeing him be so open for once. 
 
    "Is that what you wanted to hear?" he asked quietly. 
 
    Eve leaned back in her chair. "That depends. Do you mean it or are you being an ass? It's hard to tell with you." 
 
    "Maybe it's both." 
 
    Eve didn't stop the laugh that escaped her, taking the fight in her with it. No matter what else happened, James had meant every word he'd said until the point he had closed off. She was still pissed at him but she could at least understand why he had done it. 
 
    The corner of his mouth quirked up before he schooled his face again but the light that appeared in his eyes never left. 
 
    Eve's stomach did a weird flip as she looked at his eyes. She realized she thought he was sort of beautiful. 
 
    She looked away from him before he might read any of those thoughts on her face and said, "All right, what do we do?" 
 
    James cleared his throat and Eve looked back to him as he moved his chair even closer to her. He moved until their knees almost touched and put his palm up between them. "Just like in the hospital. Only this time you will be the one guiding us." 
 
    "Okay." Eve's heartbeat sped up as she reached out and placed her hand in his. She felt clammy all over and her stomach clenched. 
 
    "No. We can't start this way." James drew his hand away from hers. "You are afraid and that might be enough to trigger the Jinx." 
 
    "Well, what can we do? I can't help not liking it after what happened at the hospital," she snapped. 
 
    James clenched his hand on his lap. She heard the change in cadence start in him but the slower beat didn't take over, James stayed in charge. He held his hand out again. "Let me show you what it is like to be the viewer." 
 
    Eve raised an eyebrow but put her hand in his again. He leaned toward her and she stiffened but all he did was press his forehead to hers and closed his eyes. She did the same. A familiar sensation brushed against her mind and she panicked. The brush backed off, and she sensed it calling her forward to follow it. 
 
    She felt something behind her and realized with a start that it was her memories. The other presence near her mind called her away from them. She pushed her panic away, and followed. 
 
    There was nothing at first, just the knowledge she existed and the other presence existed. Soon, muffled sounds surrounded her and they became clearer. It was James's voice saying the word slowly, over and over again. She followed it until it sounded like it was right in her ear and then there he was standing next to her. At least the him that existed in wherever it was they were. 
 
    To Eve it looked like several of him were layered one on top of the other. They moved almost seamlessly together except for the smallest delay so that when one looked at her the others were slower to follow. Eve looked down at her own hand. It wasn't like James but it looked like there was a faint afterimage that was slower than the rest of her. She noticed her other hand laced in James's. 
 
    James saw the direction of her gaze. "It's easier to keep track of you this way." 
 
    Eve nodded and looked around. A hazy grayness surrounded them. "What's supposed to happen?" 
 
    James shrugged. "What would you like to see?" 
 
    Eve smirked at him. "You'll let me pick a memory?" 
 
    "Within reason. Though I will warn you, I'm an empath and you will get the emotional memories of mine as well." 
 
    "Oh," she replied. Then her smirk grew. "In that case I know the memory I'd like to see." 
 
    A small line appeared between his eyebrows. "Very well. Tell me." His voice didn't betray any worry he might have felt. 
 
    "Ms. Breathless." 
 
    James's brow rose but all around them the mist drew into sharper view and an office building came into focus. There, not five feet away from them, was James, a glamoured form of James, without scars. He wore a fine suit that looked perfect on him. It cut close to his shoulders and even through the layers you could see how graceful his movements were. He walked toward a tall buxom woman in a form-fitting outfit at the end of the hall. She had pretty eyes that were a startling shade of blue and silky black hair that lay straight down her back. 
 
    Eve didn't like how the woman looked at James; she had noticed the way James moved as well. A strong surge of irritation rippled through her and it took her a while to figure out it wasn't her irritation. It came from the memory James as he walked along toward the woman. 
 
    "Mr. Williams, I trust your meeting went well." Eve nudged the real James standing next to her at the mention of her name. He had stolen it to use in his ruse just as she had used his to enter the office.  
 
    "Hush," James whispered, but he looked amused. 
 
    The woman smiled sweetly at him and placed a hand on his arm when he stopped next to her. Lust rolled off the woman and Eve wondered what would happen if she punched the woman in the memory. But under the lust was something else. Anger. Disdain. Those were James's emotions. 
 
    He hated the woman's hand on him. His face gave none of that away. His face said he was interested in what the woman was offering. Eve could feel that he also lusted after the woman but it was nothing compared to the anger. 
 
    "It went as well as those sorts of meetings can go," he said smoothly, no trace of his accent. 
 
    The woman clutched at her throat as she laughed a light breathless laugh that probably had men ready to bed her. James smiled back at the woman but it held no warmth. The woman didn't seem to notice. 
 
    She said something that Eve didn't quite catch and laughed the stupid laugh again. Then James froze and looked up at them. She realized he was looking past them and when Eve turned around, she caught sight of another woman with large brown eyes who looked like a deer caught in the headlights. It was her. This was the moment she had walked upon the two. 
 
    She'd been so caught up in the oddness of seeing herself, the emotions almost slipped by her. Surprise and annoyance, sure, but there was a fleeting happiness and relief. And a surge of lust. 
 
    The memory her darted back around the corner. Memory James muttered something to the breathless woman and started down the hall. Eve saw the shocked expression on breathless woman's face but she walked quickly after James, not ready to give her quarry up. 
 
    The memory grew fuzzy and several other fuzzy images blurred into it. Then only the grayness remained. 
 
    "Satisfied?" James asked with a ghost of a smile on his face. 
 
    "Very." She clucked her tongue. "She wanted you bad." 
 
    "Indeed." James said. His face twisted into a sneer. 
 
    Eve almost felt sorry for the woman. Then she thought about how she'd put her hand on James's arm and the feeling evaporated. 
 
    "Are you ready to try showing me?" Eve realized she was comfortable in this space with James. 
 
    "Yes. How do I get us back to my memories?" 
 
    "I'll lead us to the edge of mine and we'll go from there." 
 
    Eve nodded, and the pair walked together. Unlike when she'd come into James's mind they didn't fade to nothingness. They kept the memory bodies but Eve felt they were reaching a boundary of some sort. 
 
    It felt like they were floating until Eve felt a brightness calling to her. She knew without asking it was her memories. She pulled them forward and the surrounding nothingness became the gray again. 
 
    "Now, what do I do?" 
 
    James nodded at the grayness. "Think of the memory of when you were Jinxed and it will come. I'd like to see every memory concerning the Jinx." 
 
    Eve wasn't as practiced at calling memories as James. She took several times to get it right and in the meantime James was privy to some embarrassing moments her brain had connected to the Jinx. Her disastrous date with Simon flickered by as did getting bit by Coraline the bird in Wist's shop. Finally the memory she wanted popped into view. James watched the memory play out and Eve could tell he was memorizing everything he saw. 
 
    When the memory came to the point Coraline spoke the binding incantation, James drug them forward so he wouldn't miss any of the words. Coraline left the memory, and they lingered a while longer to listen to Wist's explanation. 
 
    "The next memory please." 
 
    Eve thought about it and showed him how her day at the office had gone after that. In the memory Eve realized how disinterested she looked in her clients. Her jaw kept clenching and unclenching. She showed James her interaction with the bird, then with Ben in the park. 
 
    She brought up the next memory she thought of and that was in the bar. It started as she walked into Vovin's office and James had her cut it short when there was a knock on the door. That part of the memory he was already familiar with. 
 
    She took him to the night before. The memory started as she climbed out of the truck. James watched as she sang with the chorus of birds, her voice sounding more unearthly in the memory than she remembered it being. 
 
    The memory skipped a little when she got in the truck and the next thing that came into focus was the huge wolf trying to work its way into the truck. Eve heard herself scream then the wolf was backing out of the truck and Ben came charging at it. From her new angle she saw Ben wasn't after her. 
 
    James watched with more interest now. Ben never turned his attention to her but kept it on the other wolf, trying to keep his body between the other wolf and the truck. Then the wolves took off and another wolf burst out of the trees and after them. Shaw. 
 
    Memory James wasn't far behind. He'd meant to trail after the wolves but when he noticed the truck, his steps faltered and he changed direction. His face looked panicked, and he skidded through the broken glass on his hands and knees next to the truck. 
 
    "Eve!" 
 
    She hadn't heard the anguish in his voice the first time but it was there in the memory. She heard herself cry out to him and watched as he dove in through the shattered side window. Eve jerked when a jagged piece of glass pierced his hand through as he helped drag her out. She hadn't seen him get hurt. 
 
    She also hadn't noticed how she had clung to him after he'd pulled her out and he didn't seem to mind as she did. She looked so pale, paler than her skin tone should have allowed for, but after a few seconds it was all over and she was sending James away after the others. He hesitated in the memory then he was gone. 
 
    "I didn't know you'd hurt your hand," Eve mumbled as they stood in the memory, waiting for the wolves to come back. 
 
    "It was nothing. It healed before I returned." 
 
    He'd hurt the hand she held. She pulled it up to inspect it closer. Only a faint scarred rune was there. She wanted to inspect his palm too, but she was afraid of what would happen if she let go. 
 
    The wolf burst back into the memory, even larger and scarier than she had remembered it. A few moments later and Ben crashed into it at the critical moment. Charon appeared not long after and dealt with the wolf while Eve crawled her way to Ben. Then James came bursting out of the bushes. 
 
    "Enough," the real James said beside her. She stopped the memory just before James delivered the deathblow. He stared into the grey nothingness of non-memory and looked lost in memories of his own. He seemed to shake himself out of it and looked down at her. "Is there anything between this and when the witch died?" 
 
    "No." 
 
    "I'd like to see that last memory." 
 
    Eve brought it up for him. She didn't want to replay this memory. It was still too fresh. Even the colors and sounds in this memory seemed brighter and louder, richer. 
 
    This had only happened earlier in the day but it seemed like much more time had passed. The birds in the memory took flight and Coraline gave her warning. Shaw ran at them and Eve didn't watch Coraline's death again. She turned away and hid her face in James's shoulder. It didn't stop her from hearing the horrible sound escape Coraline's throat. The sound of the dying. 
 
    Eve wondered if Wist knew Coraline was dead yet. At that thought, hot tears formed behind her eyelids. She wasn't new to death but something about the memory and the sound was too raw. Maybe it was the fact she wasn't immediately distracted by her magic - the death of the memory didn't trigger it. She didn't feel any coldness or sick pleasure from it. There was only the finality and loss. 
 
    "Enough," James whispered. He gave the smallest tug, and she knew they were out of the memories when she felt the pressure of his forehead still against hers. 
 
    Tears slid down her cheeks. She pulled away from him and turned her face, not wanting him to see her cry. His chair scraped on the floor. 
 
    "Thank you for sharing your memories with me. If earlier was any indication, we may speak freely with one another now without you fearing repercussions from the Jinx." 
 
    Eve brushed the remaining moisture from her face and turned to him. "Now what do we do?" 
 
    "Now we wait until the Jinx lets us know it's time to work. I suggest you get food and more rest." He waved to the tiny kitchen. "There's food in the cupboard and fridge. Help yourself." 
 
    Eve didn't have much of an appetite after reliving so many memories so instead she opted for sleep. She left James in the small dining area and went back to the bedroom letting herself fall onto the bed. She wasn't sure she'd be able to fall asleep, but she dropped off not long after her head hit the pillow. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    Eve woke with a start. She glanced at the bedside clock and cursed, thinking the Jinx had been the thing to wake her up. In her sleepy state it took her a second to figure out it hadn't been the tingling of the Jinx that woke her but the cold calling of a ghost. 
 
    She slid out of bed and pulled back the curtain on the window. The apartment was on the second floor but she could see nothing in the darkness below. There was something insistent about the cold and Eve knew the ghost wanted to speak to her, whoever it was. 
 
    Darkness cloaked the living area outside the bedroom except for a streetlight that cut through the partially drawn curtains. She made out James's dark form on the couch. 
 
    She thought about slipping outside without waking him but the thought of what he would do if he woke up and she wasn't there changed her mind. 
 
    She crept closer to the couch. "James," she whispered. 
 
    He didn't move, so she whispered again, louder. Still, he didn't move. She frowned and moved closer and knelt beside him. She touched his arm and pushed. 
 
    He moved quickly and Eve let out a squeak as he had her down on the floor with both of her hands pinned above her head as he straddled her, his teeth bared in a vicious snarl. A faery light bloomed by her head and she squinted her eyes against the sudden light. 
 
    Confusion flickered across James's face before comprehension took over. He let go of her wrists and jerked back away from her body. 
 
    Eve scrambled back from him. Her heart beat a violent staccato in her chest. 
 
    James rubbed a hand over his face before dropping himself down onto the couch. He was back to wearing his full armor instead of just his shirtsleeves. 
 
    "The Jinx?" His voice sounded husky with sleep. 
 
    Eve shook her head. "A ghost. It's trying to get my attention. I thought I'd tell you before I went chasing after it." 
 
    James slid back down to a laying position on the couch. "Ignore it." He closed his eyes and the faery light snuffed out. 
 
    Eve snorted. "That's easy enough for you to say. If it wants attention bad enough, it's just going to get more annoying." 
 
    "Then the two of you have something in common. Go back to sleep." 
 
    She opened her mouth and closed it, not sure what to say to that. "Fine." 
 
    Instead of doing what she was told, she moved back over to the couch and crouched. She poked James in what she hoped was the arm. Then she did it again, harder. Then again. The fourth time she did it he rolled up out of her reach and grabbed her hand, yanking her up to a standing position with him. 
 
    The faery light bloomed again. His face was hard but thankfully the sound of his soul was still light and quick. She also thought she caught the corner of his eye crinkle up, a sign he found something funny but didn't want to acknowledge it. She wished there was more light so she could see his face better. 
 
    He dropped her hand and put space between them. "Let's make it quick." He reached for his sword propped at the end of the couch. 
 
    "You're coming too?" Eve asked, surprised. 
 
    James just gave her a look before walking to the door. He slid the deadbolt back, and the chain, before putting his hand against the door. He left his hand there for several seconds before letting it drop to turn the knob. The smell of green things and leather wafted through the air. 
 
    The cool night air blew through the door and Eve shivered. She only had a t-shirt so she would have to brave the cool night air. 
 
    James pointed into the corner by the door. "I gathered some things for you while you slept." 
 
    Eve spied her jacket and when she picked it up, she found a duffle bag under it and in it clean clothing from her home. The prospect of clean clothing after a shower in the morning perked her up. Until she saw something lacy peeking out. 
 
    Her cheeks grew warm when she realized James had gone through her underwear drawer and brought the underwear she only wore for special occasions. It was more lace and air than material. Her cheeks grew warmer when she realized he thought that was the underwear she wore normally. James cleared his throat and Eve stuffed the lace back into the bag. 
 
    "I didn't know what to bring. I grabbed the first thing I came across." Eve looked up and found he wouldn't meet her eye. It made her feel a little better it had at least made him uncomfortable. 
 
    "In that case, for future reference, I wear cotton underwear for chasing feral druids. Not lacy thongs." She tried to bite back laughter as his back stiffened. 
 
    "Noted. Now if you're done with your impeccable wit, let's find your ghost," he said before walking down the open walkway, leaving her chuckling after him. She pulled on her jacket and followed him down the nearest set of stairs and out into the darkened parking lot. 
 
    She hadn't been able to see much from the apartment but now she saw the crumbling brick exterior. More than one apartment had a broken window. There were no lights functioning on this side of the apartment building and the parking lot looked ripe for crime. 
 
    James was nothing more than a smudge of shadow moving against an even deeper darkness. 
 
    Eve closed her eyes and waited for the tickle of coldness down her spine that would let her know the ghost was around. 
 
    "This way." It was a whisper from across the parking lot that somehow carried to her. James, with his sharp ears didn't hear it. Couldn't have heard it. 
 
    "It's this way," she called to him and followed the direction the voice had come from. 
 
    A dark space loomed between two squat buildings the apartment complex stood next to. A lone light at the end of the space pierced the darkness but not enough for Eve to pick out any details. Too many dark niches were hidden down the passage but James didn't move to stop her from going toward them. 
 
    She sniffed but didn't pick up any scent other than old refuse and rotting wood from a pile of pallets left out behind one building. Halfway down the passage, something flickered right in front of her eyes. She froze and watched as what looked like a person flickered again in front of her. Eve frowned before reaching out. This time when the person flickered cold crept up her arm from the spot the person appeared. She latched on to the cold and held the ghost in front of her so she could see it. 
 
    The ghost had been a young man. His color looked washed out but dark curls fell into his eyes and his full lips were tugged down into a frown as he looked down at Eve's hand plunged into his chest. 
 
    "That's not what I wanted but I'll take it," he said in a hollow voice. 
 
    "What did you want?" Eve asked. "And why can't you control how you present yourself?" 
 
    The ghost grimaced. "There are these things running around. When they appeared I couldn't move properly. Then I felt you nearby, and I thought you could get them to shove off." 
 
    "Things?" James asked. 
 
    Eve had decided to be considerate, even if she was still mad at James, and she had willed the ghost to be visible for his sake. 
 
    "I don't know what else to call them. Bonnie got a better look at them. She got mad that they were messing with me and she jumped one. She was able to make it disappear. But then another one got her and she disappeared." 
 
    "Bonnie's another ghost?" 
 
    The ghost nodded. "She'll be pissed when she comes back." 
 
    "Where are the things now?" Eve asked, wracking her brain for what could affect a ghost the way the young man's ghost was describing. 
 
    He pointed back the way she'd come. "They were headed that way." 
 
    Eve looked at James but he was already looking back toward the safe house. He unsheathed his sword and took a step toward the apartment building. 
 
    "Thank you for your time," Eve blurted before slipping her hand out of the ghost. He flickered again and disappeared. 
 
    "I don't supposed you know what he's talking about?" James asked, never taking his eyes off the dark end of the alley. 
 
    "Not a clue." She closed her eyes and reached out with her magic but felt nothing. 
 
    James inhaled deeply. "I can't smell anything. The area around the safe house is warded to alert me if anything gets too close and nothing has set off those wards." He frowned. "Come. I want you inside while I search the area." 
 
    Eve followed him back down the alley and into the dark parking lot. James stopped and cocked his head. 
 
    "I feel magic nearby," he breathed. "I can't tell what kind it is yet but I intend to find out to be on the safe side." He pointed up to the second floor of the apartment building. "Go inside. The door will unlock only for us." 
 
    Eve felt his gaze on her back as she made her way back up. When she put her hand on the door handle, a warmth climbed up her arm and the knob turned. She looked back down to the spot James had been, but he was already gone. She stepped inside and shut the door. 
 
    The apartment was bare of any entertainment save for some magazines on a table in the corner that were about a decade out of date. She decided to poke around in the bag of things James had gathered for her. She took the bag into the bedroom and began pulling things out. He'd brought a good assortment of clothing if she didn't count her underthings. She noticed he hadn't brought any bras, but she supposed that was okay. 
 
    To her surprise, under the last bit of clothing she found a book. It was the book she'd left on her bedside table and had been reading a little each night before going to sleep. At least this would give her something to do while she waited. 
 
    She repacked the bag and went to settle down on the couch to read. It felt like only a few minutes had passed before she heard a tapping sound coming from outside the sliding glass door. The curtains were mostly closed but the cold creeping up her spine told her it was probably just a ghost that wanted something. Maybe it was the ghost named Bonnie also wanting to complain. 
 
    Eve sat her book on the couch and walked closer to the door. She pushed the curtain aside and looked out. 
 
    It was too dark to see much of anything. She reached over and flicked the light switch next to the door and the dim porch light popped on. There was nothing out on the little balcony except for a small stool that Eve didn't think could support her weight. 
 
    She sighed and stepped outside. The tapping sounded again, but it seemed to be coming from underneath the tiny balcony. She walked to the railing, and it creaked ominously as she leaned against it to look out into the small yard below. The scent of rotting garbage drifted up and Eve wrinkled up her nose. 
 
    The porch light fizzled out. 
 
    She turned around and scowled back at it. "I can't just come outside for some fresh air, can I?" 
 
    She took a step back toward the door when the railing creaked again. She didn't have time to turn to the sound before something snatched her from behind. Limbs wrapped around her body and when she tried to scream something was crammed into her mouth and over her nose. It made breathing almost impossible. Her hands became stuck to her sides as something yanked her back off her feet and over the railing. 
 
    When she thought she couldn't hold her breath any longer, whatever covered her mouth loosened enough so she could breathe through her nose. 
 
    The rotting garbage smell surrounded her and it was all Eve could do not to gag. She picked out another scent below the overwhelming stench. It smelled like cloves. 
 
    She struggled even harder to squirm out of her captor's grasp because she knew what smelled like rotting garbage and cloves. Demons. 
 
    It had been demons that had made the ghost Bonnie disappear. They had also affected how the young man's ghost appeared. 
 
    Eve cursed to herself. James had told her a warlock's spirits could do nothing to you unless you let them. Well, Eve would have a discussion with him about that because she most definitely did not want the demon holding her to be dragging her wherever it was dragging her. 
 
    She dug in her heels to make its progress slower. The demon rewarded her by picking her up completely off of the ground and slinging her around so she got a good eyeful of what had caught her. 
 
    A scream worked its way up her throat even though it couldn't get past whatever covered her mouth. The creature looked like it alternated existing as both smoke and pallid flesh. It had three faces roughly resembling something human-ish, but they were distorted and nightmarish, all smashed together so they shared one horrific mouth full of sharp rows of teeth. None of the eyes seemed to function but were milky blind. She'd only glimpsed the body, but it looked painfully hunched and instead of legs it used many jointed arms in different lengths for locomotion. 
 
    Eve gagged for real this time because she understood one of the disgusting arms in its smoke form barred her from speaking. 
 
    The demon scampered along and around a corner. Eve didn't know where they were going but they didn't go far. In fact, the creature only went a couple of blocks in Eve's estimation before it ducked through a doorway. 
 
    It carried her up a dark stairwell and into a room on the second floor of the building. In a flurry of motion the creature had her out of its arms and standing in the middle of a bare room. 
 
    "I see you decided to hide from me. It would have been clever, but you left something behind when you fled my office." 
 
    The voice seemed to come from nowhere and everywhere at once. Some of the shadows parted away from the wall opposite her and from them Jabin Vovin stepped out. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
    Vovin walked around her, the shadows undulating behind him. He held up what looked like a broken piece of wood and pointed to a spot on it, tsking. "You got a cut on your way out the other night. Not a good practice, leaving traces of yourself around. I can use my friend there to find anyone I need even if it is just a scant amount of blood." 
 
    Eve remembered having a tiny scrape after the incident in Vovin's office but she had thought nothing of it. After the incident with her truck, the scrape had blended in with all the other wounds. 
 
    "What do you want?" she spat. 
 
    A feigned look of hurt crossed Vovin's face. "I only want what I'm owed. I told you the price for speaking with me was your blood." 
 
    Eve nodded to the piece of wood in his hand. "And I gave it to you," she said showing him her teeth. 
 
    Vovin smiled and shook the piece of wood at her. "This is a pittance of what you owe. And I believe we were also working out another deal. You wanted to know about what happens when a Jinx isn't fulfilled." 
 
    "Yeah, well, I don't want to make a deal for that with you. As for the blood, just try it." 
 
    Vovin shrugged. "Suit yourself. Hold her." 
 
    Eve tried to jerk out of the way but the demon standing behind her was too fast. It had her arms pinned to her sides again and her feet off the floor. She couldn't move at all. 
 
    Vovin reached into the pocket of his suit jacket and pulled out a knife. "Now, try to hold still and this will go much faster." He brought the tip of the knife to her and the blade bit into the crook of her arm. She clenched her teeth, unwilling to give him the satisfaction of whimpering. 
 
    Vovin pulled out a glass tube and collected the blood that leaked from her arm. The tube was only half full when Vovin's entire body jerked and he capped the tube, pocketing it. He took a step back and kept his eyes trained toward the door. 
 
    Eve had to strain and twist to see around the demon that bound her. 
 
    "It is unwise to go around taking things that aren't yours, warlock." 
 
    Eve relaxed just a little in the demon's grip at the sound of James's voice. A hissing sound issued from somewhere behind her and Vovin jerked, a grimace on his face. 
 
    "No offense meant, Enforcer," Vovin gave a pitiful bow keeping his eyes trained on the floor. "The necromancer has something of mine and I only wished to retrieve it." 
 
    James's boots thunked on the floor until Eve saw him out of the corner of her eye. 
 
    The hissing sound happened again and Eve fell through the air and hit the ground. She turned around but the demon that had been holding her had vanished. 
 
    James walked toward Vovin. 
 
    The warlock tensed but James walked past him and plunged his sword into the shadows behind Vovin. There was another hiss, and the shadows disappeared. Now only James, Eve and Vovin remained in the darkened room. 
 
    James moved to stand in front of Vovin and put out his hand. "The blood." 
 
    Vovin scowled at the floor but dug it out of his pocket and gave it to James. 
 
    James lifted the vial up and scented it before making it disappear somewhere in his armor. 
 
    "He has a piece of wood with my blood on it. That's what he used to find me," Eve cautioned. 
 
    James held his hand out again and Vovin sneered at Eve but dug the splintered piece of wood from his jacket and slung it at James. Again, James scented it. 
 
    "Is this all of her blood?" 
 
    "Yes," Vovin said tightly. 
 
    "Thank you for your cooperation. If you accost the necromancer again, especially while she is under the protection of Sanctuary, I will see personally to you." James turned and strode for the door. "Come, Ms. Williams." 
 
    Eve bristled at the command but turned to follow anyway. She'd rather have James boss her around than be left alone with Vovin. 
 
    "I hope you fulfill that Jinx soon, necromancer. You don't have much time left." 
 
    Eve stopped and turned back to look at Vovin. "I never told you I was Jinxed." 
 
    "You don't have to. I saw it the moment you walked into my office. It has you wrapped up nice and tight. Nasty too. You'd better hurry and figure it out." 
 
    "You speak the truth about seeing the Jinx. How is it you can do that?" James asked softly. 
 
    Vovin spread his hands in front of him. "Sorry. I'm not willing to incriminate myself." 
 
    "Tell us about the Jinx that binds Eve." 
 
    Vovin smiled. "Now, I would love to but I can't do it for free. Nothing comes for free. What would I be getting from the deal?" 
 
    Eve blinked and in the next moment James had crossed the room and stood behind Vovin, his sword pressed along the other man's neck. 
 
    "Your life is what you get." The growl in James's voice gave Eve goosebumps. "I think you forget who you are talking to, gutter mage." 
 
    Vovin swallowed hard and let out a pained breath as a small trail of blood leaked down toward the starched white collar of his shirt. Vovin looked like he would rather be anywhere but in the room with James. 
 
    Even Eve struggled with the urge to drop her eyes away from the Enforcer. She fought the urge and kept her eyes steeled on the two men. 
 
    "All right. That seems like a fair trade." The fact Vovin had kept a steady voice impressed Eve. 
 
    James pulled his sword away and came back to her. Eve didn't miss the slower beat of his soul as he neared her. 
 
    Vovin reached up and touched the spot the sword had nicked. He swore under his breath but said, "I have, ah, acquired the ability to read Jinxes somewhere along the way. The necromancer's is a standard sort of Jinx on the surface. But just looking at her I can see the outcome will be nasty." 
 
    "Like what?" Eve asked. 
 
    "My sight can only tell me so much. For a better answer than that I need your blood." Vovin smirked. 
 
    James walked towards Vovin and the warlock looked like he wanted to shrink back. Instead he held out his hand and took the glass tube back from James. "Use only what you need for the spell, warlock. Anything more and I will consider the deal off and your life is mine." 
 
    Vovin looked ashen but nodded. He waved Eve forward and she reluctantly came to him. "Give me your hand." 
 
    Eve hesitated but held her hand out. Vovin turned it over and dribbled some blood into her palm. Then he did the same to himself. Eve watched in horror as the man dipped his finger into the blood on his palm and then licked the finger clean. She swore his eyes flared an even more electric yellow before he reached out and clasped their hands together. 
 
    "Let's see what there is to see. Look into my eyes, Eve Williams." 
 
    Eve shuddered at Vovin's voice. It had dropped deeper than a voice should be able to but she did as he asked. 
 
    At first nothing happened, and she frowned at the warlock. Surely he wouldn't mess around with the Enforcer so near and his own life on the line. 
 
    Then an image flickered in front of her eyes. Vovin closed his and Eve did the same. She saw herself standing alone. Nothing happened. She started to open her eyes to ask Vovin what he was up to when the image of herself scratched at its arms. She scratched and scratched until the skin tore and bled. 
 
    Suddenly the bone in one of her arms snapped the wrong way and her image screamed in agony. The other arm snapped and Eve tried to flinch away from the vision and open her eyes, but she couldn't. 
 
    Feathers sprouted from her arms and along the rest of her skin. Her face elongated until she looked more avian than human. Her body became smaller and smaller until the only thing left in her place was a magpie. Other magpies clustered around her and every last one of them looked at her with the same sad eyes and trilling the same sad song. 
 
    Welcome, sister, the song said. 
 
    Coraline's magpies weren't just her animal familiars. They were victims of her Jinxes. The thought coursed like ice water through her veins. Each pulse of her heart cementing the horrific conclusion of the Jinx if left unfulfilled. 
 
    The image vanished and Vovin's smug face replaced it. Eve's mouth filled with saliva and she tried not to retch as she snatched her hand back from the warlock. 
 
    "How long?" her voice wavered. 
 
    Vovin shrugged. "Not much longer. Less than a week for sure." 
 
    "Do you know how to break it?" 
 
    Vovin shook his head. "I can only tell you the details. I don't know of anyone who can break a Jinx and believe me, many have tried." 
 
    Eve clenched her hands to keep them from shaking. She couldn't shake the image of herself bending and breaking, painfully, and turning into a magpie. She turned away from Vovin and walked past James. 
 
    "Ms. Williams." James called after her. 
 
    She kept walking. It didn't take the Enforcer any time to catch up to her and when he did, he grabbed her and forced her to stop. 
 
    "Ms. Williams, what happens if you do not fulfill the Jinx?" Eve opened her mouth but stopped at the image of herself not being able to answer, only birdsong coming from her mouth. 
 
    James bent closer to her, and she heard the quicker cadence of his human soul. "Eve?" he asked, more gently. 
 
    "Coraline's victims become her magpie familiars. Those birds I've been investigating were human at one point." Her lower lip shook and she bit it. "I put one in a shoe box and didn't think anything of it." She took in a shuddering breath and let it out. "It had been a person. It had had a soul." 
 
    James straightened and just nodded. "Very well. At first light I'll see what I can find. As soon as the Jinx acts up we'll act on it and get this sorted out." 
 
    "What if we don't?" Eve asked, lost. 
 
    "Shaw and Ben are excellent trackers and know how to elude capture. But they aren't in their right minds. No one has eluded me for long. I will find them and I will bring them to justice." 
 
    He hadn't said he would do it before the Jinx backfired. He couldn't tell her that. 
 
    Eve couldn't do anything but nod. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When they got back to the apartment, Eve wanted to take a shower. James could feel the anguish rolling off her in waves. She kept covertly blinking back tears and he thought perhaps she wanted to escape to the shower to hide her misery. 
 
    Instead James said, "Collect your things. The warlock knows where we are and his damn demons don't set off the wards. They can't breech the threshold of the safe house but I can't depend on you to stay within its bounds." 
 
    Eve gave him a dirty look but didn't argue for which James was grateful. 
 
    He mulled over what the warlock had revealed as he drove them to another safe house. Eve had less than a week to figure out the Jinx. If she didn't - James didn't want to entertain the idea of what would happen. Every time he tried to think about it his chest ached as the Wild stirred. 
 
    It didn't take long to reach the next safe house. James gathered their bags and as he approached the door leading up to the apartment space, a familiar rasping mewl reached his ears. He raised an eyebrow as Eve shouted "Charon" and went to scoop up the huge beast of a cat. 
 
    "What a good boy finding mommy," Eve whispered. 
 
    James hid his smile, knowing for all the appearance of annoyance she showed for the beast, she loved it. He wondered at the amount of relief he felt coming from her. 
 
    "Don't do that again, alright?" she whispered into the cat's fur. 
 
    "Do what? Keep Shaw from killing you?" James asked confused. 
 
    Eve shook her head. "No, that was fine. It's the fact that he shifted twice so close together. He-" she hesitated while she looked for her words. "He disappears after he shifts." 
 
    She reached up and scratched behind the cat's ear. It made a horrible rasping sound in its throat. "The longer he stays shifted, the longer he's gone. I don't know why or if he might end up disappearing for good if he shifts too much or too long." 
 
    James only nodded, then led Eve and the cat up a narrow flight of stairs to the apartment safe house. This one was located over a small used bookstore and was even smaller than the last. It was only a skinny one room apartment that had a tiny bathroom with a half size stall shower. 
 
    A two person dinette set was situated under the window near what James assumed passed for a kitchen in such a small space. The only other furniture in the place was a well worn futon, and a banged up coffee table. Aside from one cold overhead light there was a single lamp on the floor next to the futon. 
 
    "This is a nice cozy getaway spot," Eve said frowning at the apartment. 
 
    "It's not meant for comfort. It's utilitarian." James walked through the small space and looked around. He sat his bag down near the kitchen table and pulled his laptop out. 
 
    "I'm going to go shower," Eve muttered placing Charon down on the futon. 
 
    James only nodded as she negotiated her bag into the bathroom with her. 
 
    The sound of the shower was loud enough he knew Eve wouldn't overhear him as he called Josiah to give him an update on their situation. More specifically, James wanted to tell him about Eve's Jinx. 
 
    He spoke quickly and Josiah swore loudly on the other end of the call. 
 
    "I know that you have some experience with Jinxes, Archdruid. Is there anything at all that can be done to slow it down?" 
 
    There was silence from Josiah, then, "There is nothing you can do except make sure you find Shaw and Ben. Make sure they are what the Jinx needs to be completed." 
 
    James hung up as the tightness in his chest got worse. He needed to move, not be cooped up with Eve. He scribbled a note letting her know he was going out and glanced at the futon. He folded it out so she could lie down and rest if she wanted. The shower stopped. 
 
    He stood staring at the futon and the image of Eve laying on top of it straight out of the shower changed the nature of the tightness in his chest, somehow intensifying it. The cat gazed at him and he cursed before he sat the note on top of the futon and left without a backward glance. 
 
    Outside the apartment, the hallway smelled like books and leather and helped James focus. The Wild wasn't as bad as it had been after his incident with Eve at the Lost Dragon. In fact, if he could stop interacting with the necromancer, he was sure he could put it back to sleep for good. 
 
    He felt Silas's derision as he moved down the stairs and out into the open, leaving the apartment and Eve behind. He blinked and cloaked himself from view as he moved stealthily down the street. 
 
    The druids at Sanctuary responsible for researching their situation hadn't given him any helpful information. As far as he knew, there hadn't been any more attacks, which was highly unusual for a feral druid, much less two feral druids. 
 
    James let his feet carry him without giving much thought to where he was going. He had no leads yet but anything was better than being back at the safe house. If he could trust Silas around Eve, it wouldn't have been so bad. But he couldn't trust Silas to mind her feelings and Silas saw no reason to spare them. He would be cruel because he didn't know how not to be and, even if it were solely his Wild that might care for Eve, he didn't want to be cruel to her, no matter which part of him was in charge. 
 
    "If it was only the Wild that cared for the necromancer?" 
 
    James stiffened but kept walking. 
 
    "Are you now conceding that you yourself have more than a professional interest in her?" 
 
    Absolutely not, he snapped. He felt Silas considering his words. 
 
    "I'm not cruel," he answered slowly. "I only speak the truth. It can't be helped that the truth can be harsh." 
 
    James laughed at that. You speak the truth when it doesn't matter and changes nothing. Even I can tell that it is cruel sometimes. 
 
    "That may be but I will never lie to her. I can give her that at least. What about you?" 
 
    James shut down the connection between himself and Silas the best he could, which amounted to not much. But at least he could pretend the voice wasn't so loud. 
 
    The eastern sky lightened until it was violent oranges, pinks and violets. More cars were moving along the streets and James sensed the bodies in the buildings stirring. The tightness in his chest settled again and relief flooded him. It had taken minimal effort this time to keep it in check but he'd been out longer than he had meant to be. 
 
    He should head back and check on Eve. He glanced up at the cloudless sky. It would be a beautiful day. He headed back to the safe house, deciding he'd take a faster route back than the meandering one he had first used. 
 
    But something nagged at him the more steps he took. He looked back up in the sky and froze. It was a clear sky. Not a cloud or a bird in sight. No Avians either. Going through all of Eve's memories had been exhausting and his own brain was still working to assimilate them and file their information away for later use. But a part of one memory stood out in the face of the empty skies. 
 
    The witch had said the Avians had fled. 
 
    He oriented himself and figured out he was close enough to one of the Roost's affiliate buildings he could easily confirm the information. 
 
    James sprinted the two blocks to the nearest building connected to the Roost and pushed the access panel outside the front door. It took a long time for anyone to answer him. 
 
    "All business with the Roost is postponed until further notice. Please be on your way," said a voice through the little speaker set into the wall. 
 
    James pushed the button again. The voice came back on and began to repeat its message when James interrupted. "I am the Enforcer for Sanctuary." 
 
    There was silence over the speaker for a long time then, "Someone will come down to address you." 
 
    James waited for a while until a small man came to the front doors and unlocked them before motioning James inside. 
 
    The large luxurious lobby was oddly still. Even the fountain at its center was silent. The man made no move to bring James further into the Roost. 
 
    "To what do we owe the honor of a visit from the Enforcer?" the man asked, putting on a face of hospitality and professionalism, but James felt his worry and annoyance. 
 
    James didn't have time to play games and pretend nothing was out of the ordinary. "I have news the Avians have fled. Is this true?" 
 
    The man seemed taken aback but nodded. "Our masters have left the city for now." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    The man's eyes darted to the bank of elevators across the lobby as James studied him. 
 
    "His mind is weak. He will be easy," Silas whispered. 
 
    James nodded to himself and dropped his barriers, letting loose the side of himself he tried to hold back when in the presence of humans and those with weak wills. 
 
    The man immediately talked, the words tumbling over themselves faster than he could easily speak. "I'm not sure why. They left in a hurry and took most of their servants with them. We only have a skeleton crew working Roost buildings as it is. I heard someone say the dreamers warned them but I don't know what that means-" 
 
    The man rambled on but James had what he needed. He pulled back his influence, and the man put a hand to his mouth, looking confused. He wouldn't even remember what he'd told James, and that was just as well. 
 
    "Thank you for you time," James said as he let himself out, leaving the man standing there looking confused. 
 
    The sun was up now and its light hurt his eyes. Using influence, even on those with a weak will, took a lot of energy. It wasn't something that came naturally to him and so it was much harder to use. He needed food and sleep but given all they needed to accomplish, food would be all he could afford right now. 
 
    When he got closer to the safe house he popped into a restaurant and grabbed enough food for himself and Eve, then went back to the tiny apartment. 
 
    When he walked in the door, he found Eve stretched out on her stomach on the futon reading the book he'd packed for her. She'd put on a pair of shorts and a t-shirt. He didn't let his gaze linger on the amount of skin her shorts showed off, even if it was only to look at the inscriptions she had tattooed onto the skin there. 
 
    She dog-eared her page and let the book fall shut as she glanced over her shoulder at him. 
 
    James eyed the little kitchen table and opted instead to sit the drink carrier and bags of food on the coffee table. The kitchen table didn't allow for much distance between people sitting at it but the coffee table would allow him to keep as much space between himself and Eve as possible. The Wild seemed to be asleep but best not to tempt fate. 
 
    "I was hoping you'd be back soon. The Jinx did its thing a while ago. I'm waiting for a magpie to show up and tell me I'm an idiot and then tell me what I need to do." 
 
    "I thought you'd be asleep," James said. 
 
    Eve pushed herself up until she was sitting cross-legged on the futon. She shrugged. "I tried." 
 
    James didn't prod further. He had a good guess why sleep eluded her. He pointed to the bags of food. "Food and coffee before we get to work." 
 
    James took the black coffee for himself and left the other two for Eve. He drug a chair from the kitchen table close enough to the coffee table he could comfortably reach. Eve swung her legs over the side of the futon and picked up one of the other coffees. 
 
    "There might be a bit of coffee in with your cream and sugar," James murmured. He watched as she tasted it. She smirked. 
 
    "Just enough coffee it is still technically a coffee drink." She took another sip then asked, "Did you find anything while you were out for your walk?" 
 
    "Yes. The Avians have fled the city and the Arachnae are the ones that sent them on their way." 
 
    Eve frowned. "What does that mean to us?" 
 
    "I'm not sure but I'm going to the Arachnae to find out." 
 
    Eve shuddered. "Do I have to go?" 
 
    "I wouldn't take you even if you wanted to go," James answered between bites of food. 
 
    "Good. I've been to one of their nests once and only once. It's not something I want to repeat. Ever." 
 
    James raised his eyebrow at her. "The nests are beautiful in their own way." 
 
    "If by beautiful you mean terrifying, then yes, they are freaking gorgeous." The terror he sensed from her was real but he didn't understand it. The Arachnae looked human when dealing with anyone outside of their own race and the nests, while alien looking, weren't as bad as some troll hovels he'd been in. 
 
    "There. See, we didn't have to wait long." Eve hopped off the futon and brushed by him on her way to the kitchen window. She worked it up and a large bird hopped through the window and settled on the floor. It gave James a look before turning its attention back to Eve and singing to her. 
 
    "Well, it's better than nothing," Eve told the bird. "Thank you for your continued help. Would you be able to help me figure out where to go?" 
 
    The bird chirped and hopped after her as she crossed back to the futon. She dug around in her purse and pulled something out. She spread a map out on the futon and patted the mattress so the bird would hop up. 
 
    James got up and went closer to see what the two were up to. 
 
    Eve studied the map for a while before pointing at it and saying, "This is where we are right now." She moved her finger across the map and tapped it. "This is where you led me the other night." 
 
    The bird made a sound and Eve, looking skeptical, picked the bird up awkwardly and sat it on her shoulder. She pointed out the two areas again and then pointed out other points of interest though she gave them odd names like the Fair Wood. 
 
    The bird cocked its head and eyed the map before hopping back down onto the mattress. It walked around the edge of the map before pecking at a spot on the south side. The bird sang a little longer and took off out the window, Eve frowning after it. 
 
    "What did it say?" James asked, looking at the spot the bird had been pecking at. 
 
    "Something killed another bird in this area," she said, pointing to where the bird had pecked the map. "Any idea what might be there?" 
 
    "Yes," he said frowning. "An Arachnae nest." 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
    It didn't take long to find the area the bird had pointed out on the map though Eve couldn't help the feeling of dread on the short drive. It was all she could do to keep from shuddering when thinking about where they were headed. 
 
    From the road she wouldn't have guessed an Arachnae nest was housed nearby, hidden beyond the buildings and the trees. But that was the point, hide the mythic creatures in plain sight. Only a couple of creatures had obtained mythic status that Eve knew about - beings that still had stories whispered amongst the general population of humans but hadn't been seen in such a long time, no one was sure if they ever really existed. 
 
    James pulled off the main stretch of road and down a smaller one. Just a few hundred feet and it looked like they had left the city behind long ago. Large stretches of empty field and thick trees bordered the road, interrupted only by the occasional house at first and then nothing at all. There must have been a cemetery nearby because of the dull aching cold winding through Eve's bones. At least she hoped it was from a cemetery. 
 
    James slowed the car and veered onto an access road before coming to a stop. Ahead of them a briar gate barred the way. James pulled the map out he had borrowed from her and consulted it before climbing out. 
 
    Eve followed him. 
 
    Sunlight filtered down through the trees over head accentuating the beautiful day. But Eve didn't feel any joy in it. She turned away from the beauty she couldn't enjoy and tried to look further down the access road, but every time her eyes wanted to slide elsewhere. She still pressed on and followed James to the gate. When she got closer, she saw the runes scratched into the briar's limbs. 
 
    "How do you go about finding your bird?" James asked, his eyes scanning further down the road. 
 
    Eve shrugged. "Same way I would a humanoid, thanks to Coraline. I'm hoping my bird friend will show up and point me a little closer to the body though. I don't want to trek all over trying to sense the little thing." 
 
    James nodded and walked off the road and into the brush. Eve watched as he bent down. After a few moments he stood and, brushing his hand on his leg, said, "I will forge on ahead to the nest. As long as you stay in the bounds of the woods you will be safe." 
 
    "How will I know if I'm in bounds?" Eve asked. Before James had time to answer, the singsong voices of dryads echoed off the trees. One pranced out from behind a tree and gave James a secretive wave. Two more of the lithe creatures followed. 
 
    Their bodies were a sandy brown and their long vine-like hair shivered with bright green leaves, dotted here and there with tiny white flowers. 
 
    James nodded to the dryads. "They will keep you in bounds." 
 
    All three of the dryads giggled as they looked between James and Eve and whispered behind their hands to one another. James scowled at them and made a disgusted sound before hopping the gate and heading down the road, leaving Eve with the gossiping dryads. 
 
    The singsong voices got louder as James walked away and Eve had to clear her throat twice before she got their attention. 
 
    "Er, Hi. I'm looking for a dead bird. So, I'm just going to walk around for a while okay?" 
 
    The dryads all looked at one another and the one in the middle, the one that had walked out of the trees first talked to her. Eve shook her head and waved her off. "I have no idea what you're saying." 
 
    The dryad smiled at her widely then motioned to Eve to follow her. 
 
    Eve hesitated. Dryads were known for their silly games and tricks. Druid Tenders made them behave, usually, but Eve had no way of knowing if they were trying to help her or trick her. 
 
    Well, it won't hurt to follow them. I have to go into the trees sometime. Eve took a few steps towards them and then the three dryads were off. They were lithe and moved through the trees must faster than she could. The ground was flat, but she still had to watch out for roots and rabbit holes. 
 
    Her skin tingled the longer they ran, and they ran longer than she comfortably could. By the time the dryads slowed then stopped, Eve was panting and holding a stitch in her side. One dryad, she wasn't sure which since all three looked similar, babbled at her and pointed to the ground. 
 
    The tingling had gotten stronger and there on the ground was another broken body of a magpie. Blood smeared the soft white feathers and its wings were at odd angles from its body. It hadn't been just a killing. The attack had been brutal and someone had made the bird suffer. 
 
    Eve knelt and closed her eyes. Her throat felt raw and before she could think about it, she began humming. The humming morphed into the same song she had sang with the other birds over the death of the first bird. 
 
    When she finished, the mournful last notes of the dirge hung heavy in the air. The air moved around her and when she opened her eyes, she found the three dryads kneeling around her with their heads lowered in respect for the dead. 
 
    Pain crackled just under her skin and she sucked in a sharp breath. "I'm getting to it," she said through clenched teeth. 
 
    She set to work mixing some of her own blood with the bird's and accessing its memories. As soon as the memories sucked her in, she felt the little bird's heart beating frantically in its chest. 
 
    Streaks of pink shot through the predawn sky. The ground flew by far below her before it surged upward. Eve, as the bird, landed gingerly on a branch and its beak opened. A piercing song rang out through the trees and bounced around back to her. A twig snapped and the bird's song halted, its tiny heart speeding up. 
 
    Her vision shifted as the bird cocked its head looking for the source of the sound. There was nothing, but she felt the vibrations beginning in the feathers of the bird and each moment that passed seemed to increase the intensity. Another twig snapping off to the left got the bird's attention. 
 
    The ground below the tree was still too dark even in the pre-dawn light and Eve barely make out the dark figure moving through the trees below. The vibrations running through her feathers stopped, and the world grew silent. 
 
    The bird watched the dark figure from its perch hidden amongst the leaves. The figure was hard to make out until it came out from the trees and into the clear patch under the tree the bird perched in. It was a man hunched over, moving along the ground in awkward jerking motions. The figure turned its head and Shaw looked up at them. 
 
    He moved out of the bird's line of sight and the little thing hopped quietly along the branch it was on until Shaw came into view again. Eve couldn't figure out what he was doing. He would double over and sniff at the ground but it didn't seem like he was tracking anything in particular. 
 
    Slowly he straightened until he was no longer hunched. He turned in the bird's direction and said, "there," pointing to the bird's hiding spot. Eve understood the danger even if the bird's brain hadn't processed it. They were snatched up and brought around until it and Eve saw what had been slinking through the trees unbeknownst to them. 
 
    A woman with wan skin and long white blond hair held them in an iron grip. But instead of just two legs and two arms the woman had eight all together, some coming out of her back. She was an Arachnae partially transformed. All along the edge of her severe widow's peak black eyes glittered down at the bird. 
 
    "The memories are clouded. There is birdsong. So much birdsong. It hurts our ears." The woman moaned before her lips spread into a terrible smile revealing black, needle-sharp teeth. The woman sprang away from the tree with the bird in hand and landed close to Shaw. "It hurts our ears," she whispered to him. 
 
    The bird didn't see Shaw but his grunt carried to them. 
 
    "It hurts our ears," the woman crooned down at the bird. "We must take its song and make it suffer." 
 
    The Arachnae brought the bird up until it was level with her face. The bird had been struggling but must have realized the futility of the fight. The woman loosened her grip just enough to work one wing out. A snapping sound echoed in the quiet of the woods before the pain came. The bird let out a warbling cry and Eve threw herself out of the memories. She didn't need to see anymore to know what had happened. 
 
    When she opened her eyes, and the world came into focus, she was on her hands and knees shaking. There were arms around her and her eyes focused on the three dryads who had formed an almost protective barrier around her. She stifled a sob that tried to escape. 
 
    "What did you see?" 
 
    Eve whipped her head up to find James watching her from the trees. She took a moment to find her voice and translate the bird's memories into something she could share with him. 
 
    "An Arachnae killed the bird. It was working with Shaw." 
 
    A dark look crossed James's face, but it left as fast as it came. "The Arachnae work with no one." 
 
    "I'm only telling you what I saw." 
 
    James's eyes flicked to the bird in front of her. After a moment he said, "I want you to come with me." He turned to leave. 
 
    Eve looked down at the bird and said, "What about the bird? It's wrong to just leave it here." 
 
    The dryad nearest her said something to her and touched her shoulder. 
 
    "She said they will take care of the bird's burial," James called over his shoulder. 
 
    Eve put a hand on the dryad's. "Thank you." She stood and strode after James. 
 
    "What did you find?" she asked while dreading what his answer might be. 
 
    James didn't slow his strides. "You'll see soon enough." 
 
    They walked about half a mile when signs of an Arachnae nest came into view. Silvery strands of spider silk caught in the sunlight that dappled through the trees. The further they went, more and more spider silk flowed from tree to tree and the more overgrown the woods became. 
 
    "I thought you said you didn't want to take me into an Arachnae nest?" Eve asked, trying to make her voice sound even to hide her mounting fear. 
 
    "That would be true of a nest that is in use. This one is not." 
 
    Eve raised an eyebrow at him but he said nothing more. Suddenly the nest proper popped into view. An entire mansion was covered in the sticky crystalline fiber. It draped from the huge limbs of the trees overhead and what little sunlight made its way through the branches turned all it touched into spun glass. 
 
    Looking at it and knowing the nest was empty Eve agreed with James's assessment; it was beautiful in its own way. She just couldn't think about the monstrous creatures that had called the place home. She noticed large mounds of spider silk - cocoons - and found it very hard not to think about the creatures when faced with evidence of their animal victims. 
 
    They crossed the small front lawn and a bitter cold hit Eve. There was fresh death nearby and not just one person. 
 
    "Death?" Eve looked at James. 
 
    "Yes. There are two dead Arachnae inside. A nest this large would accommodate six or seven Arachnae." 
 
    "What are you thinking?" 
 
    "I'm reserving judgment until I get more facts. Truthfully I don't want to think about some of the possibilities." 
 
    They walked up the stone stairs leading to the front door of the home. Someone had thrown the door wide open and right in the entryway Eve saw the two bodies. 
 
    "I went through the whole house but these were the only two I found. I sense nothing beyond the house or within the boundaries of the protected area." 
 
    "What would you like me to do?" It was a stupid question, but she asked it anyway. Anything to prolong what she knew he was going to ask her to do. 
 
    "I'd like you to access their memories. Figure out what happened." 
 
    Eve nodded and chewed on her lip as she tried to phrase her next statement. "They aren't like other creatures," she said slowly. "Prophetic images lace their memories. I don't know that I can separate one from another. The mental cost of pulling the memories from the Arachnae can be high." She shook her head. "I can do one of them but both would push my limits." 
 
    "I understand the cost, but I don't think I have to remind you of what is at stake. I'd like you to obtain the memories of both." 
 
    Eve stared at James. There was no warmth in his face, only business. The slow steady tempo of his other self pounded in her ears. 
 
    She knew her limits. She knew she could do both Arachnae. The only question would be what sort of condition would she be in once she finished. With Sanctuary on lockdown there would be no one to help her recover. 
 
    She dropped her gaze. "I'll try." 
 
    She walked to the nearest body and knelt then sucked in a breath in surprise. 
 
    "It's the Arachnae that was helping Shaw." James only nodded in response and she looked back at the broken body before her. 
 
    Arachnae blood was poisonous, like much of the rest of it, so Eve would have to take special precautions. She rummaged around in her pack until she found everything she would need and set to work. 
 
    She squeezed a capsule of her own blood into the small stone mortar she carried with her. Then she took a pipet and tried to scoop as much blood off the floor under the Arachnae as possible. Fresh blood would be better but even though the body's skin looked supple, it was in reality a hard shell that took too much work to break through and none of the little blades she carried with her would do the job. 
 
    She added the blood to her own and an acrid stench wafted up from the mortar that burned the inside of her nose. She took a small vial of clear liquid, Selkie blood, and uncorked it. It had a sweet scent and when she added it to the blood the acrid smell disappeared. She held her breath as she spread the combination between her fingers but when there was no burning she relaxed. 
 
    Even as she dreaded sifting through the memories, she felt the incessant pull of the body's soul calling out to her. Remembering the acidic blood covering the body was enough to keep her from reaching out to lay a hand on the body's chest. Instead, she reached out and placed a hand on either side of the head and dove into the memories. 
 
    Chaos exploded behind her eyelids. The memories moved intermittently fast and slow and often other images were superimposed on what she saw. It was a kaleidoscope of colors and movement, whispering voices grabbing at her from the shadowy bits. It was pain and bliss. Agony and wonder. 
 
    The pulse was jumping in her neck and a stabbing pain pounded in her temple but she didn't know if the sensations were hers or the memory's. She kept a grip on the memory, determined to gather some information if she would incur such a cost. She focused on the images that were the least hazy, guessing they were the closest to reality. 
 
    Soft light glittered everywhere off the silky surfaces of the entryway and Eve vaguely remembered a huge crystal chandelier hanging above. Three Arachnae stood in front of her, and all but one were unglamoured and terrible to look at with their pale chitinous flesh and far too many legs. 
 
    The whispers grew louder around her but she still heard the Arachnae standing closest to her. 
 
    "You bring corruption to our nest, Alatha who is not Alatha. Can you not see the memories? Were you not warned?" 
 
    Eve's mouth opened and a scratchy voice came out. "The memories were false. All is wonderful if only you relent and let yourselves come home." 
 
    Another image superimposed itself over what Eve saw. There were thick trees all around her and Shaw stood in the middle of them all, smiling at her. A warmth spread through her and all she could think about was a hunger that had no end. 
 
    His image faded and Eve knew she had missed something in the memory because now she was screaming as the three other Arachnae fell on her and struck her with sharp thrusts of their pointed legs. The poison coursed under her skin and she had to throw herself out of the memory to avoid being swallowed up. 
 
    She gulped air as she scrambled back from the body before collapsing on the floor. It felt like the world shook around her but it was only her body trembling. Shadowy whispers still drifted around her and images swam in front of her. She slammed her eyes closed, but that only made the problem worse. The prophecies were in her now and she had no choice but to let Alatha's last prophetic images at death play themselves out. 
 
    She didn't understand what was happening in most of the images that rushed by her. The monstrous faces of Arachnae swam up in front of her and mingled with nameless humans. She jerked when Shaw's face became clear in the images. It looked cold and blank, much like James's face when his other self was in control. 
 
    Shaw's image faded before she figured out what was going on around him in the memory. Silence and darkness fell. The prophesies at Alatha's death had run their course. She opened her eyes and the surrounding room shifted until it looked like it had in the memory. 
 
    A sharp ache pulsed in Eve's temples and she felt dizzy and nauseous all at once. She closed her eyes again and wished the nausea would go away. She heard a slow steady beat and when she opened her eyes, James was kneeling next to her, watching her. 
 
    "What did you see?" 
 
    Eve pushed herself up with shaking arms, clenching her teeth against the pounding in her temples. "I saw a little of what happened. The other Arachnae accused her of bringing corruption to them." Eve closed her eyes and tried to remember everything. "The memory is tangled up with everything else. I can't tell what I thought was real anymore." 
 
    She looked up and found the other James frowning. Her hands shook as she pulled alcohol out of her bag and cleaned up her blood. The blood mixture burned bright and quick and the flame sputtered out in a matter of seconds. 
 
     She looked up at the Other, hoping he'd had a change of heart, but all he said was, "The next one," and pointed to the other body. 
 
    Eve tried to stand but her legs shook too much and she jerked back when a shadowy figure darted toward her out of the corner of her eye, a remnant of the Arachnae's visions. 
 
    She felt hands pull her up as James's Other helped her stand and walk to the next body. If he hadn't helped her kneel next to it she would have fallen more than knelt. 
 
    She watched out of the corners of her eyes as things that weren't there flitted in and out of her vision while she mixed up her blood concoction. She reached for the blood in her mortar but the Other snatched her hands back before she could. 
 
    He pressed a vial of clear liquid into her hand. The things that weren't there had distracted her, and she'd almost made a fatal mistake by not nullifying the poison in the Arachnae blood. 
 
    She put the required drops in and when she reached for the mortar a second time, the Other didn't stop her. Her hands shook as she laid them on either side of the Arachnae's head but she didn't hesitate. She dove into the memories. 
 
    The memories belonged to the Arachnae with the glamour in Alatha's memories, Eve saw that clearly in the large mirror in the entryway. Like Alatha's memories, images superimposed themselves and Eve had a hard time figuring out what she should be looking at, but there was a moment of clarity as her head shook in the memory. All the other images were flung away revealing the foyer and two unglamoured Arachnae looking at her. 
 
    "Please sister, tell us you do not have the corruption." Something like sadness lined the alien faces of the two Arachnae in front of her. She also saw the dark blood coating their sharp legs from killing Alatha. 
 
    "Come sisters," a raspy voice said from Eve's mouth. "Let me show you the way home." Eve took a step forward in the memory. One of the Arachnae threw several of its pointed legs up at her, in a move that was clearly defensive. 
 
    "No, Sela who is not Sela. You do not lead us home. You lead us out of the memories and to destruction. We must end your suffering like we ended Alatha who was not Alatha." 
 
    Before the two sprang at her, Eve got a clear image of what could only be a prophecy - herself standing over Sela's lifeless body. Eve in the memory closed her eyes before the other two struck and she threw herself back out. 
 
    She couldn't tell if she was standing, kneeling or laying on the ground. The pain in her temples prevented her from opening her eyes and the ghost memories of pain from poison coursed through her veins though she remembered leaving the memories before the time of death. 
 
    Visions swam behind her closed eyes as she drown in prophecy. The aroma of alcohol assaulted her nose, but when she opened her eyes, she didn't see anything but flames and phantoms of what might be. She begged for unconsciousness to take her and spare her mind. 
 
    The flame extinguished and then there was darkness. Whether it had been the begging or chance, unconsciousness came. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
    Hundreds of druids roamed the streets. Some were shifted into their animal counterparts, others wielding their old weapons. All of them killing the innocent citizens of St. Louis. The humans didn't stand a chance; the druids were too fast for them to run away and the Avians circling overhead snatched up the ones that got ahead of their fallen friends. Thick smoke choked the sky as the Avians flew against the dire backdrop in a way Eve had never seen. 
 
    She saw someone, a human, pull out a gun and shoot at one of the druids. But guns didn't work against the ancient magic that coursed through their veins. The bullet did nothing, but the druid's sword ran the human clean through. 
 
    Ash wafted through the air burning her nostrils as Eve could smell the city burning, dying. 
 
    James appeared before her and with a quick thrust of his sword, her life fell away from her. 
 
    She jerked awake and found herself on the futon in the tiny apartment safe house. Sweat drenched her clothes as her heart hammered in her chest and she gasped for air. 
 
    The apartment wasn't completely dark. Dim light filtered through the open blinds in the kitchen, silhouetting James in one of the kitchen chairs. 
 
    He stood and hastened toward her when he saw her eyes open. 
 
    "Are you awake or still dreaming?" he asked gently. 
 
    Her pulse still jumped in her throat and she could still smell the city burning in her nose. "Awake," she replied weakly before she saw the images dancing at the edges of her vision, things she didn't want to see. "Mostly," she added. "I'm not sure which is better. To be awake and driven insane by what I'm seeing or to sleep and endure the torture of what may be." 
 
    James nodded. "At least you're coherent this time. Here, drink a little more of this," he said, picking up a glass from the coffee table. "It should put you to sleep for a few more hours. I talked with Speaker Harlen and he believes the effects of the Arachnae should wear off before dawn." 
 
    "Dawn? What time is it now?" 
 
    "It is dusk now. When you awake next, I will have food waiting for you but it is best to drink this on an empty stomach." He held the glass out to her. She recognized the bright red liquid as a sleeping draught. The fog of the potion already curled around her brain which meant she had somehow already had some. 
 
    She didn't want to take any more but the image of the untouched glass filled her vision along with the image of herself curled on the futon screaming the prophecies she couldn't stop seeing. It was enough to make her drink it with help from James. 
 
    James turned hazy as the pillow cradled her head. The lumpy futon didn't seem to poke in weird spots as much and she swore a hand grazed her cheek. Then she tumbled back into sleep. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Adhaba. 
 
    Eve didn't jerk awake this time, but she was alert the moment she opened her eyes. James was shaking her shoulder and when she opened her mouth to speak he put a finger to his lips for silence. 
 
    "Someone has set the wards off," he whispered. "There is an Arachnae nearby and if what you told me is correct, they are suffering from the same illness that is affecting druids." 
 
    Eve furrowed her brow at him. "I didn't tell you what happened with the Arachnae." 
 
    James shook his head. "You did, but you weren't aware that you were telling me. As soon as you finished with the second Arachnae, you mumbled the memory along with begging for sleep. The second Arachnae exhibited symptoms after coming in contact with the first." 
 
    Eve blinked and tried to remember if that's what she had seen but the memories were too muddled. 
 
    James stood and with what little illumination the street light outside provided, Eve saw he already had his sword drawn. She noticed too there were no longer any images dancing at the edges of her vision. James walked to the door and as he reached for the handle Eve whispered, "Wait!" 
 
    James paused as she pushed herself off the futon, much harder than it sounded when she felt like she had the world's worst hangover. "The Arachnae is here to talk to me. Her name is Adhaba." 
 
    "You saw a vision of this?" 
 
    "Yes. I don't know what she wants, but she's safe." 
 
    James looked at her like he was calculating just how big of a mess they would be in if he agreed to take her down with him. "Fine. But I want you to do as I say." 
 
    "Sure," Eve said, pulling on her sneakers. 
 
    Charon lugged himself from his perch on the futon and followed along as she followed James out the door. Eve stayed well back when he motioned for her to pause as he moved silently down the narrow stairs. She lost sight of him when he opened the door leading to the small bookshop but a moment later he popped his head back into view and motioned her down. 
 
    He stood in the doorway with his sword in a defensive position, blocking her view of the shop beyond. 
 
    "You may lower your sword, Son of Yggdrasill. I have no desire for battle. I only wish to speak with the dreaming necromancer and I desire you to listen too." The voice coming from beyond James was soft and scratchy. 
 
    Charon pressed himself against the backs of Eve's legs and she had to brace herself to keep from falling over. 
 
    "Why must you speak with her, Dreamweaver?" 
 
    "She must understand all she sees. She has become important to ending the corruption threatening us all but her time is short to complete her task." 
 
    Eve shivered at the mention of her time running short. 
 
    "You speak truth." James said, then stepped into the darkened shop and Eve followed. 
 
    A large window in the front of the small shop let in just enough light from the street outside that Eve saw the woman clearly. She had the same pale skin the rest of the Arachnae had and long, coppery red hair. Eve recognized her from the memories of the dead Arachnae. 
 
    "Hello Eve the dreamer. Tell me, you have seen the city burning?" 
 
    The mention of the dream brought back the scent of ash and the screams of the city's inhabitants. "Yes." 
 
    "The city burning?" James asked. 
 
    "Yes. I thought it was just a fever dream but I remember druids, all of them, moving through the city, slaughtering everyone. There were Avians in the sky who got the unlucky stragglers." Eve refused to mention what she had seen of him in her dreams. 
 
    "It wasn't a dream. It was a vision. One that will come true if you can not stop the source of the corruption." 
 
    "Why are you telling us?" James asked. "Your kind isn't exactly known for being helpful to humans." 
 
    Eve shot James a look but Adhaba laughed, revealing sharp, fang-like teeth. The sound caused Charon to shoot back up the stairs and away from the Arachnae. 
 
    "We do not care what happens to the humans, that is true. We can no longer use them for food as per our peace accords with you and therefore what do we care of their demise?" Her face turned serious again. "We do care if we are not in control of the visions and dreams. The corruption rips us away from the true visions and gives falsehoods. We will not abide by this. You must stop the corruption. We have seen the necromancer, the witch and a silver wolf in our visions." 
 
    "The witch is dead," Eve said slowly. "And I don't know any druids that have a silver coat when shifted. Let alone any the lockdown doesn't affect." 
 
    Adhaba shook her head. "The visions can change but they are not wrong. The necromancer and silver wolf will go to the start with the help of the witch. I cannot tell you if they survive. The outcome is not clear and all ends are possible." 
 
    "What is the start?" James asked. 
 
    Adhaba shook her head. "I have no memories of the start. I only know there was one." Adhaba walked toward the front door of the shop. "I have given you all I wished to give you. Good luck, dreamer." 
 
    "Wait!" Eve called out. "You said I didn't have much time. How much longer do I have?" 
 
    Adhaba pondered her question. "I find it does little good for humans to know what will come to pass. But you have shared in our dreams and understood them. I will grant you this one answer. You will see one more sunset as you are now. After that, you will care little for what happens to the humans." 
 
    Adhaba slipped out the door and the pronouncement of Eve's future hung heavy in the stale air of the bookstore. 
 
    "One more day," Eve whispered. 
 
    "She was right. She did us no favors by telling you that." James's voice sounded angry but she couldn't tell anything by his face. 
 
    She followed him back upstairs, and she collapsed on the futon as James paced from the door to the kitchen. 
 
    "Okay, something happened to cause some druids to go feral. But what? How were they all connected?" James murmured. 
 
    "Was there a patient zero that happened to get them all at once?" Eve asked. 
 
    James paused in his pacing just long enough to shake his head. "No. They were hours apart, and we found no evidence of interaction between the group in the preceding days. Which is what led us to believe it was just feralism. That is how it occurs naturally, spreading through the bonds of power." 
 
    James suddenly stopped his pacing and grabbed at the wooden pendant around his neck. 
 
    "How far back were the Ferals researched?" James asked. There was a pause of a few seconds. "Go back further and tell me if you find anything that would link them all." He dropped the pendant and took up his pacing again. 
 
    "What was that about?" 
 
    James glanced at her. "When we looked at the first group that became ill we treated the incident as if they had gone feral. That means our researchers would have only gone back several days to see if any of the cases intersected. At this point we know they aren't truly feral so it makes sense to go back further." 
 
    Eve pulled her knees up and hugged them. "What are we supposed to do about the other parts of the vision? Coraline died and who do we know who's a silver wolf?" 
 
    James pulled a chair away from the kitchen table and sat near to her. "I put little stock in the details of visions of the Arachnae. But what I know is that if we don't figure out what is going on, what you have seen may happen." 
 
    Eve stood up and headed for the door. "I need fresh air." 
 
    "No. You're safer here for the time being." 
 
    Eve spun around. "I need to get out," she said through clenched teeth. "You can't tell me what I can and can't do. I'll know if Shaw or Ben are coming for me because this time I'll recognize when they are near. I'm just going for a walk down the block." 
 
    James ran a hand over his face and let out a long breath. "Fine, we'll go for a short walk." 
 
    As he stood, Eve opened her mouth to argue. She didn't want company. She wanted to clear her head, to think. 
 
    Before she could get any words out of her mouth, James interrupted as if he knew what she was going to say. 
 
    "I understand the need for solitude." His words were clipped and laced with annoyance. "But now is not the time. It's too dangerous for you to go out by yourself. I'll go with you." 
 
    Eve stalked over to the couch and hefted Charon into her arms. "I'll take the cat. See, I won't be alone. And," she said, raising her voice when James opened his mouth to argue, "I'll just go to the coffee shop I saw a few buildings down. That's all, okay." 
 
    James scowled and Eve was sure he would say no. He glared at the cat in her arms but his features relaxed fractionally. 
 
    "Fine," he sighed, sounding exhausted for once. "I would request" the word rolled off his tongue like it was a foreign concept to him, "that you keep your visit short. I don't want to come find you if I get anything useful back from Sanctuary." 
 
    "Just a short trip," she agreed over her shoulder as she went out the door. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
    The cool morning air felt like a blessing to Eve's still fevered skin as she stepped outside. She placed Charon down and started past the front of the bookshop but paused when she caught sight of a sign taped to the window. It said the shop was closed until further notice. She went to move on when she noticed a small iron symbol nailed into the wooden frame of the store's door. It was the symbol used to mark a business owned by one of the Named - those druids who for whatever reason had left the order. 
 
    She hadn't thought about it but even the Named would have to be recalled to Sanctuary in the event of a lockdown. Countless people would be missing in the city at the moment, trapped below it, waiting to find out what their fate might be simply because they still harbored a magic they no longer wanted. Using their magic was forbidden and now they might die because of it. 
 
    At least she might not die. I'll get to be a bird, she thought bitterly. 
 
    She wished she had hit Coraline with her pot lid then maybe she wouldn't have gotten involved in the way that she had. The thought made her both happy and sad. 
 
    She remembered her promise to James to make it a short trip and turned from the shop. 
 
    The sidewalk was bare of most pedestrians this early in the morning and even the traffic on the road was light. She tried to think of what day it might be but she had lost track of the days of the week a long time ago. All she knew was she would only see one more sunset. 
 
    She caught the scent of coffee as she drowned in self pity and clung to the rich smell, anything not to think about the inevitable. She spotted the little hole-in-the-wall shop across the street, its open sign on. 
 
    Eve patted her leg for Charon to follow as she crossed the road and ducked into the shop. 
 
    It was little on the inside with only enough room for four tables and an odd assortment of chairs. The dark red walls and dark wood of the furniture only helped to emphasize the tightness of the cafe. There were stools pulled up to the counter for additional eating space. The smell of old coffee and grease hung heavy in the air but the atmosphere suited Eve's mood just fine. 
 
    She took a seat at the counter just as a goblin walked out of the back. He eyed her up and down but his gaze lingered on her eyes. "What do you want?" he grunted more than said. His eyes darted to the cat sitting on the stool next to hers but he said nothing about it. 
 
    Eve glanced up at the shabbily kept menu hanging on the back wall giving off a dull white electric glow. Half the letters had fallen off causing most things on the menu to morph into weird abbreviations. Eve guessed a hagur was probably a hamburger, but she wasn't willing to take that chance. "Coffee." 
 
    The goblin frowned and mumbled under his breath as he shuffled to an ancient looking coffee maker behind the counter. He finished and shuffled back to where Eve sat and clanked a chipped mug down in front of her. He tapped the sign next to the cash register that read, "fine metals only." 
 
    Eve sighed but fished in her pocket until she found a little slug of silver at the bottom. The slug wasn't worth much, but the goblin had more use for it than regular coins. As soon as she deposited the metal in his hand, he put it between his teeth and bit down. When he pulled it back out, he gave her a crooked smile missing several teeth and went back through the door behind the counter, leaving Eve to herself. 
 
    She hazarded a sip of the suspect coffee but was rewarded when she found it palatable. She'd had worse. 
 
    The door dinged open and when Eve glanced over her shoulder she found Wist looking at her wild eyed. "Where the hell have you been? I did a tracking spell on you and it didn't place you until a bit ago!" 
 
    "Why have you been looking for me?" 
 
    "Because Gisela called me freaking out she couldn't reach you. She said you'd been attacked and looked pretty bad and she hasn't been able to find you for days!" 
 
    "Shit." Eve patted down her pockets but remembered her phone was still on the nightstand back at her place. "I've been kind of busy," she offered lamely. 
 
    Wist hopped up onto the stool next to her as the goblin shuffled out of the back room. Wist made a hand motion at him that caused him to growl and bare the few teeth he had in his mouth before ducking back through the door he had come through. She turned to Eve. 
 
    "Now do you want to tell me what the hell you've been so busy with that my spells can't even find you?" 
 
    "Did-" Eve didn't get to finish her question. A sensation of fire licked her skin, and she had to brace herself on the counter in front of her. 
 
    "What's wrong?" Wist jumped off her stool and looked ready for a fight. Charon let out a rasped yowl and jumped down from his stool. 
 
    A tapping sound came from the window at the front of the diner and when Eve looked, a magpie stood on the ledge of the window tapping frantically. It sang its message through the glass but it was unneeded - "It's coming." 
 
    Eve shoved up off the stool and, through teeth clenched in pain, said, "The thing Coraline wanted me to find is here." 
 
    The bird let off one last warning cry before taking off. Eve held her breath as the pain dissipated. 
 
    "What do we do?" Wist asked. Eve held her hand up to quiet the witch and pointed to the window at the front of the diner. A rough clack reverberated along the glass as a long pale leg came into view from the top of the window. 
 
    "Oh crackers! Not spiders," Wist groaned. 
 
    Eve started to climb over the counter to find a back exit but a hand on her arm stopped her. When she turned to look at Wist, the other woman rewarded her with a choking cloud of chalk dust in her face. 
 
    Eve gagged and struggled to get free of the dust blinding and smothering her. She couldn't see anything but felt the bite of the counter on her hip as Wist shoved her against it. 
 
    "Go over it!" the witch hissed. "We'll only be obscured for so long." 
 
    Still not able to see where she was going through watering eyes, Eve groped and let herself be shoved over the top of the counter. A coffee cup shattered against the ground and she landed wrong on her ankle but she didn't have time to assess the damage because Wist was already pulling on her toward the door behind the counter. 
 
    Charon stayed on the other side of the counter yowling and looking around frantically. 
 
    "What is this?" The goblin burst out of the back and Wist stopped them to avoid colliding with him. He surveyed the damage and the chalk dust that covered the surface of the counter. The goblin took a deep sniff of the air. "I can smell you still here little witch! You can not repel me a second time." 
 
    He can't see us, Eve realized. And neither can Charon. 
 
    She wanted to call out to the cat to console him but didn't dare with the goblin so close. 
 
    The goblin inhaled again and turned toward the corner behind the counter they had backed into. He took a step closer to them when another clack echoed across the diner. His brow furrowed as he squinted out the window. 
 
    His jaw fell open and his eyes grew wide. He stuttered something in a language Eve didn't understand and darted out the back door faster than she would have thought he was able. 
 
    Charon looked after the goblin then at the window before he shot over the counter and in the direction the goblin had gone. 
 
    "Fat lot of good he was," Eve muttered. 
 
    "Let's go!" Wist tugged on her wrist and they ran through the door after the goblin. Wist pulled Eve through a small kitchen and toward the door with the glowing red exit sign above it. 
 
    They shot out the door and into a back alley. Wist let go of her and grew fainter. 
 
    Eve could barely see the outline of her. When the witch started the opposite way of the safe house, she all but disappeared. 
 
    "Let's go. I can try to make you safe until we figure out what to do about that thing. It had to be Arachnae!" 
 
    "No. The Enforcer is nearby. We need to let him know there's trouble." 
 
    Wist became clearer as she took steps toward Eve. "The Enforcer? Seriously, what the hell have you been doing?" 
 
    Eve ignored her question, instead saying, "This way." 
 
    She ran down the alley and back in the direction of the safe house, her ankle throbbing every time her foot hit the ground. Wist's boots hit the pavement behind her, the only clue she had the witch still followed. 
 
    Something in the air changed and Eve skidded to a stop at the entrance to the alley. Wist must have noticed it too because she came up short behind her, a little clearer than she had been a few moments before. 
 
    There was a scraping and creaking sound coming from beyond the mouth of the alley. Eve tugged Wist into the shadows and took a deep sniff of the air. Her sense of smell wasn't as good as a druid's but it was still much better than the average human. 
 
    She still smelled coffee but she also smelled what she would only describe as green-ness. Druid magic and not the kind James typically practiced. She peeked out the end of the alley but didn't see anything. If she leaned out far enough, she could see the book shop across the street. She popped back into the shadows. 
 
    "How much longer will we be concealed?" 
 
    Wist looked down at her hand as it became clearer with each passing second. 
 
    "I'd give it about another minute. Two if we're lucky." 
 
    "Follow me to the book shop down this street and across." Then Eve took off, hoping Wist followed. She stretched her legs and ate up the ground as fast as she could. She was almost to the shop when she heard a shriek behind her. 
 
    When she turned, she found Wist was laying flat on her back in the middle of the road. Eve started to ask what had happened but then remembered the wards. She turned back and ran to Wist. 
 
    "Hurry, get up! I can take you across the wards." She pulled Wist up, who was cursing, and add, "I hope." 
 
    They ran to the door of the shop, Wist dragging her feet as they hit the ward again. Eve opened the door and hauled the witch inside. She shut the door and turned around in time to have a sword miss her head. She shrieked and flattened herself to the floor and pulled Wist down with her. 
 
    James stood in the entryway looking calm but thrusting his blade at the invisible intruder. 
 
    Chalk dust choked Eve once more. She was already on her hands and knees but now she couldn't do much of anything beyond cough and sputter. 
 
    "We require sanctuary, Druid!" Wist yelled in her ear. 
 
    "Damn it, Eve!" James spat as he coughed, covered in the cloud of chalk dust. "Your beast came to find me. I was coming to get you and now you've brought her along." 
 
    Eve couldn't get any words out. Instead she continued to cough. 
 
    "You're supposed to hold your breath when I do that, you know." Eve looked up to find Wist visible, if covered in chalk, and leaning against the wall with her arms crossed. 
 
    Eve glared at the witch but said to James, "There's an Arachnae out there. I think a druid too but I didn't see them." 
 
    "Go up to the apartment and stay there." James pushed past the two of them and out the door. 
 
    "Bossy, isn't he?" 
 
    "You have no idea," Eve said, looking up at her. 
 
    "So," Wist said, peering up the stairs, "Want to show me what sort of love nest you two have been sharing?" 
 
    "Shut up," Eve said before another coughing fit took over. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    James stood outside and scented the air. The wards around the safe house told him nothing was close enough to trigger them, apart from the witch, but his nose told a different story. He smelled something tangy and sweet in the air. The smell of the Arachnae. 
 
    He didn't smell any other druids, but he felt guardians nearby. Even though Sanctuary was on lockdown, Tenders controlled the guardians still roaming the city trying to keep an eye on everything. The guardians might explain why Eve thought a druid was around. 
 
    James made himself unseeable and walked down the street, following the scent. He stopped at the corner of the block. A skittering sound came from above him and he looked up to find the remains of a guardian plummeting off the building toward him. 
 
    He leapt back as the broken guardian crashed on the sidewalk, smashing itself into pieces of broken wood. There was nothing he could do about the guardian so he took advantage of the older building's wide window ledges and pulled himself up the side of the building, still unseen. He crouched on the ledge of the roof when he reached the top and watched as an Arachnae ambled across the roofs. 
 
    It halted and slowly changed direction, stretching out its many-jointed limbs, feeling around. 
 
    "It's looking for a weakness in the ward." 
 
    Silas was right. It wasn't behaving like a normal Arachnae - being out in even the little bit of daylight from the dawn so that anyone might see it - was enough to ensure that. 
 
    James stalked closer. The Arachnae would be no match for him but its size and the poison it carried posed enough danger he would have to strike with perfection. The underbelly would be the easiest place to strike; the chitinous plates had ample room in between to slip a blade if one was careful. 
 
    James drew his sword and crouched, readying himself to sprint when the time was right. The soft whisper of something hitting the ledge behind him was the only warning he received. He rolled to the side and was up on his feet and spinning back around to face the new assailant. His nose told him it was Shaw before he laid eyes on the other man. 
 
    "He's right here," snarled Shaw, leaping at James. 
 
    James dodged but not enough to get out of Shaw's range. When Shaw's hand brushed against James, he brought down the concealing magic, exposing James to the Arachnae. 
 
    "Seitarch, remember yourself." James lunged for the man. The Arachnae's slow movement made Shaw the bigger threat. 
 
    Shaw dodged James's blade and as he twisted away, the shift tore through his body and the great brown wolf landed, its paws thudding on the surface of the roof. Shaw the man would be easier to deal with; James was faster and better at hand to hand combat. But Shaw the wolf's size and mobility would act against James. 
 
    The wolf leapt at him and James had to strike out. His blade sliced deep into the wolf's shoulder and it was enough to make the wolf back up and reevaluate the situation. The wound didn't close, and blood slicked its fur. 
 
    A piercing shriek sounded and James heard the skittering of many legs moving toward him. Whatever lethargy had afflicted the Arachnae had lifted, and the creature joined the fight. 
 
    James brought his sword up in time to deflect the long dagger-like legs that stabbed at him but he didn't deflect the gossamer strands that hit his arm. Shaw crashed into his side and James realized what the game was when his arm became stuck to the roof. 
 
    The breaking of bone and rending of flesh filled the air. Shaw stood staring down at James, his hand held up keeping the Arachnae back. Blood still leaked from his shoulder wound. 
 
    Shaw cocked his head. "You feel different than the others. Maybe you will be too hard to change. It might be better to kill you." 
 
    James laughed. "You can do that. But you know I'll just come back for you, brother. You can kill me over and over but the outcome will still be the same. You must live out the rest of this cycle knowing I'm coming for you. And if any of the Shaw I knew remains then you should know I always find my quarry." 
 
    "My death will mean nothing. The truth will find me again and lead me home." 
 
    Home. It was the same word Eve had repeated in her drugged slumber. Thinking of Eve made the sleeping thing in his chest stir. If he died, she would only have the witch left to help her. He wouldn't come back until well after sunset. 
 
    Something in Shaw's face changed. A smile spread on his face. "Maybe it's not as hard to change you as I'm thinking." He took a step toward James but a roar split the surrounding air. 
 
    "Damn it," James muttered. The Arachnae had been enough of a problem. Then the damn wolf had to show up. And now there was a very pissed off bear hauling itself over the side of the roof. 
 
    Shaw shifted to wolf once more and surprised James by charging at Ben's bear. James used the distraction of Ben's appearance to slice away the spider silk and free himself. But the movement of freeing himself attracted the attention of the Arachnae and James barely had time to roll away from the dangerous legs. 
 
    The Arachnae still moved slowly, so James rolled forward until he was just underneath the creature and stabbed up knowing his blade hit home. The Arachnae screeched and curled on itself to protect its vulnerable underbelly. 
 
    James dove away in time to avoid the legs and while the creature was lowered to the ground, prone from the pain, he delivered the death blow. The hard flesh of its neck yielded to the tip of his sword. A few seconds more struggle and the creature lay limp. 
 
    Growls, grunts, and snarls came from behind him. Shaw and Ben grappled with one another, fangs and claws tearing into already bloody and battered flesh trying to mend itself. Ben happened to get one good blow in on Shaw and the wolf went down, dazed. 
 
    James didn't waste any time. He sprinted across the roof and brought his sword down through his friend's heart. By using the black blade, James made sure Shaw wouldn't heal from the wound. 
 
    James leapt back to put distance between himself and Ben, but the bear only stood there panting as his flesh slowly knit itself back together. The bear backed away, keeping its sharp eyes on James and his sword. 
 
    Only the Wild was in Ben's eyes but James didn't sense any danger from the bear. 
 
    "You carry the illness but you are keeping it in check?" James asked. 
 
    The bear stopped its retreat and growled. It was hard to work out the emotions of the shifted but James sensed the wariness and despair the bear felt. Also the fear. 
 
    "You don't know how much longer you can keep it in check?" James guessed. 
 
    The bear backed up faster this time opening its mouth and letting its teeth show. 
 
    James put a hand up. "I don't wish to kill you, Brother. I need to know if it is safe to trust you." 
 
    The bear roared as it twisted around and threw itself off the roof. James sprinted to the side just as the bear landed heavily on all four paws. Someone down on the ground screamed, and the bear galloped across the road and onto a side street on the other side. 
 
    "That's answer enough." 
 
    "Enough, we must work quickly before he prepares for his new cycle." 
 
     James turned and looked down at Shaw's body. Lifeless for now but not for long. A strange prickling started along his skin, like his own body wanted to respond to the regenerative magic. He needed to get the body to the necromancer and fast. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
    Eve shut the apartment door behind them. 
 
    Charon glared up at her and hissed at Wist before retreating under the futon. He was obviously sore about what had happened in the diner. 
 
    "A little small to share with someone like the Enforcer," Wist said, eyeing the space. "Only one small bed too. Have to snuggle kind of close for the two of you to both fit." 
 
    "Shut it. You and I need to talk." 
 
    "Why are you using a safe house, anyway?" Wist asked, ignoring Eve's comment. She waved her hand in a circular motion and wisps of chalk dust drifted off Eve, leaving her hair and clothes free of the white stuff. 
 
    "Because the thing Coraline sent me after is now after me." 
 
    Wist opened the window and the cloud of dust she had collected flew outside. She snapped the window closed. 
 
    At the mention of Coraline, Wist had made no reaction. Eve remembered the witch probably hadn't even heard of the other woman's death. 
 
    Eve was used to working with grief but she was rarely the one to deliver the news that brought it on. She had too much to cover with the witch to dance around and try to find pretty words that wouldn't soften the blow anyway. 
 
    "Coraline is dead." The words rang out flat. 
 
    Wist blinked, her face blank, before turning away. 
 
    "I'm sorry," Eve offered. 
 
    "He didn't kill her did he?" Wist's back was rigid and her words stiff. 
 
    Eve shook her head. "James did not kill her." Shaw had been the one to kill her and even though he was an Enforcer just like James, he hadn't killed her as any form of justice. 
 
    "There's an illness going around," Eve added. "It's affecting druids and Arachnae. Possibly Avians but we can't be sure. We have to find the source of it and stop it to lift the Jinx Coraline put on me." 
 
    Wist sucked in a breath and turned back to Eve. She tapped her fingers on her lips, a sign she was thinking. "First things first, we find out how much longer you have. Then-" 
 
    "I have until sunset to figure this out." 
 
    Wist froze and watched her. "All right then. Next we need to find out what happens to you. I don't know how to do that though." 
 
    Eve sank down onto the futon. "I turn into a bird, Wist. All those magpies of hers? Victims of a Jinx." 
 
    "Shit." Wist sat on one of the kitchen chairs, her eyes wide. Charon crawled out from under the futon and sat looking at the witch. "I'm so sorry, Eve. I had no idea her Jinx would be so nasty. I-" She shook her head and let it drop into her palms. 
 
    Wist sat silently and Eve let her take the time for all the information sink in. Wist brought her head up, her face sober. "But at least there are all sorts of druids out trying to figure this out. This is their thing, right?" 
 
    "Sanctuary is on lockdown. James is all we get." 
 
    Wist made a face. "He's got a name?" 
 
    "Well, yeah. Why wouldn't he?" 
 
    Wist didn't answer. "The lockdown is terrible." The witch slouched back in the chair and drummed her fingers on the tabletop. 
 
    "They will lift it if we can figure this out." 
 
    Wist gave her a sharp look but didn't comment further. Eve heard the heavy thumps of something moving up the stairs outside. She jumped to her feet. James wouldn't have made so much noise. 
 
    "Company," Eve said. She dove for her purse and grabbed the knife she kept there. Charon ran to her side ready to shift if she called out to him. 
 
    Wist stood and pulled something small out of her pocket. Eve trusted the witch had her back and whatever she had, it would be something useful. 
 
    The knob turned and Eve cursed to herself. Crazed monsters were out for her blood and she hadn't even bothered to lock the damn door. 
 
    She dove for the door as it opened a crack and slammed into it before the thing on the other side could finish coming through. She flipped the lock. 
 
    James's muffled voice came from the other side of the door. "Damn it, Eve. This is getting heavy." 
 
    "Crap." Eve flipped the lock back and opened the door just enough to confirm it was James. Blood spatter crossed his face, and it had mixed with sweat and chalk from earlier. When she saw what he had slung over his shoulders, she jumped back and threw the door open wide. 
 
    "What happened?" 
 
    James came in with Shaw draped over his shoulders. He carried the other man over to the futon and flopped him down. Eve sucked in a breath when she saw the gaping wound on Shaw's chest. 
 
    "Is he dead?" she asked, unable to feel the cold of the dead from him. But something about the way the body moved let her know he was in fact dead. 
 
    "For now. I need you to raise him. I need you-" James looked at Wist and snapped his mouth shut. He pointed in the door's direction. "Out." 
 
    Wist raised her eyebrow but crossed the small room. 
 
    "Wait. I think we need all the help we can get. We should at least see if she has anything to add." 
 
    "She may have something to add but what I say now involves only you. She waits out in the hall until I finished my business with you." 
 
    Eve watched as Wist gave James one last dirty look as she shut the door. Eve opened her mouth, intent on admonishing James, but he raised a hand. 
 
    "We have little time Eve, please just listen." 
 
    Eve sighed and stepped closer until their words wouldn't carry to any ears outside the door. "You said you need me to do something. What did you want to say but wouldn't in front of Wist?" 
 
    The sound of his souls were neck and neck in prominence. He blew out a breath. "I need you to raise-" He paused and Eve saw his jaw working. "You called it the other me. I need you to raise Shaw's Other." 
 
    Eve watched James and tried to hide her surprise. No wonder he hadn't wanted Wist present. "I don't know that I can pick who I raise. I don't even know if I can raise him." 
 
    James nodded and looked down at the body on the futon before looking back at her. "Just try. Whatever you can manage we'll deal with." 
 
    "I'll try." Eve went to her pack and put her knife back and tried to find the pillbox that held all her capsules. She finally pulled the pillbox free. 
 
    She balanced on the side of the futon, trying not to touch Shaw's body as she pulled out one capsule filled with purple liquid and popped it into her mouth, breaking it open between her teeth. 
 
     The taste of dirt filled her mouth then all sense of taste was lost as Violet Death, the potion that would stop her heart and allow her to raise Shaw as a thrall, took hold. 
 
    Her lungs burned as they still tried to draw in the air she no longer needed. Her heart thudded slower and slower until each beat was painful in her chest. She closed her eyes and let the last bit of life leave her body. She hesitated before opening her eyes. 
 
    The room was small and there wouldn't be much space between her and the shadows that would congregate in the corners of the room, waiting for her to let her guard down. 
 
    There wasn't anything she could do about it though. She opened her eyes and focused on Shaw's body, drawing in a breath she didn't need. She force the air out to form speech. "It works best if I have a name but I can work without one." She reached out and got ready to make the motion to raise Shaw. 
 
    "Gethin. Use the name Gethin." 
 
    "All right, Gethin, up you get." Eve tapped the man's chest once then made a pulling motion. When he opened his eyes and sat up Eve would have sighed with relief if she had the need to. 
 
    "Who am I speaking to?" Eve asked. 
 
    The man sat with unblinking eyes watching her. "I do not know you or what magic you lay over me. What is this that you have done?" 
 
    "Gethin," James said, coming forward to stand beside the man. 
 
    "He won't listen to you-" 
 
    "James, what has happened?" 
 
    Eve's mouth dropped open in shock. Shaw was a corpse, dead as dead could be, at least for the time being. The dead only deal with the dead and James was still very much alive. 
 
    "I am sorry brother. I had to end your cycle." 
 
    Gethin stared up at James but nodded his head. "It is good you did. There was something." Gethin, Shaw's other self, made a motion toward his body. "There was something in here with us. It buried me too deep to stop it." 
 
    James knelt. "What can you tell us about it?" 
 
    "It preys on the wildness. Not only of us but other creatures. When you are human, you are weak against it. It corrupts the human part of you so it can wrest control of the Wild. It needs the Wild." Gethin closed his eyes and grimaced. "Death and destruction are all it wants. It feeds on misery and pain." 
 
    "It? It is singular?" 
 
    Gethin opened his eyes again. "Yes. It can control many but it is only one. I saw-" Gethin's eyes flicked to something over Eve's shoulder. "The shadows move." 
 
    Eve fought the urge to glance over her shoulder. James had nothing to fear from looking. He squinted but Eve knew he saw nothing. 
 
    "Focus on me, Gethin. Not the corners," Eve said. Don't acknowledge the darkness. The mantra played over and over in her mind now. She wouldn't be able to hold the man much longer, now that his concentration had waned, and he'd interrupted hers. 
 
    Gethin blinked once then his eyes darted to James. "Your human side has made you too weak. You must not go as you are, brother. Not while she is near," he ended, looking at Eve. "Let your Wild out if you don't wish to succumb to the destruction. It will be a while yet before I could free you from it." 
 
    James stood up and stalked away. "I am in control," he spat. "I will not let-" 
 
    The world tipped sideways for Eve. Gethin made horrible noises in between words as his body shuddered and bucked. "I saw what it is- it's-!" Eve felt her control slip. 
 
    "I lay you back to rest," she panted out. Gethin's body flopped back onto the futon, lifeless. 
 
    Eve felt the searing sensation of a mark being added to her arm between the twin bands of sigils that ringed her forearm. Raising an Enforcer had a high cost then. 
 
    She opened her mouth to ask what had happened to make Shaw react that way, but she spotted a darkness spreading beneath his skin and up his neck. 
 
    "Come. We must leave him to complete the transition." James moved to the door. 
 
    Eve tore her eyes away from the body and looked at James. "What's happening to him?" 
 
    "None of your business," he snapped. "We need to go now." 
 
    She looked down at the body again and wanted to ask more but thought better of it. She was seeing something she ought not. 
 
    Wist stood waiting for them on the landing outside the door. "Super secret meeting over so soon?" She frowned at James then at Eve. 
 
    "Yep. We voted to eat you first if it comes down to a question of cannibalism," Eve mumbled, shooing Wist down the stairs. 
 
    "But I wanted to be crammed in the little room with you and the old man," Wist grumbled as she led the odd company down the stairs to the bookstore. 
 
    "The old man?" Eve asked, confused. 
 
    "She's referring to me," James answered, moving past both Eve and Wist to open the interior door to the bookshop. Eve looked after him but didn't pry. 
 
    James flipped on a small lamp sitting behind the counter of the small store. 
 
    Eve bent down to scoop up Charon then said, "Okay, Wist. You're the finder of things. Can you find where this illness started?" 
 
    Wist laughed, but the sound was without humor. "The finder of things. Tangible things, necromancer. Like people or house keys or Rover, when he slips his leash." 
 
    "The thing controlling the illness is tangible, witch. We need to find it or the city has much to lose." The slow steady beat let Eve know it was the other James in charge. She wanted to warn Wist to watch her tongue but there wasn't anything subtle enough for her to say to warn the witch. She would just have to be careful to defuse any potential situations. 
 
    "If I'm going to try then I need something from it. Hair, skin, something. And since you don't even know what it is I doubt you have anything." Wist crossed her arms over her chest. 
 
    "What about the blood of the infected? Could you track it down with that?" Eve tried not to get her hopes up. 
 
    Wist screwed up her face in thought. "That might work. Might. But it will take a hell of a lot of magic on my part and you'll only get one shot out of me with Sanctuary on lockdown." 
 
    "What does Sanctuary have to do with it?" Eve asked. 
 
    "Your witch friend has a very interesting way of recovering energy," the Other said. Eve heard the sneer in his voice even if he didn't wear it on his face. 
 
    "My magic is my business, assassin," Wist hissed. 
 
    Eve tensed and tried to ready herself to step between them. The other James only smiled in a way that turned Eve's insides to ice. She never wanted him to direct that look at her. 
 
    Even some of Wist's usual bravado left her face and her pale skin looked even more fragile. 
 
    "Shaw is upstairs," Eve interrupted. "Let's run up there and get some of his blood and let Wist try it. It's not like I have a lot of time left." Eve gestured towards the window in the shop's front. The sky was blocked out because of the buildings surrounding the book shop but she knew the sun was up by now. 
 
    "It's too late to use Shaw," the Other drawled. "There was an Arachnae but the guardians will have disposed of its body by now." 
 
    Eve's face fell and she turned from the two of them not wanting them to see the desperation in her face. 
 
    "I'll buy you a pretty cage so you always have somewhere warm to come," Wist whispered. 
 
    Eve gave a laugh that was halfway a sob. "Please don't try to cheer me up anymore." 
 
    "Ms. Williams are there any ghosts around?" 
 
    Eve turned to the Other and furrowed her brow. "Not in this building but there's probably one or two around. Why?" 
 
    "There is one other option," he said. "Ben helped me take down Shaw. He is infected but for reasons I can't explain he is still in control of himself. We could try his blood." 
 
    The Other moved for the door. "He ran off after our fight but I get the feeling he's staying in the area, tracking your moves Ms. Williams. If that's the case perhaps you could compel a ghost or two to make our job of tracking him down easier." 
 
    Eve followed him to the door but when Wist made a move to come with them the Other held up his hand. "Stay here in the shop. We won't be long." He slipped out the door, holding it open for Eve. 
 
    Eve looked at Wist but the witch had already flopped into one of the reading chairs crammed in the small store, content to stay behind. Eve followed the Other. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
      
 
    "Nearby," Eve said. To anyone else it would look she was talking to herself. James's other self walked nearby unseen but Eve still heard the slow steady beat of his soul as he followed her. 
 
    It would have been easier to stretch her magic and call out to any ghosts nearby but she'd already raised Shaw and she didn't know what else she might have to do today. Since it might be her last day as a human she couldn't afford to waste any of it recuperating from magic use. 
 
    The thought made her feel sick to her stomach and she needed a distraction. She glanced in the direction she heard James's other soul coming from. "Can I ask you something?" 
 
    "I suppose," came his disembodied voice. 
 
    "So," she drawled, "the other part of Shaw is called Gethin." 
 
    "That isn't a question," he answered after a few moments of silence. 
 
    "Well, if his other part has a name, do you? I mean, I just call you James but should I call you something else?" 
 
    He was silent for so long Eve didn't think he was going to answer her. 
 
    "I have a name, yes. I am willing to share it with you as long as you understand that you are not to use it." 
 
    "Why not?" Eve furrowed her brow and looked up at the spot she thought his face might be. 
 
    He remained silent and Eve realized she'd probably blown her chance at getting an answer. 
 
    Suddenly, goosebumps ran up and down her arms, a sign a ghost was close. If she waited, the ghost would come to her on its own but she didn't have time to wait with the sun racing across the sky overhead. Unlike the pull the dead had on her, ghosts could be tricky. Not dead, not alive, but something within the confines of her magic. 
 
    Another step and she felt the tug of an invisible connection too faint to be anything other than a ghost. She gave a little mental tug. 
 
    There was a tug back and Eve wanted to growl. She did not have time for uncooperative ghosts. Unlike the dead, ghosts didn't have to do what she wanted them to. 
 
    She yanked on the connection, not willing to play any games. She barely felt the tug back, but she sensed the ghost coming to her. After a few seconds she shivered. She looked around for the ghost and frowned when she saw it through the window of one of the closed storefronts. She let her magic spread out and will the ghost visible for James's sake then crooked her finger at it. 
 
    It smiled and crooked its finger back. 
 
    Eve bared her teeth at the ghost but thought better. She shrugged at it, turned away and walked down the street. 
 
    "What are you doing?" the Other asked. 
 
    "The ghost is being a pill. Either it will get mad that I'm not paying attention to it anymore and come or I'll find another ghost that's more willing to help out." 
 
    "Hey!" 
 
    Eve smiled to herself as she slowed and turned around, looking at the ghost with innocent eyes. "Yes?" 
 
    The ghost had been an older man. His wrinkles deepened as he scowled at her. "Well, what did you want with me?" 
 
    Eve shook her head. "Nevermind, I can see I'm disturbing you. I can find someone else." She turned and walked away from the ghost again. 
 
    "Now wait a minute! I wanted to have a bit of fun is all. Not too many can see me. Tell me what you want." 
 
    Eve turned and took a step toward the ghost. "I need help finding something. There was a bear wandering around the area and I need to find him. Do you think you could help me out?" 
 
    "A bear? Is it one of those druids like that one?" he asked pointing over her shoulder. 
 
    Eve turned but saw nothing. 
 
    "Ghosts can still see me," the Other said. 
 
    "Oh." Eve lifted her eyes to the spot the voice had come from then turned back to the ghost. "Then yes, a druid like that one." 
 
    "Okay, I can do that. But I want you to do something for me." 
 
    "What's that?" 
 
    "I hear your type can let ones like me be seen. I want to be seen." 
 
    Eve pursed her lips. "I can't do it permanently. But I can give you a couple of hours of visibility." 
 
    The ghost made a face. "I guess that's better than nothing. I'll go see if I can find a bear." 
 
    "Recruit any other ghosts you come across. The faster we find the bear, the better. You'll be able to find me." 
 
    The ghost nodded then ran off. 
 
    "Is it was wise to promise him visibility?" 
 
    Eve shrugged. "It's not like he can do much harm. He's bound to the area he's strongest in and he still can't interact physically with people. Besides, it's not like I have a lot of options at this point." 
 
    They walked back down the street in silence. When they were a few shops down from the bookstore the Other broke the silence and revealed himself. 
 
    "I know the socially acceptable thing to do would be to comfort you by lying to you and telling you everything will work out." 
 
    "But?" Eve asked hesitantly. 
 
    "But I won't lie to you. I do not believe this will work out and I don't want to give you false hope." 
 
    Eve let out a shuddering sigh. "You are a ray of sunshine, you know that?" 
 
    The Other stopped walking and Eve stopped too. 
 
    "I wanted you to know I am sorry for how this has turned out." 
 
    Eve stared at him with her mouth open. She had gotten used to James sometimes making small talk with her but never had the Other willingly done it. She decided quickly to take as much advantage of the conversation as possible. 
 
    "If-" she swallowed and looked away. She knew what she wanted to say but didn't know if she could get the words out. "If sunset comes, and it's obvious we won't stop the Jinx in time-" She trailed off, unable to finish the thought. 
 
    She looked up at his scarred face, a face she found she was growing more fond of seeing. "I don't want to be a bird," she whispered. 
 
    A shadow of a grimace passed over his face. "I understand what you are asking, necromancer." He turned from her and started walking away. 
 
    "Promise me." 
 
    He stopped with his back still to her. "I promise," he breathed before heading toward the safe house once more. 
 
    Eve waited a few heartbeats before she followed, allowing herself time to process what she'd asked him to do. She imagined a lot of ways she wanted to go out but a mercy killing was far from the top of her list. But it beat being a bird. 
 
    When they got to the bookshop, the Other reached for the door handle but paused. Without looking at her, he said, "My name is Silas." 
 
    He yanked the door to the shop open and went inside. Eve followed quickly. 
 
    The Other- Silas - moved to the door that led up to the apartment and stood with his eyes closed, like he was listening for something. He opened his eyes and said, "We can go back up now." 
 
    "Did you get any-" Wist started to ask but her mouth popped closed when Silas ignored her, and opened the door. He slipped out of the room and the slam of the door echoed through the small shop. 
 
    "He seems like he's in a bad mood. No blood?" Wist asked. 
 
    Eve shook her head. "Not yet but soon." 
 
    I hope, she added silently to herself. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The shock of the cold water hit Silas and stole his breath away. James was there in the front of his mind, questioning what he had promised the necromancer and struggling to take control away from him. He felt the ghost of the thing that slept beneath the surface of their skin clawing and biting its way out. If he let James come forward, the Wild would wake up and rage for what he'd promised. 
 
    And no one could afford for him to let the Wild out. 
 
    "Damn you! Why? Why did you have to let it wake up in the first place?" Silas shouted at James. 
 
    I didn't try. I didn't know it would happen. I didn't even know it was still there. 
 
    Silas knew that and he was as much at fault as James for it. He should have recognized the signs. 
 
    He heard the front door shut over the running water as he looked at his reflection in the mirror. Water ran down his face, droplets of it clinging to his beard, but the blood and dust were gone. 
 
    Dark circles were forming under his eyes, yet another sign the human flesh was tired and yet one more reason for him to remain in control. 
 
    He heard the necromancer's voice muffled through the door. 
 
    He regretted trying to be kind to her. If not for her he could have easily quieted the Wild and put it back to sleep forever. He wouldn't have to be tiptoeing around her. 
 
    Maybe he should leave Sanctuary. He could go back to London. At least there his interaction with other people would be almost nothing. But thinking about it brought up the memory of Eve's hand on his arm, worried that James was leaving. 
 
    He scowled at his image in the mirror. With James locked away, he couldn't figure out what it was he was feeling. He felt like he needed to punch something. He wanted to get out of the stupid little flat instead of being cramped together with the necromancer and witch. Their scents and emotions were becoming too much for him to tolerate. 
 
    The tone of the voices outside changed and excitement filtered in to him. He turned the tap off and quickly dried his face before stepping back into the living room. Silas caught sight of the witch as the front door closed behind her. 
 
    "Our ghost friend has found Ben. Wist just left to pick up a few supplies she needs." The excitement in Eve's face was hard to look at. 
 
    "Where is he?" Silas asked, moving to his bag on the floor. 
 
    "He's about a mile to the south. He's laying down in an old gas station, sleeping." 
 
    Silas nodded as he pulled a vial out of his bag. It was the same one the warlock had used to collect Eve's blood, only it had been cleaned and sanitized. 
 
    He glanced at Eve and considered taking her with him but decided against it. He didn't know how stable Ben was and it would do little good to put her at risk. 
 
    "You wait here for the witch. I'll return soon." 
 
    He knew Eve wanted to say something, to argue with him about staying put but he didn't wait for her to say it. He put the necromancer out of his mind and focused on the task at hand. Drawing blood from a sleeping bear. 
 
    Easy. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
      
 
    Silas stood just outside a rundown gas station. There were two service bays connected to what was once a convenience store. The windows to the store were boarded up and trash had collected along the bottom of the outer walls. The glass in the front door had been shattered and replaced with a sheet of plywood at some point. The doors to the service bays were bolted shut. 
 
    The smell of old gasoline and motor oil filled his nose, but so did another scent. 
 
    Ben. 
 
    Silas edged around the side of the building, invisible, though his feet still crunched over the pieces of glass that littered the ground, until he came to a door at the back of the garage. The door was cracked open a sliver but not enough for Silas to see anything inside. 
 
    He inhaled deeply. The scent of old oil was stronger here but so was Ben's scent. 
 
    Silas drew his sword silently and pushed the door open just enough to slip into the garage. It was dark inside but his eyes adjusted quickly from a rune etched into his skin. The rune's magic made the darkness slip away until the entire room looked like it was illuminated by twilight. 
 
    The room was completely empty except for the slumbering bear in the corner. 
 
    Silas took a step forward. 
 
    Are we really just going to try and take blood from him while he's asleep? James asked. 
 
    Silas paused. "What do you think we should do? He ran the last time we tried to talk to him and I don't believe Eve has the time for us to try and track him down again." 
 
    If he manages to kill us, she'll have no one. 
 
    "We'll kill him before that happens," Silas answered, matter-of-factly. 
 
     Look, I know we've done some stupid stuff but this might rank up there. 
 
    "If he runs -"  
 
    Look at him. He's not going anywhere just yet. 
 
    Silas did look at Ben. The bear's body shuddered with every breath. Blood oozed from open wounds. Other, older wounds looked barely clotted. 
 
    Silas sighed inwardly. He dropped the magic that made him invisible and cleared his throat. 
 
    The sound had the effect of a cattle prod on the sleeping bear. 
 
    Ben jerked awake and lumbered shakily to his paws. When he spotted Silas, he let out a pained roar and took a step back before crashing into the wall behind him. 
 
    Silas spread his arms wide and bowed his upper body, keeping his gaze on the bear but not meeting its eyes. 
 
    The bear let out another pained roar before its hind legs gave out. It kept its upper body upright but seemed to pant from the effort. 
 
    "Brother, be still. I have not come to kill you." Silas eyed the bear before taking a step closer. 
 
    The bear roared again and seemed to try to push itself further away. 
 
    Silas halted. 
 
    The bear took a shuddering breath and Silas watched as its fur tore open and its bones snapped as it shifted into a man. He wondered at the shifter having enough energy to reform. 
 
    Ben crouched in the corner. His limbs trembled with the effort of holding himself up. 
 
    "You haven't come to kill me?" Ben's voice was broken and rough. It almost didn't sound human. Silas felt the confusion seeping out of the man.  
 
    "No. Not yet." Silas studied him. "How is it you resist the illness?" he wondered aloud. 
 
    "I'm strong where others are weak," he answered sharply. "That is why I must hunt down the others. Any one else would be turned." 
 
    Silas shook his head. "It takes the human part of us, brother. That is how it gets in. You -," but Ben cut him off with a bark of laughter. 
 
    When he stopped, Ben's smile showed every one of his teeth. "I am strong," he said slowly. He motioned to himself. "I put on our pretty human guise to keep safe, to keep others comfortable. But it is only a skin to don, nothing more." 
 
    Silas only stared at the wild-looking man but he could feel James's shock at his words. At some point, Ben had completely merged his humanity to his Wild and had managed to hide it from everyone. 
 
    Who knows how long he's been living that way, James said, stunned. It happened very rarely, but James had never known any who had pulled it off so well that no one could even tell. 
 
    "I see that you are strong," Silas murmured, then, "You harbor the illness but it is harder for it to consume you?" 
 
    Ben shrugged a shoulder. "I can feel it." He raised his hand and tapped on his chest. "It's trying to get out." Ben grimaced and closed his eyes. "I'm growing weaker. It is harder to control," he growled. 
 
    Silas nodded. "We're working to find a solution. That's why I'm here." 
 
    Ben opened his eyes and chuckled darkly. "There's no way to stop it. Now go. It's not safe for you here. It's not safe for anyone to be around me." 
 
    Silas shook his head. "I can't do that." 
 
    Ben growled and Silas saw the muscle shift under the other man's skin. He was preparing to run. 
 
    Eve, James hissed in the back of his mind. 
 
    "Eve is going to die if we don't figure out how to stop this," Silas said quickly, hoping the other man harbored enough feelings for the necromancer to listen. 
 
    Ben froze. "How?" The question rumbled in the man's chest. 
 
    "She's been Jinxed to find the source of the illness. If she doesn't before sunset, her life is forfeit." Of course Silas didn't mention the fact he would be the one to take her life and not the Jinx. 
 
    Ben's eyes closed and a look of pain washed over his face. "Evey," he whispered. Silas recognized the feeling of familial love coming from the man. Ben swallowed hard and opened his eyes. 
 
    "What do you need?" 
 
    Silas pulled the glass vial out. "I need some blood." He took a step toward the other man. 
 
    "No!" The word tore from Ben's chest, full of savagery and pain. "Stay back!" He kept his teeth bared and Silas could hear the rumbling growl coming from his chest. "If you touch me it could infect you," he ground out. "Just like the other Enforcer." 
 
    Silas bowed his head in apology then knelt and rolled the vial along the ground to Ben. He pulled a knife out of his belt and was going to shove it across the ground to Ben until he heard the other man give a derisive laugh. 
 
    Silas watched as Ben brought his hand up and raked one of his nails down the flesh of his forearm. The skin tore and fresh blood flowed. Ben worked quickly to gather the blood and tossed the vial back at Silas. 
 
    He caught it and considered Ben as he pocketed the vial. "Lay low, brother. Heal up. If it all goes wrong today, you'll need your strength." 
 
    Silas backed away toward the door and slipped through. The sunlight outside hurt his eyes after the gloom of the abandoned garage. He blinked a couple of times against the brightness before heading back in the direction of the safe house. 
 
    He paused as he rounded the corner of the garage. Something was caught in the bricks. He reached forward and when he pulled his hand back, he held a hunk of fur. He sniffed at it and Ben's scent filled his nose. 
 
    He shoved the piece of fur into his pocket with the vial of blood then headed back to the safe house. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "How long do you think it will take the old man to get back?" Wist asked. She'd returned to the apartment faster than Eve thought she'd be able to and now the witch sat at the kitchen table bouncing her knee up and down. 
 
    "I don't know, he's been gone about half an hour. And stop calling him that. It's weird." 
 
    Wist snorted. "What do you think happened to that other druid guy that was up here?" 
 
    "I don't know and if you know what's good for you, you won't bring it up with James." 
 
    "James," Wist said in a mocking tone of voice. "He's scary as hell and I don't know how you manage to be cooped up with him. I plan on busting out of here as soon as I can. I'm tempted to drag you with me." 
 
    Eve stopped watching out the window for James. Chances were he was moving unseen again, anyway. She shuffled to the futon and sank down. 
 
    Wist made a sound. "You remember a dead guy was on that?" 
 
    "You remember who you're talking to, right? If the dead bothered me at all I'm in the wrong profession." 
 
    "How much do you think the rent will be on this place since a dead body has been in here? This isn't a cheap neighborhood." 
 
    Eve stared at her friend. Before she thought of a reply, the door opened and Silas walked in. 
 
    "How'd it go?" Eve asked. 
 
    Silas gave her a look that said don't ask as he walked across the room and placed a vial and something else down in front of Wist. 
 
    "Is that fur?" she asked. She sounded excited. 
 
    "Yes," Silas snapped. "Get on with it." 
 
    Wist smiled as she set up the spell. Eve thought it sounded like she said good job old man under her breath but she wasn't sure. Judging from the downturn of the corner of Silas's mouth, Eve was almost certain that's what she said. 
 
    Wist pulled out the same glass-domed wooden cake stand Eve had seen her use once before. She placed the vial of blood and the piece of fur under the dome then dumped out a small pouch of chalk dust. Wist replaced the dome and moved her fingers. The chalk dust swirled around the two objects as Wist watched intently. 
 
    The dust settled, and the witch moved over to the coffee table carrying the cake stand. She had spread several maps out on the futon, apparently forgetting she was pretending to be disgusted with the thing. Wist lifted the glass dome, and the dust swirled around the tops of the map, grains settling in small amounts all over the place. 
 
    Eve's face fell watching the dust. Not only was she worried the bulk of it wouldn't settle in one place, it horrified her to see so many little spot all around. Shaw had said whatever the thing was fed on chaos and destruction. Those little piles of chalk dust could become a lot of chaos and destruction. 
 
    The bulk of the dust left the map of the city and moved over one that displayed a greater view of the surrounding counties. The dust stopped swirling and settled onto the map. Wist stopped waving her hands and slouched down on the edge of the futon, breathing hard. 
 
    "That's all I can do, Eve. If that's not the place I don't know how else to find it." 
 
    The dust had settled to the south of the city, across the river. Silas reached out and brushed the dust aside. It had settled on a town called Waterloo. He grabbed at the pendant around his neck. 
 
    "Find out what happened down at Waterloo. If there isn't a record of it find someone who remembers." He dropped the pendant and continued to stare at the map. 
 
    The small space felt too quiet, and an oddness settled over Eve. She realized that for the first time since waking up that morning her skin had stopped tingling. She felt nothing at all. 
 
    "Yes!" She screamed and jumped up. She did a victory dance, not caring that the other two people in the room watched her like she'd lost her mind. She stopped her shimmying and pointed at the map. "That's the place!" 
 
    "How do you know?" Silas asked. 
 
    "Because the Jinx stopped bugging me. I'm actually feeling pretty great right now!" 
 
    "Yay." Wist looked wilted and her words sounded less than enthusiastic. "I hope you don't turn into a bird now. But if you don't mind, I'm going to drag my ass home and turn in. I won't be able to do anything else for you or anyone for a while." 
 
    "Thanks Wist. We can say we're even for the whole Jinx thing now." 
 
    Wist nodded and stood to go. 
 
    "Sanctuary thanks you for your help, Witch. I will let the appropriate powers that be know of your help as soon as possible." Silas kept a blank face but his words sounded sincere. 
 
    "That would be great," Wist said, her voice sounding thick with fatigue. "Good luck, Eve." The witch paused on her way to the door and did something very un-Wist like; she bent down and threw an arm around Eve in a small hug. She broke it off as quickly as she'd started. 
 
    "Wist," Eve started but the witch just bared her teeth at her and hissed. 
 
    Eve put her hands up but didn't stop smiling at her friend as the door closed after her. 
 
    Out of the corner of her eye, Eve saw Silas snatch up the wooden pendant again. 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    The blank look turned into a frown. "Understood. Send me the address. The necromancer and I will head to Waterloo. Inform Enforcer Shaw of my plan when he rises." He tucked the pendant back under his armor. 
 
    "What did they say? What happened at Waterloo?" 
 
    "There was an Arachnae sanctuary there." 
 
    "Was?" Eve asked, confused. 
 
    Silas nodded and starting packing up his bags. He pointed at hers and she did the same. They didn't have much so it wouldn't take long. 
 
    "There was. Someone filed a missing persons report. An abandoned truck was found near the sanctuary. Scouts found the body of the missing person inside the bounds of the Arachnae's land. The Arachnae that lived there had agreed to the accords, allowing humans to farm the land around the sanctuary and they could not touch them. Trackers were sent out to bring them in so they could be judged. They fought back and so they were all killed. Unfortunately all records of who traveled to Waterloo were deleted." 
 
    Silas stopped speaking and pulled the pendant back out and clutched it. "Speak." 
 
    He listened before nodding. "Thank you, Speaker. That information is very interesting." 
 
    When he tucked the pendant away again, Eve watched him expectantly. 
 
    "Speaker Harlen remembered Ben had been sent to Waterloo along with the other trackers. If the records hadn't been deleted, I'm willing to bet every one of the druids that were first marked as feral had been there." 
 
    "What kind of creature do you think we're dealing with?" Eve asked. Silas shouldered his packed bag, and she did the same. 
 
    "I'm not sure. Something about this is familiar but I can't place it. The only thing to do is move forward." 
 
    "What's the plan? Head down to Waterloo and what?" 
 
    "Take you into the woods and see what happens. Kill whatever it is and hopefully break the Jinx." 
 
    "That's uncharacteristically positive thinking for you. I'm not even being sarcastic." Eve patted her leg so that Charon would follow her out. 
 
    Silas opened the door and waited for her to walk through. "I could tell you what I think will actually happen but you seem down enough about it." 
 
    "Let's stick with the positive Enforcer for now. At least for the drive." 
 
    A look crossed his face. "Oh lord, you will want to talk on the drive." 
 
    "I can be quiet if you let me pick the music," Eve said sweetly. 
 
    "Deal." 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    Eve's voice lilted up and down with the song. It didn't follow along perfectly but it still sounded pretty in its own way. Just like listening to her as she sang for the broken bird. Her voice was high and clear and filled the car. 
 
    Silas didn't recognize the song she sang, but he felt James humming along in his head. He thought about letting James have control but they were going closer to the danger which meant it would be an even worse idea. 
 
    It was a quick drive but for forty minutes Eve's voice wove around the cabin of the car, and Silas allowed himself to forget he blamed her for his and James's troubles. He forgave her for making James feel human again. 
 
    Unless he had to kill her like he'd promised. He'd already sworn to himself to hate her if it came to that. It would be easier than thinking of the alternative. 
 
    The disembodied voice of the navigation system warned him of the upcoming turn. The song on the radio had ended and Eve's last notes hung in the air. He reached forward and turned the radio off. 
 
    Eve sighed and looked around. "We're close?" 
 
    "The turn is just up ahead." He saw the Dark Woods past the bare fields out the windows. He slowed and turned off the road and onto an access path. There was just enough room to park the car before the Druid's briar rose, keeping anyone out who wasn't meant to be there. 
 
    With all the Arachnae dead he might have questioned the necessity of the thorny briar but knowing something more sinister crept inside the trees, he was glad they had erected it. 
 
    "Stay here," Silas said as he climbed out and walked to the briar. The magic to conjure the briar wasn't as familiar to him as it was for James but he could still make it listen. He placed a palm on the briar and pushed, both with his hand and magic. 
 
    The briar unfurled and left a spot wide enough for the car to pass through. Once he got the car on the other side of the briar wall, he got out and shut it behind him. He didn't trust humans to stay out of places they clearly weren't wanted. 
 
    He drove down the access road that was hardly a road at all until he got close to the tree line and stopped. He scanned the trees but nothing stood out. Eve's anxiety worked its way around the cab of the car. Silas got out before it suffocated him and went to retrieve his gear from the trunk, strapping on his sword. 
 
    Eve got out and let Charon out before she followed him. "Now do I get to act as a divining rod for you?" 
 
    "No," a voice called. 
 
    Silas sensed him a split second before he had spoken. Eve jumped a little closer to him and whirled around. Silas didn't bother. "Hello, Gethin. You are up early." 
 
    "I knew the danger you would put yourself in. I pushed myself but I'll manage. And you won't need that thing either." 
 
    Silas turned and saw him pointing to the hilt sticking over his shoulder. "I beg your pardon?" 
 
    "I already told you once, you can't go like that. You must go Wild." 
 
    "No," Silas snarled. 
 
    "Yes," Gethin hissed. "I felt what it was. It was inside Shaw's head. It is an Aeshma, brother." 
 
    Silas froze. "You're wrong." 
 
    "What's Aeshma?" Eve asked. 
 
    Gethin's eyes darted to the necromancer but Silas answered. "Aeshma is nothing. It is a creature of myth." 
 
    "Not all myths are stuff of fancy. Aeshma existed and you know it." 
 
    "It is all gone," Silas ground out. "I made sure the last of it died myself long before Shaw ever walked the earth, brother." 
 
    "That doesn't mean I don't know what it is when I encounter it. And now you understand why it must be your Wild who hunts it down. You should have been able to hunt it yourself, but by allowing yourself to become so entwined in James you have grown weak to the Aeshma." 
 
    Silas clenched his fists and turned away. Gethin was right. Everything made sense if it was an Aeshma. But how had it gotten here? 
 
    "What the hell is Aeshma?" Eve put her hand on his arm. His impulse was to recoil from the touch but the worry in her voice was echoed in the concern he felt coming from her. She had meant the motion to be comforting. He relaxed slightly. 
 
    Gethin answered her. "Aeshma is pure destruction and feeds on suffering and carnage. It is a distant cousin to the Fae, but no one knows where it got its beginning. In a way, it infects its initial victims, slowly turning them into vicious killers. The illness progresses faster in its victims the longer it spreads. For druids, it takes a humanoid mind for it to possess but it needs whatever might linger after. In our case, the Wild. Or in James's case," he said, lowering his voice and scowling, "it would be Silas." 
 
    "What about the Arachnae? Why are they infected?" Eve asked. 
 
    "The two creatures originated in different parts of the world. They wouldn't have come into contact with one another much," Silas answered. "The Arachnae wouldn't have been able to develop any sort of protection from the Aeshma." 
 
    "Is it the same thing for the Avians?" 
 
    "The Avians are somewhat like your bird friends, necromancer," Gethin said. "They can act as alarms but for whatever reason they have no protections against the Aeshma's illness." 
 
    Silas looked up at the sky. Blue turned to orange as the sun sank closer to the horizon. The Dark Woods were big, and even with Eve tracking it, it could take days to ferret out the Aeshma if it didn't want to be found. Eve didn't have days. She didn't even have hours. 
 
    "Do you sense anything nearby, necromancer?" he asked. 
 
    Eve stood still like she was listening. She shook her head. "It's clear from what I can tell." 
 
    Silas slid his sword's harness over his head and gripped the scabbard in his hands. He forced himself to hold the blade out to Eve. "Take it. Use it if need be." 
 
    She reached out. The look of awe on her face as she held the blade soothed him. He unbuckled the dagger strapped to his waist and handed it to her as well. 
 
    Silas moved away from her, aware that she watched him as he released his hold on James and slid back, letting James take control. He felt the Wild rolling behind his skin. Muscles and bones ached in anticipation of the shift. 
 
    "Behave," Silas warned. 
 
    James didn't answer. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Eve looked away when James took off his armor. Each piece made a thud onto the leather of the backseat of the car and punctuated the silence that surrounded them. She peeked up at him as he passed by her without a word and walked in the direction of the tree line. He still wore his undershirt and the protective leather pants of his armor but his feet were bare. 
 
    She took a step toward him and he glanced back. 
 
    "Not yet. Stay here until I come back out." She watched him go into the trees and he disappeared. 
 
    She glanced at Gethin. "What's he doing?" She didn't expect the Enforcer to answer her and the smile that spread across his face surprised her. 
 
    "It's been a long time since he's shifted. It will not be easy or pleasant. Not to mention the fact Jamie's a bit modest." 
 
    Eve watched the other man. He wasn't Shaw but he had mannerisms similar to the man. He had an expressive face, and he didn't seem like he minded talking. Much different from Silas. 
 
    Eve took a chance. "So, what happened to Shaw? He's coming back right?" 
 
    Gethin eyed her then sighed. "This part isn't a great secret if you know I'm not Shaw. I can start up a cycle without my, let us say, human counterpart. He requires a little more rest before he's up to speed after a cycle ends. The older I get, the longer it takes for him to bounce back. I suspect he'll be ready in a day or two." 
 
    Gethin smirked. "Why, do you miss him?" 
 
    Eve rolled her eyes. "Not at all. I'm just curious." She studied Gethin. "So Shaw's gone," she said slowly. "Is that the reason you can be here and not be at risk of becoming infected again?" 
 
    Gethin nodded. "Like I said, it takes a human or humanoid mind for the Aeshma to get its claws in first." A smile spread across his face as he leaned closer to her. "And there's nothing human about me." 
 
    Eve shivered and scowled as Gethin chuckled at her. 
 
    "James said the Aeshma had been wiped out. Where did this one come from then?" She wanted to change the subject and not dwell on the fact Gethin and the other part of James weren't exactly human. 
 
    Gethin's face became serious. "I don't know. But I do know that Jamie is going to have a hell of a time figuring it out." He pointed with his chin. "He's about done. Let's go." 
 
    Eve followed Gethin, curious to see what James's Wild looked like. Charon ran ahead and out of sight. 
 
    Eve slipped into the trees and looked around. Silence cloaked the woods, and she didn't see James anywhere. She turned and looked at Gethin questioningly when she heard the crunch of leaves to her right. She turned and gasped. 
 
    A wolf stepped out from behind one of the trees. Its silver fur seemed to glow as it caught the sunlight that filtered down through the trees. Its ice-blue eyes stared at her. They felt old to her - ancient. 
 
    The wolf stalked forward until it stood just in front of her. Close up she saw the thin silvery scars that ran over its face, mimicking the scars James had. He stood taller than her waist and her hands itched to reach out and touch the silvery fur. She stopped herself though, remembering that James and Silas didn't like contact. 
 
    The wolf flattened its ears and ducked its head forward, nuzzling his head under her hand until she had no choice but to touch him. She should have been scared by the sudden movement but she wasn't. Instead she smiled and enjoyed the silky feel of the fur between her fingers. She ran both hands through the ruff of his neck. The wolf closed its eyes and stood still, letting her pet him as much as she pleased. 
 
    "You're beautiful," she whispered. The wolf flicked its ear and nuzzled her arm. 
 
    "It's about damn time you came out to play, brother." There was an excited growl in Gethin's voice. 
 
    The ears of the silver wolf popped up, and he ducked his head around Eve. She turned so she saw Gethin and realized James's stance was aggressive. Gethin sat down and looked at a point on the ground in front of James. 
 
    "I'm not really submitting to you but we don't have time for any dominance games. We all know you're the big bad here and even though the woman is pretty, I don't have time for some fun." 
 
    "Not to mention the woman wants nothing to do with you and fun," Eve snapped. 
 
    She threaded her hand through the wolf's fur and his muscles relaxed even though she still felt the rumble of a growl under her hand. She didn't want to stop petting him but her skin burned and the blue sky she saw through the trees was becoming streaked with bright orange. They didn't have long. 
 
    She took her hand away and walked deeper into the trees to the point they became so thick she could no longer see the sky through the branches. 
 
    Cold tickled her bones, a faint, fleeting impression that signaled very old death. She ignored the light tugs on her magic as unseen ghosts tasted her. There were more than she would have guessed and she filed the information away in case she had to resort to using them to help her. 
 
    She saw lights up ahead in the deepening gloom. They looked like she saw them through a light fog. "What is that?" 
 
    "Faery lights," Gethin responded. "I can smell a druid nearby. One of our outposts in the area didn't respond to the lockdown orders. When guardians were sent to investigate, they found no trace of our brothers who should have been stationed there." 
 
    Eve grasped the handle of the dagger to assure herself it was still there and ready to be used if need be. She looked up. Glossy strands of spider silk trailed down from the trees overhead. She looked toward the lights again and realized it wasn't fog but spider silk distorting her view. 
 
    "Here," Gethin mumbled, then strode off into the trees. 
 
    Eve moved to follow but James placed a massive paw in her path. The look in his eyes told her to stay. The tingling in her skin had grown worse as they walked but it finally broke. Something waited nearby, ready to strike. 
 
    The silver wolf whipped its head in the direction Gethin had darted and slipped after him. 
 
    Eve crouched near the base of a tree and tried to let the weight of the sword on her back comfort her. She heard growls and cries coming from not very far off. A scream that pierced the sounds of fighting was cut off abruptly. 
 
    She waited for the touch of a new death. Instead Gethin stepped out from behind the tree she was crouched next to and she jumped. 
 
    "You didn't kill him?" She stood up. 
 
    Gethin shook his head and James's wolf came around the tree. "We have hope our brothers can return to us once we deal with the Aeshma. He will heal from his wounds but for now he is unconscious and bound." 
 
    Gethin motioned to her and started off. 
 
    Eve saw James bare his teeth at the other man but turned to trot off after him. Her skin tingled again, but it seemed like Gethin and James didn't need her to find whatever caused her skin to tingle. After a few minutes of moving through the woods, James stopped her again and he and Gethin darted off. 
 
    There were sounds of a struggle then the pair reappeared, no feelings of death following but the tingling didn't go away. Eve looked up and saw a sliver of sky above. It was a deep orange color. 
 
    "Twilight's approaching," she said and felt her throat tighten. 
 
    James trotted between some trees and the agonizing sounds of bone and flesh reforming echoed around her. Gethin moved forward and stood between her and the direction James had gone. 
 
    When James stepped out from the behind the trees, he was no longer a wolf. He still wore pants but the rest of him was bare. 
 
    "James," Gethin began but stopped when James shot him a look. The look made Eve freeze. He may look like James but the James she knew wasn't there. Only the Wild looked out at her. She didn't need the ice-blue eyes to know the Wild from James, it was in the way he looked at her. The way he moved. 
 
    "Get away," James's Wild said through bared teeth. 
 
    Gethin backed away from Eve. 
 
    James must have been satisfied with the space between them because he took his eyes off Gethin and came toward her. The razor fine sigils and runes scarred into his skin danced over his entire upper body as he moved. The cut James had sutured stood out against pale flesh. 
 
    If it had been the James Eve knew, he would have stopped with several feet of space between them but the Wild didn't. In fact, he came right up to her until his body almost pressed against her. 
 
    Eve sucked in a breath as he raised a hand and placed it on her cheek. His callouses scratched at her skin . 
 
    "I thought it was dangerous for you to be human?" Eve's voice was barely more than a whisper. 
 
    "It is dangerous for him. I have only taken his human form. He remains locked away," he said. 
 
    Her pulse leapt as he leaned down until his face nuzzled against her neck. He inhaled and Eve felt his nose against her pulse point. 
 
    "I needed to speak." His breath warmed her throat as he trailed his nose and mouth along her neck and up behind her ear. Eve tried to tell herself he was scenting her but her pulse did something fast and strange. It made her have dangerous thoughts. 
 
    "You smell like witch magic," he said low in her ear. "If he didn't lock me away, he would have known the moment your scent changed." 
 
    "Brother, we must be quick," Gethin said in a low voice. 
 
    James's Wild made a sound like a growl. 
 
    "I have no more time left," Eve breathed. 
 
    The Wild made another sound, but it wasn't aggressive. He pulled his face away from her but didn't put any space between their bodies. "You said you needed to speak," Eve prompted with a whisper. 
 
    "Yes. We will be going into the creature's den. You need to know what to do. We must bait the fae beast with the flesh of what it craves." 
 
    Eve shivered. He was talking about her flesh. The Wild ran his hands up her arms and leaned until his forehead touched hers. "It will not get to you. You are our Eve." 
 
    The whole situation seemed surreal. She could separate James and Silas in her head, but James's Wild was something else. She couldn't separate him from the reserved Enforcer. 
 
    James would never touch her or try to comfort her this way. He would never call her his Eve. Her chest ached, and she wanted to lean into this James and memorize his scent and feel while she could. 
 
    But the thought of doing that made her feel ashamed. She could only imagine what James would say to her when the Wild went away. What he would accuse her of. He'd probably never talk to her again. The thought of James never talking to her again wasn't worth what the funny feeling in her chest promised. 
 
    "It will not have a form I can touch until it is ready to claim you," James's Wild murmured. "It will not claim you though." He brought his head down and again nuzzled her neck. Her knees buckled, and she threw her arms around his neck for support which only caused him to press his mouth against her neck, nipping and tasting her pulse and pressing her harder against him. 
 
    A burning sensation brought Eve back to reality and ripped her away from any pleasure she felt. She didn't want to stop his caressing or nuzzling no matter what it would cause James to do, but she had to. 
 
    "All right. Let's go hunt down the fae." The words came out as a pant but the Wild stepped away from her and she walked, pushing all her feelings down as she moved. She took several deep breaths as a new tightness built up in her chest that had nothing to do with James or his Wild. 
 
    There was no magpie to help show her the way this time, but she didn't need it. The tingling in her skin morphed to something else. Not pain exactly but it was uncomfortable. 
 
    The faery lights cast shadows on the webbing as it grew more dense. Something crunched under her foot. She looked down and made out the skeleton of some small animal, probably a rabbit, under her foot. Upon closer inspection, bones littered the forest floor ahead of her. 
 
    "Dining room I guess," she said weakly. She fought the urge to turn around and look for James and Gethin because they wouldn't be there. They had gone to flank her. 
 
    Her throat felt itchy and the tightness in her chest was growing. She opened her mouth to take a deep breath and instead a melody forced its way out. The witch magic was calling the Aeshma to it. Eve closed her eyes as she sang the song, unable to do anything but let the music fill her up. 
 
    After a while the song became strangled then the last notes faded. No sensation remained in her skin at all apart from the coldness of old death. 
 
    Out of the corner of her eye the air seemed to waver. From the spot a miasma formed, and the darkness solidified until it was a creature in the form of a naked man. Silver lines covered its inky black skin; they swirled in beautiful patterns just like on the fae. Its eyes were a bright silver with pupils so small it appeared to have none. 
 
    It drew in a deep breath through its mouth and Eve saw its jagged silver teeth. "You taste different from what I remember, little bird girl. There is a satisfying flavor to you now." 
 
    Eve reached behind her and under her shirt where she had positioned James's dagger. "I'm nothing you've ever tasted before." 
 
    The creature, both terrifying and beautiful, cocked its head at her. A smile spread across its alien face. No, not beautiful, just terrifying. 
 
    "You are like the things I play with and yet not like them. I wonder if I can play with you?" 
 
    "You shouldn't play with your food, you know." Eve didn't want the confrontation to drag out. She remembered the Arachnae from the memory and how it said the bird's song hurt. She opened her mouth and reproduced the melody as best she could. The creature flinched away and covered its ears. 
 
    She didn't think she could keep it up for long. The Jinx and her own magic had used up her energy as they had moved through the woods. It tired her, but she tried to hide the fact from the fae creature. 
 
    When her voice faltered the creature charged. She pulled out the dagger and readied herself. 
 
    Before it fell on her, James's wolf smashed into it. The wolf was much bigger than the spindly fae so it surprised Eve when it threw James off with little effort. But Gethin was there right after James, and Eve watched as the two of them played a game of tag with the fae, preventing it from losing its corporeal form. 
 
    James's Wild would duck in and scratch or bite, then Gethin would dive in with his sword. 
 
    Silver fluid flowed from the creature but it landed a few strikes of its own. Red showed in the silver fur of the Wild. 
 
    The fae got hold of Gethin and tossed him in Eve's direction. She dove out of the way and all she got for her troubles was to be caught up in some Arachnae webbing. She used James's dagger to try to slice the webbing away from her jean leg. 
 
    She was almost free when arms wrapped around her and yanked her away with enough force to pull her free of the webbing. Eve recognized the arms since they'd caught her once before and delivered her to the damned warlock. 
 
    The creature flew over the webbed ground, able to keep out of the sticky webbing that caught at Eve's own feet. 
 
    Unlike last time though, Eve was armed. She flipped the knife around in her palm so the blade pointed backward. The demon had her arms pinned tight to her sides so her range of motion wasn't great, but it was enough to drive the dagger back. 
 
    The creature emitted a scream and then a hissing sound before Eve fell through the air and hit the ground hard. 
 
    She stayed out of the webbing on the ground and ran. She didn't know what was going on, but she needed to get close enough to warn James that Vovin was involved somehow. 
 
    She glanced down at the knife and thought about nicking herself with it to call Charon but as the blade closed in on her flesh, her skin prickled. It almost felt like the knife was warning her. She thought better of it and hoped the cat would show up on his own as she moved again. 
 
    The demon had been quick, and she didn't hear the sounds of the fight anymore. She guessed at the direction she'd come from and took off. 
 
    Something took her feet out from under her and as she looked back, shadows wrapped around her legs. They moved up her body and before she could do anything, they had her hand, along with the rest of her body, pinned to the ground. 
 
    She turned her head a little, but it was enough to see Vovin step out from behind a tree. He tsked as he came over to crouch beside her. "Oh, the little necromancer is without her friend and it looks like her friend is without his weapons." Vovin reached down and pried the dagger out of her hand. She couldn't hold on to it when the shadows prevented her from moving. 
 
    "What are you doing?" 
 
    Vovin brought the dagger down and Eve tensed but he only used it to slice the leather strap holding James's sword on her back. 
 
    "Help our master." Vovin called over his shoulder. He held her eyes, but she saw shadows streaking by behind him, forming into new creatures like the one she had dispatched. She didn't have a way to warn the druids of what was heading their way. 
 
    "You know, I need to thank you. If you hadn't come around and fucked up - are those the words to use?" he seemed to ask himself. "Yes, fucked up the warlock's office, I never would have met my new friend. I never would have discovered the joy his kind can bring to me - far too human but the shells that remain are fun." 
 
    Oh shit. The Aeshma had taken over Vovin. 
 
    Vovin lowered the knife until it rested on her neck. "But you brought the Enforcer into my life. You brought the man responsible for my imprisonment back." 
 
    "Go to hell." The act of talking caused the blade to push into her neck further. It didn't hurt but Eve felt warmth trickling from the point the blade touched. 
 
    "I've already been there. And I don't ever intend to go back." 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
 
      
 
    Vovin stood up, and the shadows pulled Eve from the ground until she hung from them in an almost standing position. 
 
    Vovin walked, and the shadows followed him, carrying Eve along. 
 
    Her mind raced, but an irritated meow interrupted her thoughts. 
 
    Vovin jerked his head in the sound's direction and Eve did the same. Charon stalked along near them. 
 
    The warlock squinted at the cat. "What an ugly creature," he muttered. 
 
    Charon continued to walk beside them and Eve wondered why the stupid cat wasn't attacking. Then the first ghost appeared next to him. Eve hadn't even felt it. Another ghost popped into existence and then another. Soon a train of ghosts followed along after the fat cat. Charon looked pleased with himself as he strutted along. 
 
    Eve inspected the ghosts and realized they were all dressed in odd clothes. They were so old she didn't know if she could interact with them but decided it was worth a try. If the Aeshma could play with Vovin's spirits, she would play with hers. She tugged her magic and many answering tugs responded from Charon's macabre procession. 
 
    Some were solid and looked like they were living while others were almost transparent. 
 
    Vovin saw none. 
 
    "What do you want?" one ghost called out, and many others parroted the question. 
 
    "To be on equal ground with the warlock." 
 
    Vovin stopped and looked back at her. "What are you talking about?" 
 
    Eve shrugged. Vovin eyed her but continued. A clearing appeared up ahead with a makeshift altar. Her stomach clenched. She looked at the ghosts again and noticed Charon go rigid as he looked off in the distance. 
 
    The cat dashed away taking with him some of Eve's hope. 
 
    "Can you free us from this place?" the ghost asked. Again other, older ghosts parroted the man speaking. They were too far gone but still bound to the woods, sad shadows of who they had been. 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    Vovin looked at her. They had reached the alter, and he waved at it. 
 
    The shadows shifted and brought her down on top. They held her down and Vovin stood over her, the knife in hand. 
 
    "Do we have a deal?" Eve called out, a note of hysteria coloring her voice. 
 
    There was no response but Vovin froze and looked around. "Who do you speak to?" He didn't seem all that worried. Maybe like James he thought spirits wouldn't harm him if he didn't let them. He was right. The ghosts wouldn't hurt him, but they could definitely touch his shadows. She'd learned that when Vovin had first come to take her and his demons had interacted with the ghosts then. 
 
    She saw the ghosts out of the corner of her eye engaging with the shadows, pulling them back to disappear with them altogether. 
 
    "What is happening?" Vovin asked and walked around the table to look at the spot Eve could see. It gave more ghosts an opening to work at the shadows that held her. They slithered back as the ghosts overpowered them. 
 
    Eve rolled off the alter just as Vovin turned back to her. 
 
    "What did you do?" he screamed. 
 
    Eve hit the ground and scrambled. Vovin had tossed James's sword nearby, and she grabbed it. Instinct took over, and she rolled, bringing it up, scabbard and all. She blocked Vovin's hand with the dagger as he brought it down on her. 
 
    He hadn't expected her to block the blow, and it took him off balance enough he tumbled backward. Eve scrambled back on her heels and elbows and got the sheath unlatched from the sword. 
 
    The hilt burned in her hand and the warmth spread up her arm. It felt like an invitation and Eve sprang up. The sword felt surprisingly light. 
 
    Vovin recovered and charged at her. If he thought she was a threat, he didn't show it. He didn't hesitate to get close to her. 
 
    She didn't have to think with the sword. She feigned fear of Vovin, and as soon as he was close enough, she whipped it into his side. 
 
    He screamed out as the blade sliced into him and he struck at Eve. 
 
    His fist hit her in the side of the head and she staggered as he brought the dagger down to slice into the arm that held the sword. 
 
    Numbness spread through her arm and the sword slipped from her grip. Her ears rang from the strike to her head. She disengaged from Vovin and stumbled to the ground. 
 
    She thought Vovin would strike again, so she tried to roll over and get up, but her arm was too numb to support her. She realized numbing poison coated the dagger, it's why it hadn't hurt her neck when the little blade had nicked it. 
 
    Vovin's foot wasn't coated in numbing poison and she felt every bit of the kick he gave her stomach. She collapsed as all the wind rushed out of her. She still couldn't breathe while she tried to fend him off as he flipped her over and climbed on top. His hands were slick with blood as he held her down. 
 
    She struggled, and he slapped her hard across the face. "It's time we took your song from you. Without it, none will stop us." He smacked her again and this time the blow left her ears ringing. 
 
    Vovin staggered up and grabbed her ankle and dragged her to the alter. She dug her good hand into the dirt and tried to kick with her other leg but he must have nicked it with the dagger as well because it didn't move under her command. 
 
    She tried to dig her fingers into something, anything. She saw the dagger on the ground. Vovin had dropped it at some point. 
 
    She reached out to grab the handle of the blade and her fingers closed on it. Vovin was dragging her to the alter with such single-mindedness he hadn't seen her grab the blade. She brought it close to her and cradled it to her as best she could, hoping Vovin was in too much pain himself to notice it until too late. 
 
    He dropped her leg on the ground and reached down, yanking her up with her back to him. She brought the dagger up and when he spun her around to push her onto the alter she acted. She shoved the dagger into him. 
 
    Vovin stared down at his chest where the dagger stuck out with his mouth open in shock. He took a step back and let go of her. Her only functioning leg didn't want to support her so she fell hard on the ground. 
 
    She watched as Vovin pulled the dagger out of his chest and blood flowed freely from the wound. His gaze shifted from the bloody blade in his hand to Eve laying prone on the ground. 
 
    He fell more than dove on top of her and tried to drive the blade into her. It looked like he had little control over the blade and it only nicked her shoulder. 
 
    His ragged breath hit her face as Eve slapped the dagger out of his hand with her remaining good arm. 
 
    Vovin howled in rage as he struggled to wrap his hands around her neck and squeezed. But his hands were slippery with blood and he couldn't get a good grip. Eve brought her arm up to stop him but the numbness from the new wound on her shoulder had spread. 
 
    She gathered her remaining strength and swung her arm wildly. She connected with the warlock's head and it was enough to get his hands off her neck. 
 
    Blood bubbled in the corner of Vovin's mouth as he gave one last ragged breath before the sharp chill of his death entered her bones. His body fell to the side but his leg was heavy on top of her. 
 
    Eve panted as she tried to drag herself upright and away from his body but fell back to the ground. 
 
    Fatigue enveloped her in a fog making it hard to think. She counted the space between breaths waiting for someone - friend or foe - to come find her. She heard the rasping meow long before she found the source. 
 
    Charon slunk toward her, bleeding from a wound in his side. The sight of his blood made Eve struggle to get up again. 
 
    His mewling grew more insistent the more she struggled like he was cheering her on. But she only managed to roll onto her side before exhaustion caught up with her. She didn't even have the strength to push the cat away as it licked the wound on her leg. She could tell now Vovin hadn't just nicked it, he'd actually stabbed her and she worried at the amount of blood spreading across her pant leg. Charon moved to the wounds on her shoulder and arm. 
 
    Eve felt a subtle pull on her power. 
 
    "Stop," she moaned. Her injuries burned and stars burst in her eyes as the cat's body rippled and a shade beast took its place. 
 
    Eve took a few shuddering breaths and brought her hands to her face and rubbed at it. 
 
    Her hands! Both hands! 
 
    She moved her injured arm around. It moved a little slower than usual but at least it moved. Eve tried to move both of her legs and gave a cry of triumph as they moved. Charon had somehow lessened the effects of the poison. 
 
    She looked up at the shade beast and beamed. "Good boy." 
 
    Eve pulled herself up off the ground and spotted both James's sword and dagger. She staggered, her leg that had been stabbed still didn't want to work right, and she scooped up the weapons and looked around. She didn't know which way to go to find James or Gethin; She didn't even know how much time had passed since Vovin had taken her. 
 
    When she looked up at the chunks of sky revealed through the leaves her heart sank. The sky bled red with streaks of purple. 
 
    "Come on. We need to find the others." She slid the dagger into its sheath still tied to her waist and clenched the sword's hilt tightly as she moved. 
 
    Charon scrambled around her and bowled her over until she ended up slung across his back. She shrieked as his sharp quills pressed into her stomach but relaxed when they didn't pierce her skin. There was no pain at all. 
 
    Eve jarred against Charon's back as the beast loped along. 
 
    "Stop!" she shouted, but he didn't listen. She swung her leg up and around his back so she rode him with a little more dignity. He must have been waiting for her to orient herself because as soon as she put her arm around his neck he shot forward. 
 
    Eve screamed as they hurtled through the woods. She closed her eyes so she wouldn't have to watch the close calls they had with several trees and kept a death grip on both Charon and James's sword. 
 
    After several minutes they slowed and Eve opened her eyes. She heard growling nearby. 
 
    Charon burst through into a clearing. 
 
    Eve saw James and Gethin but no sign of the Aeshma. 
 
    Gethin spotted her first. Blood drenched his armor and face. "It's weakened but we can't do any more. It's not in its physical form." He clutched at his side. 
 
    A howl tore the air, full of anger and despair. It was James's Wild. 
 
    Blood coated his beautiful fur, and he was breathing heavily as he looked at her with sad eyes. 
 
    They had lost. 
 
    Eve tore her eyes away from the Wild and looked up. The red was leeching from the sky quickly as her life ticked down to mere minutes. 
 
    Her eyes fell closed as she screamed out in frustration. Something came loose in her chest with the scream and she held onto it. Her hand that still clutched the sword prickled. The sensation moved up her arm until it mixed with the feeling in her chest, like something was whispering to her, urging her on. 
 
    She focused on the feeling in her chest as it twisted and writhed along with the prickling sensation coming from the sword. 
 
    Her eyes flew open as a scream tore from her and twisted into one of the alien songs with no words but full of retribution and violence, calling and taunting the Aeshma. 
 
    She tightened her grip on the sword and spurred Charon forward. She didn't know where she was going only that they had to move. 
 
    The song went up in pitch as they hurtled along through the trees until her throat felt raw and the song sounded like it couldn't go on any more. 
 
    As the last note ripped from her throat and echoed off the trees, the Aeshma manifested in front of her drawn to the Jinx's magic as it coursed through her. 
 
    Silver blood glittered along its shredded body as it lunged for her atop Charon. Eve saw the desperation in its eyes as its claws tore at her. It was dying, but not fast enough to do her any good. 
 
    The creature collided with her and knocked her from Charon and hard onto the ground. Eve ignored the claws slicing anything they touched as the momentum of the creature caused it to flip over her. She scrambled up onto her knees as the creature lunged at her, its breath ragged and gasping. 
 
    There was no sound that preceded the silver wolf as it tackled the Aeshma from its perch on top of Eve. She watched as the wolf took the creature's throat in its mouth and tore it out. The body gave one more twitch and its death wrapped itself around her. 
 
    Eve tried to stand, the sword in her hand burned and urged her to hack the Aeshma to bits. She let out a strangled scream as Gethin appeared and squeezed her wrist until the sword fell away from her hand. 
 
    The burning stopped and the blinding fury she'd felt lifted. He slid the dagger from its sheath at her waist as she stumbled back to the ground onto her stomach. With the rage gone, she didn't have the energy to stand any longer. She felt hands turning her onto her back and she saw Gethin's mouth moving but all she could hear were the voices of the birds that seemed to fill the trees. The word "sister" floated down to her from the branches overhead. The sky above her was a light purple but the fog enveloping her brain wouldn't let her work out what that might mean. The edges of her vision grew dark. She almost didn't notice James standing over her, his dagger in his hand. 
 
    She felt so tired. She couldn't stop her eyes from fluttering shut though she wanted to say something to James. The whispering above her grew louder until it felt like something popped within her chest. Her skin burned and tingled before it went cold as death. The whispers stopped and the sound of a lone magpie echoed in the trees. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
    Eve's office was quiet and for once she didn't mind. She looked at the small stack of folders on her desk, cases that Sanctuary had referred to her. There weren't as many as she was used to but then again the healers had told her to take it easy for a while, though they hadn't specified what a while meant. 
 
    She didn't need them to tell her to take it easy, though. Her stiff leg was enough of a reminder. The healers had done what they could to mend the leg, but it remained weak. She had a long road ahead of her full of physical therapy to try to build up some muscle to make it stronger. 
 
    She turned as the wolf in the corner shifted in its sleep then settled down again, dozing in the small patch of sun filtering through the office window. 
 
    The wolf was another precaution to make sure she took it easy. Ben had jumped at the chance to act as her guard. Too bad her office was too small to accommodate his preferred bear form. 
 
    He had escaped punishment once everything was said and done, and Eve was glad. It turned out all the other druids he had killed had been infected and he had only been trying to stop them. 
 
    Eve thought back to her conversation with Harlen while she'd been recuperating in the healing ward. He'd told her after she had killed the Aeshma and the lockdown on Sanctuary lifted, Josiah had sent people out looking for Ben. 
 
    The Wild part of him knew it was safe but carrying the illness inside him had taken its toll. He was weakened beyond what the healers could repair. 
 
    "They can't fix him, can they?" Eve had asked. 
 
    Harlen shook his head and took her hand in his. "No. But he is alive, child. We should be happy for that." 
 
    Eve nodded but she couldn't help mourning the Ben she had known. She watched him now as he slept on her office floor. She was there to babysit him as much as he was to babysit her for the next couple of weeks. 
 
    Ben stirred in his sleep again and brought his head up and around to look at the door. Eve looked up too just in time to hear a knock. 
 
    She wasn't expecting anyone. 
 
    "Come in." 
 
    The door opened and Shaw stood framed in the doorway. 
 
    "Mind if we talk for a bit?" he asked. 
 
    "I don't see why not." 
 
    Shaw looked at Ben. "Mind giving us some privacy, brother?" 
 
    Eve looked at Ben. His ears flicked back, but that was the only sign he gave that he minded. 
 
    "Karen puts out fresh sandwiches in the break room around now. There's usually roast beef," Eve prodded. 
 
    The wolf was on its feet and out the door. Shaw closed it behind him and came into the room. He sank down into one of the chairs in front of Eve's desk. 
 
    She leaned back in her chair as Shaw watched her. 
 
    "What did you want to talk about?" she asked when he said nothing. 
 
    "Jamie." 
 
    Eve shifted uncomfortably in her chair. She'd been doing a good job of not thinking about James. She hadn't seen him once since the Dark Woods and she was certain he preferred it that way too. 
 
    "What did you think about seeing Jamie's Wild?" Shaw asked, breaking her out of her thoughts. 
 
    Eve shrugged. She'd tried hard not to think about it. She tried not to think about how his hands felt on her face and arms. Or how his lips had trailed on her neck while he took in her scent. She definitely tried not to think about the tenderness he used when nuzzling her. She should have found the contact with him weird but it had been nice. More than nice. But the Wild wasn't James, not really. 
 
    She couldn't give him more of an answer than a shrug because she was afraid of what she would say if she opened her mouth. 
 
    The corner of Shaw's mouth tugged up. 
 
    "It's not a good thing to lock the wild away too long, you know. It's what helps you feel, gives you your passion. That's not to say I don't understand why he does it. The mantle he's taken up. He feels he can't have those feelings, those passions." 
 
    Shaw sighed. "And maybe he's right. It's the reason we can't be around one another for long even if we are good friends. One reason anyway. He believes in absolute control at all times. Me? I do as I please, my Wild intact and fight it out with Gethin when need be. Then again, I haven't been around as long as Jamie," he trailed off, looking lost in thought. 
 
    "Why are you telling me this?" Eve asked cautiously. 
 
    Shaw smiled sadly. "Because he's going to reinforce the runes to keep his Wild asleep. But that doesn't mean he can go on forever like he is. And he may think he'll get the Wild under lock and key again but he can't fool me and hopefully he'll only fool himself for so long. I thought the run in with the Aeshma would have taught him his lesson seeing as he's got his Wild and Silas messed up so completely." Shaw scowled at the ground. 
 
    "What does that have to do with me?" 
 
    His eyes darted up to hers. "You know what it has to do with you. Remember, like Jamie, I'm also an empath. I know what you're feeling when you think of him. I know what you felt when you were with his Wild." 
 
    Eve's face grew hot, and she looked away. She had forgotten what Shaw was. There was no use lying to him even if she did a good job of lying to herself. "I don't know how I want to feel about James, alright? I don't think I was in my right mind when his Wild was-" she trailed off, not wanting to finish the sentence and dredge up the memories again. "Half the time I think I hate him. The other half, I don't know." 
 
    Shaw gave her a sad smile but nodded. "That's fine. If it's not something you want, ignore it. But if you do, for the love of peace, strengthen the connections already growing between the two of you. It won't hurt Jamie to feel human again." 
 
    Eve wanted to argue that it might but instead said, "James doesn't want that." 
 
    Shaw tutted. "You don't know what Jamie wants because he doesn't know what he wants. But I have a damn good guess. If the idiot stopped cutting out his own heart he'd have an easier time of figuring it out." 
 
    "The Wild may like me but James doesn't," Eve cut in. 
 
    Shaw laughed. "Oh for fuck's sake. You two are cut from the same cloth." He laughed again. "You deserve each other." 
 
    "What's that supposed to mean?" 
 
    Shaw smiled but stood up. "I'm not saying you should do anything beyond being his friend. Lord knows he needs one even if he doesn't think it. And don't let him continue to fool you into thinking he's too proud for you. Though if he does that, he's a fool - and he's a damn fool so that's exactly what he'll do." 
 
    "Aren't you worried this conversation will get back to him somehow?"  
 
    Shaw shrugged. "I don't plan on running into him for another couple decades or so. I hope if he learns about this conversation he'll have had enough time to forgive and forget. If not, we can have a row, then get a pint afterwards." 
 
    "You're leaving then?" 
 
    Shaw bowed. "You were my last goodbye, lippy woman." When he straightened up, he gave her a roguish smile. 
 
    He went to the door and before he stepped out, he turned to her and said, "You know, I like you Eve Williams." 
 
    Eve bared her teeth at him. "I think I might be able to tolerate you, Shaw." 
 
    He gave a barking laugh and left. 
 
    The smile on Eve's face faltered a little as she mulled over their conversation. He'd given her a lot to think about but she wasn't ready to do that just yet. She needed more time to sort out her own feelings before worrying about if James had any or not. 
 
    "Sandwich?" Ben stood barefoot and topless holding a heaping plate of sandwiches. His voice had grown more hoarse than it had been before the ordeal with the Aeshma but this was the first time she'd seen him in human form. It was a baby step, and she took it as a good sign. 
 
    Really, that's all you needed, baby steps. She could do baby steps. 
 
    She smiled up at Ben with his wild hair and beard. 
 
    "I would love a sandwich." 
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