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    Welcome to my world… 
 
      
 
    When I was four, my life changed forever. My parents were taken from me and I was adopted by a vampire. Flash forward twenty years. I now work for that vampire and I work for the state as a paranormal investigator. I deal with dead bodies, magic and anything that doesn’t fall in the category of normal. If I walk onto a scene, then you know shit is going down. I’ve worked hard to get where I am, but I know that having a vampire backing me has helped. Unfortunately, he likes to hold that over my head. He taught me, he trained me, and I owe him everything. I pay that debt by taking cases that don’t go public, the darker ones behind the scenes and not given to the authorities. Welcome to my life.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
    The phone rang and I cursed it. Not even noon and someone was calling. Couldn’t be Levi, no, he’d be tucked safe in his underground basement. That left one of the few friends that I had or the police. Seeing as most of my friends would be asleep right now too, my guess was the police. I grabbed my phone and slid the little green unlock icon.  
 
    “Abby Collins, speak.” I muttered out, not happy about being woken up so early.  
 
    “It’s noon.” The gruff male voice made me sit up in bed with a sigh.  
 
    “I go to bed at eight am, detective. Least you guys could do is wait until the afternoon to actually call.” I rubbed the sleep out of my eyes. “Did you need something or did you just want to give me a wake-up call?” 
 
    I could hear something being shuffled on the other side and vague words being called out. The only one I heard was ‘I found an arm’. 
 
    My stomach dropped at the horrifying thought that someone needed to find an arm… “Murder?” 
 
    “Horrible. I was hoping that you’d come down and take a look at some strange markings we found.” He paused and then barked out, “Don’t you touch them. We don’t know what they are.” 
 
    Great way to start a day, witchcraft and murder. “Where are you?” 
 
    He gave me the location and I jotted it down in a notebook on my nightstand.  
 
    “Great, be there in about thirty minutes.” I hung up without saying goodbye. If he told me too much about the scene I would go in with a preconception of what it might be. I needed to be a pair of fresh eyes and an unbiased mind in order to truly be any help.  
 
    I got out of the bed and skipped the shower; chances were I’d need one when I got back anyways. I opened the closet doors and glanced at the clothes hanging there. I skipped over any light colored clothes before I pulled out the usual black jeans and a black V-neck shirt and threw them on the bed. I gathered what I needed for undergarments from my drawers and swapped my pajamas for them. I pulled on my other clothes and left my room in search of my boots. As usual they were half-ass discarded near the door. I snatched them up and went to sit on the couch to put them on.  
 
    I was the only one who lived in my two-story home, so I could randomly leave my shoes where I wanted and other items for that matter. I pulled them on and tied them up. Nothing fancy, no heel, just good old fashioned combat boots. They went with the pseudo-uniform that all of us wore. I would have preferred tennis shoes, but it wasn’t my choice. I grabbed my badge off the end table and then went to the gun safe back in my room. Placing my hand on the scanner, I tried not to think about what kind of murder waited for me. What the hell happened that made a person lose an arm? 
 
      
 
    With a satisfying click the safe opened for me and I pulled out my favorite handgun. It hung on pegs next to my favorite shotgun. Black, sleek, great handle, 9mm and loaded with ammo enhanced with my magic and with enough silver to stop most things coming after me. I holstered it in the belt that hung on the side of the safe and then put the belt on. It was time to get to work.  
 
    I haphazardly threw my brown waves up into a ponytail and headed out the door.  
 
      
 
    I pulled up to the crime scene, a farm property in the middle of nowhere, and parked my SUV next to a State Trooper’s cruiser. 
 
    The one thing I loved about crime scenes is the amount of people who gather around them. We’ll feign terror and true desire to know what happened, but in reality we are curious as to what kind of creature or person would commit such a crime.  Human curiosity was disgusting. This scene lacked that. How odd. 
 
    A tall man started towards the yellow crime scene tape. His hair was cropped close to his head giving no hint to the color. His black jacket had his detective shield attached to it. Detective Mason was one of my favorites to work with. 
 
    “Bout’ time you got here, Abigail.” His blue eyes met my gaze. “I was starting to think you were going to chicken out.” 
 
    “Yeah, not an option.” I shrugged and ducked under the crime scene tape. “Where’s the gawkers?” 
 
    “No idea. Just the lady whose dog found the body. Corpse’s been out here for a couple days at least.” 
 
    Great. That meant it was going to smell. “And the markings you want me to take a look at?” 
 
    “Are all over the barn walls. That’s all I’m going to tell you.” He started walking towards a barn in the distance. My long legs were great for treading through the tall unkempt weeds that had taken over the area. The uneven ground made it a struggle to keep balanced, but there was no way I’d let myself fall. I already caught enough flack out on the field, being a witch and a woman.  
 
    I grumbled as we got to the barn and scrunched up my nose. “Oh, God.” The smell churned my stomach and it was times like this I wish that I had a spell or something to mask it.  
 
    An officer at the door handed me a facemask and then motioned for me to go in. I walked in and looked around. A tarp covered a lump that I imagined was the body, dried blood coated the packed dirt floor and it looked like whatever it was had exploded. Well, that explained the arm. 
 
    I tried to focus as my gaze crawled up the wall. Symbols covered it, scattered all over, drawn in something black and I could see the faint glowing of whatever magic it held.  
 
    I frowned and pulled out my phone to take pictures of them. “They’re still active.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “Because I’m trained in magic. I can see the power behind the marks.” I took a few more pictures.  
 
    “You can’t take pictures, Abby.” 
 
    “I don’t know them on sight, I’m going to have to do some research.” Hopefully the camera could capture the symbols without going haywire. A chill went down my spine and I cursed at the feeling of malevolent magic being activated. 
 
    “Get out, get out!” I shoved at Detective Mason and ran out after him. I felt the magic trail after me and I cursed. Grabbing Mason and the uniform at the door, I held on to their wrists and muttered a protection spell under my breath. In my mind I envisioned a purple circle and threw my energy into that vision to make it manifest.  
 
    The barn exploded the moment my circle went up. Shrapnel flew around us and the blast was hot enough to feel through the purple haze of my magic. Had I not managed to get my circle up, we’d be crispy humans. Holy shit. When the smoke cleared all that was left was a smoking pile of wood and the smell of burnt flesh in the air. I let the circle down when I felt the magic in the air fade.  
 
    “What the hell was that?” Mason snapped, spinning me around to face him. 
 
    “Magic. Strong, terrifying magic.” I took a deep shuddering breath and pulled my own magic back into me.  
 
    “My corpse is gone.” He snapped at me and I crossed my arms. There was no way he was going to blame me for this. “My evidence is gone.” 
 
    “Yeah well, you’d be gone too if I hadn’t been here.” I growled.  
 
    “Sir?” Another officer came up holding a cooler. “What would you like me to do with the arm?” 
 
    The damn arm. My stomach lurched again. Full bodies were fine, when we start having detached parts I had a hard time. “There you go, you can identify your victim with that.” 
 
    “And what are you going to do?” He growled. “I have an arm and you have pictures of the magical equivalent of C-4.” 
 
    Marks that I’d never seen before. “I have to research them to figure out where they might have come from. Each coven, each group, can use different runes as their base. This isn’t a…language, for lack of a better term, that I’ve seen before.” 
 
    “Could it have been used to kill the man?” Mason asked. 
 
    I glanced at the officer holding the cooler and then back to the detective. “If he was blown up, yes.” 
 
    “Yeah, I would say he was blown apart.” He grumbled and his eyes cut to the remains of the barn. “Keep in touch on those marks. I’d hate for anyone else to end up blown up.” I could see the frustration on his face and I couldn’t blame him. I didn’t want anything else to blow up either. 
 
    So would I. “Will do.” I spun on my heels and started back towards the car.  
 
    “Abby?” Mason called. “I mean it!” 
 
    I chuckled. Of course he did, but I wasn’t going to hand over the full formula.  
 
      
 
    The first thing I did when I got home was shower. Magic, especially evil magic, can leave a residue on me, well my aura, but I could feel it like a second skin. It was gross and itchy and only a nice hot shower and meditating on my own magic would help.   
 
    The hot spray felt amazing and I rolled my neck. No matter what I tried to focus on my mind kept going back to the arm. Why was the arm separate from the other body parts? The rest had all been in the barn that exploded, except for that arm. I closed my eyes and counted backwards from a hundred to help relax the tension flowing through me.  
 
    Inch by inch my magic flowed through my body and cleansed my aura. No more nasty black magic. No more icky feeling on my skin and no more arms consuming my thoughts. By the time I got out of the shower my skin was red and I was ready for breakfast. I had one stop I needed to make before I swung by somewhere and got food.   
 
    I traded my uniform for jeans and a tank top. I kept the gun, but changed my boots to my tennis shoes. A formal appearance as an agent of the Paranormal Investigation Bureau wouldn’t gain me any favors in my next errand. I had to deal with one of Levi’s contacts. I hated running errands for him, but it was part of my job description.  
 
      
 
    I parked my SUV as close to the store as I could get. This time of morning and this part of town was always a bad combination. The bustling crowd of downtown made the older buildings seem filled with life. Most of the buildings down here had been turned into offices or cafes. I jumped out and walked the block and a half to the metaphysical store. The front door was painted purple with a stained glass fairy hanging in the window. To most humans it looked like a tourist stop, some place fun that may or may not have an actual witch in it.  
 
    The little bells dinged as I pushed the door open. I prepared myself for the bombardment that was Clarissa. The squeal came first and then the giant hug. Clarissa was a witch, a high priestess of the coven in our area, and a giant sweetheart. The thing was, I grew up without hugs and kisses and I wasn’t a touchy feely person.  
 
    “I was hoping he was going to send you to pick up the package.” Her round face glowed with honest happiness to see me. “I haven’t seen you since the last full moon!” 
 
    And that was because I had needed help catching a rampaging werewolf. “It’s only been two weeks, Clarissa.” I smiled and laughed. 
 
    Her fading red hair bounced as she moved, framing her face. “I know, but that’s much too long. You must tell me how everything is going. Have you got a case? Is Levi working you too hard?” 
 
    I snorted. “No, but I did just get a case with the state. Anyone new in town?” 
 
    She considered her answer for a moment and then went behind her counter. I looked into the glass case and studied the little miniature fairy figures cast in bright colors and doused with glitter. I’d never met a fairy before, but I doubted they were all that cute looking.  
 
    “If there’s anyone new in town they haven’t contacted me.” She spun around with a package in her hand. Her green eyes searched my face for a moment, as if debating on something. “This is what Levi asked for. Just give it right to him, don’t worry about the contents.” 
 
    I took it from her and nodded. “Don’t worry, I know the rules.” I ran my hand over the package and frowned. “It’s something magical.” 
 
    “Stay out of it Abby, you know you don’t want to know.” The humor drained from her voice. 
 
    She was right, the less I knew about Levi’s dealings the better. I was more likely to live longer if I stayed out of vampire politics. “As long as it’s not harmful to me…and as long as it’s not an arm.” I muttered. 
 
    “An arm, Abby? Really?”  She snorted. “Must be a hell of a day if you’re worried about an arm in a box.” 
 
    I started towards the exit. “You have no idea. I’ll catch you later. I might need your help.” If I couldn’t figure out the runes, maybe she could. I needed the time to sit down and figure out what coven it might have been from.  
 
    I got to my car and looked over my shoulder. Something caused a shiver to go up my spine. Magic, a different one than the one in the barn. Comforting seeing as I didn’t want to see anymore exploded bodies or buildings. It wasn’t a threat, so I didn’t need to address it, yet. If I sensed it again I would worry about it.  
 
      
 
    I went through a fast food drive through for my meal and glanced at the clock. It was almost four and the sun would be down in just a few hours, fall making the days shorter. Levi would be awake soon and I’d need to deliver the package and see if he had anything else for me to do.  
 
    Levi’s complex was south of the city, back on dirt roads, hidden by hills that gave way to mountains. And it was huge. I never understood why he needed such a big place. It was only he and I when I was growing up, that I knew of, and the only thing he did was throw a fancy ball every now and then. Balls I had always been forbidden to go to, no skin off my back. I didn’t like to dance and had no interest in wearing a tightly fitted dress. 
 
    By the time I reached Levi’s the sun was sinking behind the hills. The complex was a huge square building with pillars in the front, reminding me of a Greek temple. Behind the main building were a couple of guesthouses that were rarely used. One of them used to be mine, until I started working for the state. Then I insisted on moving out and being more independent. 
 
      
 
    I threw my SUV in park and picked up the package out of the passenger seat. After stuffing one more fry into my mouth, I got out of the car and went to the door. I put my hand on the scanner and the door clicked open. Levi was the only vampire I knew who was not afraid of technology and the compound was full of it.  
 
    Walking in, I shivered as the protection spells I had put up pressed against me. “Levi?” 
 
    “Ah, Abigail, I see you’ve brought me my package.” He came out of one of the corridors to my right. He towered over me, his blonde hair had been cut short, but still had enough left for someone to run their hands through. His blue eyes met my gaze. With his looks it was no wonder he had no problem finding female companions. His eyes flashed red for a moment, and I knew he was hungry. 
 
    “Of course. I see you haven’t fed for the night.” I handed him the box and then watched as he peeked into it and then smiled, showing a hint of fang. “Anything else you need tonight? If not, I need to get to work on a case.” 
 
    “The exploding barn one that I saw on the news? I do hope you weren’t in the barn or near it.” He met my gaze and I shrugged. 
 
    “My magic may have set off a magical bomb.” 
 
    “Abigail.” He snapped. 
 
    “I wasn’t hurt, the detective wasn’t hurt. I don’t see what the big deal is.” I crossed my arms. “I’m not a child and you were the one who told me to work for the state.” 
 
    “An explosion can kill you. Guns, swords, shifters, all of those you can take care of with magic.” His eyes flashed again. 
 
    Why was he so upset about this? Normally he let me go about my work without his concern. “Don’t worry, I handled it with magic. Back to my task at hand. Anything that you need me to take care of?” 
 
    “Simon is in the back room, he’s been going on about magic in his bar. Make an appointment with him to check the wards.” 
 
    I curled a lip. He always asked me out on dates. I trusted him; I just didn’t want to date him. “Can’t Simon find another witch?” 
 
    “He specifically requested you, Abigail, I suggest that you be nice. He’s one of the strongest—“ 
 
    “Wolves in the territory, I know, I know. I’ll play nice, but I’m taking my gun.” 
 
    Levi rolled his eyes. “It would not hurt you to go out on a date with him.” 
 
    “Says you.” I rolled my shoulders. “He makes my magic itch.” 
 
    “I’m starting to think anything with a penis makes your magic itch.” 
 
    “Just because I’d rather work than fuck, doesn’t mean there’s anything wrong with me.” Though let’s face it, magic made it hard to have sex. Especially magic like mine. My aura didn’t mix well with others and most people’s auras set mine off. Too much of that and my magic could become unstable. It’s the downside of being a powerful witch.  
 
    “You might loosen up a bit if you did.” Levi waved me away. “Go talk to Simon. I need to take care of this.” He motioned to the package. 
 
    Yeah, whatever that was. I took a deep breath and marched through the hall that led to the back room. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
     Levi had set the room up with a couple of pool tables and a mini bar that was rarely used. Simon leaned against the bar and swirled his drink around in the glass. I assumed it was scotch since that’s what he always drank at the bar.  
 
    “Levi said I needed to make an appointment with you.” I stopped out of his reach and crossed my arms. “Something about the magical wards in your bar?” 
 
    Simon nodded and ran a hand through his perfectly caramel colored hair. It fell back into place when he was done and his green eyes met my gaze. He was handsome, with the strong line of his jaw and his toned body. His white shirt tucked into his faded and torn jeans reminded me of a fifties punk. “I think someone broke them.” Simon had been trying to court me on and off. Some days we got along better than others. He was one of the strongest local werewolves, and honestly if I chose to date someone, I’d want him to be less complicated.  
 
    “You don’t break wards.” I shook my head. “It doesn’t work that way, someone would have to modify them or deactivate them.”  
 
    “Okay, well someone fucked them up. Can you fix them? I’ve got all kinds of weird shit coming into my bar.” 
 
    I raised a brow. “Describe weird.” 
 
    “Humans.” 
 
    That jarred me a bit. “The wards are supposed to make the building seem abandoned to the humans.” 
 
    “Exactly my problem. It’s dangerous for them to be there and then if word gets back to the PSD, they are not going to be happy to have an unregistered and non-human friendly business in their city.” 
 
    The Paranormal State Department was established to help register all businesses owned by paranormal creatures. The problem was they tried to tell them how to run it and all businesses were supposed to be human friendly. There were of course people who didn’t agree with that and therefore went out of their way to hide the businesses from the human eye. Simon was one of them. I did the wards on his building and could lose my job if someone found out, but I felt that supernatural creatures and humans should have places to hide from each other. It was just courtesy.  
 
    “I can be there tomorrow.” I rubbed my eyes. “What have you done in the meantime?” 
 
    “Closed it for a few nights. Can’t come tonight?”  
 
    I shook my head. “No, I have a case with the state to deal with and if I don’t have something by the morning Detective Mason will have me at the stake.” 
 
    “Aw, who would want to burn a pretty thing like you?” Simon took a couple of steps forward and I stepped backwards. “Can I interest you in dinner?” 
 
    “Sorry, I ate on the way up here. Tomorrow night, for the wards I mean. About eight?” 
 
    I could see the disappointment in his eyes, but I thought he would have learned by now that I wasn’t interested in anything more than friendship. “Yeah, I’ll see you then, Abby.” 
 
    He walked by me and luckily for me, didn’t try to brush a hand over my shoulder or anything. The behavior was unusual for him, normally he’d stay and flirt, or finish his drink, but tonight he respected me. Weird.  
 
    I stood in the empty room for a few minutes, debating on what I wanted to do. I could drive all the way back to the city, or I could stay here and work out the runes that I had.  
 
    Home didn’t have the magical equivalent of a bomb shelter. The mansion did. Levi had the basement modified when I was a child and learning to control my magic. It kept me from hurting myself and from blowing up the mansion by accident.  
 
    First stop though would be the library. All of my parents’ research was there and there might have been something that could help me. I peeked around the corner to see if Simon was gone and if Levi was lurking. No one there, perfect. I went back down the hall, but turned left before I hit the main room, tucked back there was the library. I walked in and took a deep breath.  
 
    The smell of books washed over me and I smiled. I used to spend hours curled up here reading books, anything I could get my hands on from magical practices to vampire history. Fiction of all kinds, journals and research-- anything I wanted was here. I’d read late into the mornings, and Levi swore my addiction to books was one of the reasons I was so powerful. 
 
    I walked over to the shelf where I knew the research on runes rested. On a small table near the shelf was a picture of a smiling couple and a little girl. My smile had faded over the years and gone from innocent to cynical, but it was still obvious that it was me. My mother had the same brown waves and the bright gray eyes. I’d gotten my height from my father. My heart ached at the picture. I knew it had been taken the day before they were killed by the witch hunters.  
 
    “They’d be proud of you.” Levi’s voice caught me off guard and I cringed. He hated when I grieved. 
 
    “I know. I just wish they were here to guide me.” 
 
    He snorted. “On what?” 
 
    “How not to nearly get blown up by magic, how to not get caught and charged with warding a bar from humans, and maybe how to be normal.” 
 
    “Normal isn’t an option for you anymore. Are you sure you don’t want to add how to get a date to that list?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes and started scanning the tags on the notebook spines. “Nope. I take it you heard me turn Simon down.” 
 
    “I did, and he told me that you turned him down again.” Levi didn’t sound pleased. “He’d be able to protect you if—“ 
 
    “If what?” A terrifying thought went through my head. “Oh no, no, no, no. You are not setting this up as a betrothal thing.” 
 
    “If something happens to me. You can’t push everyone away, Abigail.” 
 
    “I don’t need someone to protect me, Leviticus.” 
 
    His eyes flashed red, but I stood my ground. “The answer is no. I’m not going to force a relationship, just because you think I need one so that I can be protected.” 
 
    “You are such a stubborn human.” 
 
    “I’m a witch.” I retorted and then went back to the spines of the notebooks. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have work to get done. I’ll be down in the chamber for most of the night.” 
 
    He didn’t say anything, but I knew when he left. I felt the air shift and his presence disappear. I knew I pissed him off, but I didn’t really care. These weren’t the old days, I wasn’t going to start a relationship, be married off, and hidden away like some weak woman.  
 
    I finally came across the notebook I was looking for. One my father had put together that detailed the base of many coven languages. It would be a great starting point, as would drawing the runes out in a larger size. 
 
      
 
    I climbed down the stone stairs that led into the chamber. Brushing my hand over the doorway I activated the protection runes as I walked into the room. I pushed the heavy door shut and saw the purple glow of the main protection rune. This would keep any magic inside this room and keep me safe. It was best to work there since I was working with something that potentially killed someone, even if I wasn’t planning on trying to activate the spell.  
 
    I grabbed some paper and a pencil from a drawer on the far side of the room. Nothing special about either, but just something to work with. I sat in the middle of the room on the floor and closed my eyes. I was one of the few witches that didn’t have to draw a physical circle to evoke one. I took a deep breath. Unlike at the crime scene, I had time to focus on what I wanted. A deep purple ring, calm and protective magic, something from Mother Earth, something deep and comforting. I conjured up the image of the circle in my mind and then pushed the magic outwards to invoke the circle.  
 
    I opened my mind and saw the faint glow around me; just a mist of purple to prove to me that my magic worked and my circle was solid. I pulled my phone out. I’d be able to get to the photos, but the basement blocked the actual cell reception. I went to the first picture. Taking my time I drew out the rune, trying to imagine what power it held and trying to see if I could get any sense of it.  
 
    The only thing I knew was that it was part of a powerful spell that could have killed me and two others and probably killed the man in the barn. No sense of evil or power came from that single rune. Frustrated, I moved to the next and experienced the same thing. 
 
    It was possible that I didn’t feel anything because I didn’t know the language. My father was the linguist of the family, not me. I knew enough that if I could find the base, I could figure out where the language came from. Once all the runes were drawn, I spread them all round me and pulled out my father’s book.  
 
    Flipping through the pages, I tried to find the base of them, pausing to scan over anything that looked remotely similar. Nothing stood out to me in the modern languages, so an old coven maybe? Older magic, or ancient magic.  
 
    Crap. Those were always harder to track down and trace to someone. Anyone who used older magic normally disappeared into the night, never to be seen again. They were normally someone who came in with a mission and were gone the moment it was complete. That wasn’t going to be a lot of help to the situation and if we had someone that old in the territory Levi would need to know, because it could be a threat to him.  
 
    Crap crap crap.  
 
    The door of the chamber opened and I glanced over to see who would come down, but I knew only Levi would dare.  
 
    “What’s up?” I asked and turned back to my book. I flipped towards the back where the older coven languages were. 
 
    “Someone sent me a note.” 
 
    Not what I wanted to hear, it normally meant that I was going to be hunting down something else. “What kind of note, Levi?” 
 
    “Have you found anything that matches the runes yet?” 
 
    I ground my teeth. “That’s not an answer to my question.” 
 
    “Nor is that an answer to mine.” He snapped back and stepped up to the circle. He couldn’t step through it. Nothing could that wasn’t originally inside. That was the great thing about circles, and I used it against him often when I was a child.  
 
    “Not yet, but I’ve been looking in modern versions of the runes, now I’m going back towards the older ones. Now, what kind of note?” I ran my fingers over the pages while looking for something, anything that would be similar enough to give me a place to start.  
 
    Levi cleared his throat and I looked up. He held it up and though I couldn’t make them out, I could see runes from where I was. Dread filled me. “They sent you a note in the form of a spell? What the fuck.” 
 
    “Same ones?” 
 
    I studied it and nodded. “Looks like it, but those are a little different, same coven though. I’d be stupid to think otherwise. The bases are the same.” 
 
    “So whoever it is, they are sending me a message too.” Levi walked over to the desk and left it on top. “What do you know about them?” 
 
    I shook my head and leaned back on my hands. “Not a whole lot. I have a feeling that they are old, super old, but until I find the base of those runes, I won’t know for sure. I’m hoping it’s someone who’s just more versed in old magic than I am, but my age or at least my skill level.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because if they are sending you notes, it means that I’m going to end up facing them. If they kill again, it means I’m going to end up facing them. There’s only so much I can do against a witch or a warlock that is more powerful than me.” And that made me nervous. My bloodline came from the best of the best, traced back to the druids. We were all powerful; there were rumors that some of our line were so powerful that they went insane, a possibility with magic and those who never learned to control it. I don’t know about going insane, but I was powerful for my age and I know both my mother and father were legends in some parts. 
 
    Levi tapped the table. “Best you leave it in here until you figure out what the spell is.” 
 
    “Obviously wasn’t meant for you.” I muttered and closed my book. “Or it probably would have activated already.” I rubbed my eyes and gathered up the papers I'd drawn of the runes.  
 
    “Do you think it was for you?” He raised a brow. “Isn’t that a bit pompous, Abby?” 
 
    I snorted. “Who delivered it? What did they look like? Did they happen to give you a name?” 
 
    “A young man, my height, brown hair, hazel eyes, no noticeable scars. Probably would have tasted good.” 
 
    I shot him a look; I didn’t appreciate him talking about his meals. Vampire or not, I didn’t have to be comfortable with his feeding habits. His smile told me he was joking. 
 
    “He didn’t leave a name, just said he had been paid to deliver it to an Abigail Collins.” 
 
    As I had suspected, it was meant for me. “Must have just pissed him off when you said you’d have to give it to me.” 
 
    “He wasn’t pleased. He had already tried your home residence.” Levi shrugged. 
 
    I closed my eyes and drew my power in to close the circle. Once done, I stood with my gathered books and papers and walked over to the desk. Levi motioned to it.  
 
    “It’s yours, do what you will with it.” 
 
    I thought about where I was. The chamber meant that no one else in the mansion would be affected. I could use a protective circle to protect Levi, but if I needed help the circle would have prevented him from helping. No, no circle with this.  
 
    “Step out of the room, if you hear me scream or fall or something, come back in.” 
 
    “Why out of the room?” 
 
    I licked my lips. “In case it explodes.” 
 
    “Is that a possibility?” He asked, all humor drained from his voice.  
 
    I looked at the paper, not touching it yet. “Yes, but these aren’t the same runes, so I don’t expect it. If it makes you feel better, just stand outside the doorway.” 
 
    “I think that might be a better option for us here.” He marched to the door and stood just outside the frame.  
 
    I turned back to the note. I didn’t like it, but there was no telling what the message was without touching it and activating the magic. I took a sharp breath and slammed my hand down on it.  
 
    Blinding white pain took me over and I cried out. I knew I pulled away from the paper and crumbled to the ground, but I no longer knew where I was. I’d forgotten what I’d been doing and what was going on. The pain turned into tingling numbness, but my vision refused to come back. My heart pounded so hard I could hear it in my ears. My limbs refused to move and my mind started to slip away. I tried to cling to consciousness, focus on anything that might ground me into reality, call on my magic, anything, but nothing was going to keep me from being sucked into the spell that I had activated. Fuck. Me.  
 
      
 
    “Stay hidden, Abby.” My mother’s voice whispered in my ear. “Daddy and I have this handled.”  She put her bleeding hand against the drawn circle and I felt the magic flow over me.  
 
    She was leaving me. I knew how this would end. It ended with Levi finding a witch to take down the circle and me seeing my mother’s body, but now…now there was something different about the scene. Runes, all over the house, glowing with red. Something I wouldn’t have been able to see at that age, because I wasn’t trained, but now…in this dream, this memory, I could see all of them.  
 
    The world around me disappeared and I found myself standing in a different kind of circle. Two rings of red circled my feet with a rune in the middle. I couldn’t move, I couldn’t breathe. Evil magic crawled up my spine, magic that meant to kill. A cloaked figure moved in front of me and panic curled in my stomach.  
 
    “Ra sent me to deliver a message to you.” 
 
    I tried to meet the figure’s gaze, but it didn’t work. Shaded by the hood there was no telling who was under there. I wish I had been able to speak.  
 
    “You do not know who you are dealing with. Let us complete our mission and then we will be out of your territory. With the spell, we left a little assurance that you would not bother us while we are here.” 
 
    What the hell was he talking about? 
 
    “You’ll find out when you wake up. Stay out of our way Abigail, unless you want to end up like your parents.” 
 
    He faded away and so did the circles around me. I could move again, my heart started pounding, blood rushed in my ears. I was dropped back into my old home and watched as the four year old me cried and howled over the barely recognizable body of my mother.  
 
      
 
    The mechanical beep was not what I had been expecting. I opened my eyes and cringed as my entire body felt like fire was running through it still. I groaned and suddenly a face was above mine. Clarissa’s eyes were wide and rimmed with red like she’d been crying.  
 
    “Oh my Goddess, I’m not dead.” No, but I was in a hospital, which alone was scary enough. “What am I doing here?” 
 
    “Levi said you touched a note and suddenly started convulsing on the floor. Your heart stopped and your body was reacting like you were poisoned.” 
 
    That still didn’t explain exactly what I was doing here. “Clarissa, you could have healed poison, I know you have a concoction for that.” 
 
    “I tried, I tried everything I could but with your heart stopping, we had no choice but to bring you here. They were able to revive you…” Her bottom lip trembled and I closed my eyes. 
 
    I had flat lined and Clarissa wasn’t able to help me. What on earth was in that spell? “How long have I been unconscious for?” 
 
    “Two days.” 
 
    Aw fuck, probably long enough for those people to get away. I should have left it alone, but I couldn’t. I never could. It was just my nature. “Fantastic.” I sat up and cried out as pain laced through me. I fell back and took deep breaths. “I can’t move without pain.” 
 
    She nodded. “Whatever spell it is, it’s still on you.” 
 
    “You can’t break it?” It had to be serious if Clarissa couldn’t break it, she was the best when it came to hexes. 
 
    “I don’t know what it is, Abby, those runes…they aren’t modern, they don’t belong to our country or to any covens here.” 
 
    I needed my book. “Okay, listen closely. I need you to go to Levi’s and to the chamber. There’s a book on the desk with all my drawings of the runes. Grab me the book and in my house, there’s a box under my bed. Inside is a brown pouch with tealeaves. Get me those.” 
 
    “Tea, Abby? At a time like this?” Clarissa raised a brow and I knew she thought I’d lost my mind. 
 
    “They are from my mother’s collection of tea. She gave me a cup of it the night she was killed. I have a feeling it helped with whatever happened there.” 
 
    “Witch hunters don’t use magic Abby, I can see that train of thought.” 
 
    But what if it hadn’t been witch hunters? I shook my head. “It should help with the pain. Please, Clarissa.” 
 
    “I can’t leave until Levi gets here.” She sat back down in a chair.  
 
    “Okay, will you call him and ask him to get the stuff?” 
 
    She let out a sigh and then stood. “I’ll be right outside the door.” 
 
    “Hey, where’s my phone?” 
 
    Clarissa shrugged. “I assume Levi has it.” 
 
    I hope he did, because if the state called me while I was out and I didn’t answer…no, they probably knew that I was in the hospital, trying not to die from some nonexistent poison. That made me feel like pins were being shoved all over my body. Great. I hated magic some days.  
 
      
 
    I fell asleep thanks to the pain medication, but I didn’t miss the feeling of power that came with Levi entering the room. My eyes flickered open and it took me a second to realize what he was carrying. A travel mug that had tea escaping from the tiny drinking hole and my dad’s book tucked under his arm. Other than Levi, the room was empty and I wondered where Clarissa had run off to. 
 
    “You look peachy.” He said and came to the edge of the bed. His face was blank and I wondered what he was thinking. He had been there each night worrying or had he known I was going to pull through? 
 
    I slowly held my hands out for the tea. I seemed to be moving a little better, as long as I didn’t put too much pressure on my arms or try to get out of the bed. I used the little button on the bed to move me up into a sitting position and started to sip my tea. I hoped I was right and that it would work.  
 
    After a moment I answered him. “I’m pretty sure I was hexed and I think it’s the people who killed my parents.” 
 
    “Abby—“ His voice held a warning and his careful blank face fell into a frown. 
 
    “When I was unconscious, someone came to my dream and told me if I wasn’t careful I’d end up like them. I could see the runes all over the house in the dream. They said they were on a mission and that Ra had sent them.” 
 
    “I didn’t think anyone worshiped the old Egyptian gods still.” He sat in the chair that Clarissa had abandoned when she left.  
 
    I shook my head and instantly regretted it. “I didn’t think so either, but it’s what he said.” 
 
    “So what do you plan on doing?” Levi asked. “I know I’m not going to want to hear the answer to this, but I also know that we can’t let it go unanswered.” 
 
    That was the truth. “Once I get my pain under control and get out of here, I’m going back to my parents’ house. I think the answers are there. Or at least the start of it.” 
 
    “And the state?” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure whoever hexed me killed the man in the barn. I just don’t know why. Once I know who he is, I’ll have a better understanding of what is going on there.” I sipped my tea and sighed. “Clarissa said you had my phone, did I miss any calls?” 
 
    “Detective Mason said they had identified the arm, but there was a problem. He wouldn’t tell me what, but wanted you to call him the moment you were feeling up to it. I’m not part of the team.” Levi snorted.  
 
    The arm…I tried to imagine what on earth the issue could be with the arm. “Okay, I’ll add that to my list once this is under control.” 
 
    “Your mother left you a pentagram pendent, you weren’t wearing it the night you were hexed.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I can’t wear it to crime scenes, sometimes the spell on it messes with my abilities to see things.” 
 
    “Do you think it would have helped with this?” He motioned to me lying in the hospital bed and then to the machines. 
 
    Frowning, I thought about it. “I don’t know. She would’ve had to know what kind of magic would have been used. Mostly the pendent helps with simple stuff: nightmares, visions, that kind of thing.” 
 
    “If these are the same people, she might have known.” His voice was somewhere between mocking and concerned. 
 
    Well shit, he was right. “Any chance you brought the necklace?” 
 
    “Yes.” He pulled it out of his pocket and tossed it to me.  
 
    I studied the silver star, laid in a circle made from Celtic knotting. A small green stone sat in the middle of the star and just looking at it gave me comfort. I wrapped my hands around it and it was like the pain just disappeared. I met Levi’s gaze. The vampire was right.  
 
    “I really wish my parents would stop hiding things from me.” I growled and put the necklace on.  
 
    He chuckled. “They’re dead, it’s not like they have much of a choice.” 
 
    He had a point but I rolled my eyes anyways. Until I figured out how to break the spell, the tea and the pendant were just going to have to work. “Let me call Detective Mason back, and then I’ll talk to the doctor about getting out of here.” 
 
    Levi handed me my phone. “You’re not going to your place alone. Clarissa will go with you, or Simon.” 
 
    “Simon,” I said without hesitation. Clarissa was great to have around when dealing with magic, but she wasn’t great during a crisis. “Clarissa tends to over react, I need someone who can keep their head on straight.” 
 
    Levi nodded. “Then I shall call the wolf.” 
 
    “Tell him I’ll do the wards tonight too.” I rubbed my eyes. “Losing three days of my life sucks.” 
 
    Levi met my gaze. “I’m glad you’re back though.” 
 
    I knew he meant it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
    I finished my tea and Levi left the room so I could call Detective Mason. He answered on the first ring. “You alive?” 
 
    “Yeah, seems our killer sent me a personal message that included sending me into a coma. It’s great fun, you should try it one day.” 
 
    “You sure it’s from our killer?” He ignored my sarcasm about trying the magic. He’d been a skeptic when I first met him. One of the humans who thought magic was just a parlor trick; boy did I change his mind. 
 
    I put a hand over the pentagram around my neck. “Unless there are two people using the same kind of language, which if that’s the case then we’ve got bigger problems.” I took comfort in the fact that the pain had faded, but I knew we would have much bigger problems if I couldn’t get this hex off me and we had two people using the same old-style runes. My life could crumble because of the hex. I tried not to dwell on it. “Levi said that you ran into a problem with the arm?” 
 
    “The person it belongs to doesn’t match the dental records from the body in the fire.” 
 
    I blinked. “Wait, you were able to pull dental records?” 
 
    “Yes, the bones were still there, which means the fire wasn’t hot enough to destroy all the evidence.” 
 
    Well, wasn’t that lucky? “Okay, so what? Do we have any information on who the arm belongs to?” 
 
    “The person is on the missing persons list, his wife turned in a report a couple weeks ago. We can also tell you that it was severed cleanly, there’s no blade marks.” 
 
    Magic. I cringed. “Do we still have the arm?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s in the freezer at the morgue. Why?” 
 
    “Because if there is still a trace of magic, I might be able to use it to track down the person who did the spell and maybe the victim.” Why on earth was the arm there then? I shook my head. “I’ll have to do it another night. I have something to handle, assuming they let me out of the hospital. And a tracking spell takes more energy than I think I have.” 
 
    “You’re going to work yourself to death.” He muttered. “I’ll let the morgue know that you have permission to stop by when you feel up to it. I’m sure the DA will understand that you were in a coma.” 
 
    They better. I closed my eyes. “Yeah. I’ll let you know as soon as I do it and hopefully have some sort of answer.”  
 
    “Try not to get yourself blown up, or back in the hospital.” He chuckled and hung up. 
 
    Yeah, it’d be nice to avoid that again. I didn’t need another forced vacation. I put the phone down and sighed. Next step was to get discharged from the hospital and then get to Simon’s bar. 
 
      
 
    I stood outside the bar. I could feel the fading magic from the street and I knew that the wards were being messed with. He stepped up next to me. “What are you thinking?” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure someone is trying to destroy my life, but you know, I can’t tell if this has something to do with it.” I took a few steps towards the bar and Simon put his hand on my shoulder. I waited to see what his intentions were before I stepped away. Being thrown into a coma gave me the desire to be comforted, and part of me knew Simon could offer that. 
 
    “Look, I know you’re not a damsel in distress here, but honestly you just got out of the hospital after flat lining.” Simon sighed. “You should be focusing on what you can do to get that spell taken off of you.” 
 
    “Without knowing what it was, I can’t. Clarissa checked with the coven, none of them know what to do for me without knowing what the runes mean. Keeping the pentagram on is my only option right now.” I was starting to feel lucky that my mother had the foresight to know what kind of magic it was, but it just brought more questions.  
 
    Simon nodded and removed his hand. “So you’re just going to dive back into work?” 
 
    “It’s what I do best, Simon.” And it was true. I walked into the club and watched as the patrons went about their business. Some played pool in the corner, others sat at the bar talking, while others lurked in the shadows. It felt like home. No humans there to judge or walk on what they thought was the wild side. It was the reason I chose to help him hide the bar.  
 
    I could see the fading glow behind the runes I had carved into the wood walls. I knew what I would have to do, but because of the hex it wasn’t a good idea. Playing with blood magic was never a good idea when one was carrying an unknown spell. “I can put more magic in them and hope that it holds until this hex goes away. Once it does, I can add my blood to the magic to help strengthen them. I don’t know what’s draining them.” I placed my hand on the closest one and I felt the other magic push against mine. “It’s not someone friendly, but that’s all I really know.” 
 
    “So I have an enemy that wants the bar to be exposed. What happens if you put your blood into the magic now?” He sounded irritated, but I didn’t expect a werewolf to understand my magic anymore than I understood why the moon controlled him. 
 
    “Best case? I blow up the building and everyone in it. Worst case, I accidentally spread the hex onto the people in here and put them all through what I’m going through.” I shrugged.  
 
    He snorted. “Okay, strengthen them, I’ll pay you and then have you come back once the hex is done.” 
 
    “Levi tell you about my parents’ house?” 
 
    Simon nodded. “Sure did, says I’m supposed to go with you. He’s not keen on the idea at all, but he thought I might be needed.” 
 
    “I chose you over Clarissa because you can keep your cool, we’ll call that payment for this.” I walked around the bar chanting and allowing my magic to reach out to the runes. Some of the patrons looked at me and others backed away without making eye contact. I knew many of them knew me on sight. Hard not to when Levi was the head vampire of the territory and he had raised me. Growing up, he taught me that most of them would fear me and the power I held. As I grew older I realized how true that was. Some days it bothered me, other days I knew how to use it to my advantage.  
 
    I felt the magic lock into place and a pain hit my chest. It took me a moment to get over it and I leaned against the wall. It had to be the hex. I wrapped my hand around the pentagram and took comfort in the warmth it gave off to help fight the hex. This needed to stop though. Magic was part of my life and not doing it wasn’t an option.  
 
    “You okay?” Simon walked up to me and I nodded.  
 
    “Yeah, just… a consequence of doing magic when the hex doesn’t want me to.” I pushed away from the wall. “Let’s get going to the house. I want to get this done and over with.” 
 
    “What are we looking for that the cops wouldn’t have found before?” He asked, putting a hand at the small of my back to lead me out of the bar. His touch didn’t bother me; his hand was warm against my shirt and calmed some of the shaking that still clung to me. 
 
    “Magic. They didn’t have a magical division back then. Levi said it was witch hunters that had done it and that there wouldn’t have been magic.” 
 
    Simon made a disapproving noise. “And what makes you doubt Levi?” 
 
    “The message I received.” I shook my head. “I can’t explain it, but I have to be sure.” 
 
    He led me to his car and I glared at him. “I want to drive.” 
 
    “Levi made me promise to not let you drive all the way out there. Until he’s sure you’re safe from the hex, you’re not to drive longer than fifteen minutes or be alone for longer than that.” 
 
    I was afraid to ask. “How am I supposed to get back to the mansion?” 
 
    “You’re not, you’re coming back to my place after we go to the old house.” 
 
    I was going to kill that vampire. I felt like this was a set up. It’s not that I wasn’t attracted to Simon, just that dating wasn’t an option. Ever. The few times I’d dated someone it had never worked out. “Seriously, I’ll be fine.” I got in the car and slammed the door. Simon got in on the driver’s side. 
 
    “I know, but I have a guest room that’s right next to mine and it’ll get Levi off your ass.” 
 
    That was true. “Okay, fine.” I pulled my bag into my lap and pulled out my dad’s notebook. 
 
    “Studying while I drive? Are you avoiding conversation with me?” 
 
    I snorted. “No, I’m trying to find the base of these runes so I can figure out another lead and hopefully keep someone else from dying.” Like Levi or Clarissa, or even Simon. My gaze slid to him. That was the crappy part of my job and my magic. If I screwed up, I lost the people I cared about or my own life. Just like my parents.  
 
    “You’ll figure it out.” His voice was soft as he started the car. He flicked on the overhead light for me. “You always do, Abby.” 
 
    I nodded, but I didn’t believe him. I hadn’t faced something like this before. Most of my cases were out of control supernatural creatures, or someone playing with magic who lost control. Nothing had been this personal.  
 
      
 
    Simon pulled up to the house on the old property. A few acres of forest helped to keep it isolated from unwanted visitors. I hadn’t been out here since the murders, but Levi refused to sell it, saying that I would regret it later on in life. All my memories were from pictures and I suddenly found myself sick to my stomach at the thought of going in.  
 
    “You sure you want to do this?” Simon asked as he put the car into park, his lights bounced off the ‘no trespassing’ sign reminding me of a horror movie. 
 
    No, I wasn’t sure, but I nodded anyway. “Yeah, I feel like the answers are in there and I need answers.” I also needed to not throw up from anxiety. I, the big strong Paranormal Investigation Agent, was scared of going into her childhood home. I used to have nightmares about my parents faking their death and continuing their life without me. They normally started out something like this, except Simon was never with me. 
 
    “Let’s go then.” He reached across me and grabbed two flashlights out of the glove compartment. He handed me one and then got out.  
 
    With a deep breath I got out of the car and looked at the house. A tri-level house that had been custom built for my parents from Levi as a thank you for something they did. He would never tell me what it was, but I didn’t push because I had a feeling I wouldn’t want to know. Three thousand square feet and I needed to search every inch for answers. It could have turned into a very long night for us. 
 
    I walked up the cracking sidewalk. It had been weeded and the yard taken care of. I was sure Levi hired someone to take care of it. I pulled the key out and unlocked the door. It opened and out of instinct I went and hit the light switch. To my surprise the lights turned on.  
 
    Simon paused behind me. “Guess Levi’s been paying the bill. Or he called and had it turned on for tonight.” 
 
    I looked around; everything was covered in white sheets and hidden from view. I was grateful for electricity, because I was sure Simon and I would be jumping at shadows. A thrill went up my back when I crossed over the threshold and I felt instant comfort. Magic welcoming me home. My anxiety disappeared despite my heart speeding up at the idea that I was finally home.  
 
    “So where do we start?” He asked. 
 
    And instantly I felt sick again. “In the room they were murdered in.” I walked into the living room. Searching for the light switch, I found it and turned it on. To my left was a door that led to the basement and I saw a rune carved there. How had I missed that as a child? I cringed as I realized it was the same language as the note. I was right; they were connected to the death of my parents. 
 
    Levi had to have seen this. Of course, maybe he assumed that it was just one from my parents. It would make sense if there were runes in our house. I swallowed and put my hand against it. There was no more active magic, which was a good sign for me and my luck. It meant nothing would be exploding tonight. I opened the door and flicked the lights on to the stairs. My heart sank with each step that I took.  
 
    “Simon, leave the door open.” I called over my shoulder. I didn’t sense magic, but I wanted a quick escape. My emotions might have gotten the best of me and spoke to my paranoia.  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Just…just indulge me, okay?” I continued down the stairs and didn’t hear him shut the door. I was the witch, it was my job to take lead on this. Luckily for me, Simon seemed to understand that and listen to me. I reached the bottom where the stairs opened up into a huge family room. The memories hit me hard. My mother’s body had been three feet away from the stairs. I had made it to her before Levi pulled me away. She’d been dead for hours at that point, her body cold and laying in a pool of her own blood, her lifeless eyes staring. The bloodstains were gone now, but I swore I could remember the feeling of it soaking through my pants as I cried over her. Simon’s hand on my shoulder made me jump. “See anything useful?” 
 
    I hadn’t even truly looked at that point. I continued into the room without giving him an answer. Someone had removed the couch my father’s body had fallen over. “The rune on the door was from the same language. “I need to see if there are more throughout this area.” 
 
    “Not the rest of the house?” He asked and I was willing to bet he honestly had no idea about runes and magic. 
 
    I shook my head. “No, because this was where it was done. I was in a room upstairs and I was perfectly safe. That means if there was any magic it was down here. My mom’s circle still held for hours up there. Levi had to find another witch to pull it down.” 
 
    “Grim.” He muttered and looked around. “There are runes all over these walls, they look like the same type? I don’t know enough to really know.”  
 
    I saw them too and wondered why I hadn’t seen them before, or why no one mentioned them. The murders were before there was a supernatural department, so they probably didn’t know what to look for. My heart ached as I thought my parents might have been betrayed by their own kind.  
 
    “Talk to me, Abby.” Simon whispered. “I can see something going through your head.” 
 
    I sighed. “Something isn’t adding up. I just don’t have all the pieces that I need, but this confirms that everything is related.” I took my phone out and took pictures of the carvings. “Carving runes and circles is one of the most permanent ways to use a spell. Most of the time it’s used for protection spells, wards, things that need to be activated quickly or remain active.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Carving takes time, so either there were ten or more people in this room at the time carving these, or they were able to set it up beforehand.” 
 
    “Which means your parents were betrayed. Why didn’t the murderer come searching for you?” 
 
    His guess was as good as mine. I shrugged. “Seems like they are coming back to remedy that.” 
 
    “Levi told me the message said to let them complete their mission and they’d be gone. You could just let this pass you by, Abby.” 
 
    No, I couldn’t, because there was a chance I could catch or at least identify who killed my parents. “This is personal and a state case now, there’s no way I can just let it pass.” 
 
    “Abigail.” The tone in Simon’s voice made me turn around to face him. “This is your life we’re talking about. They already put you in a coma and stopped your heart.” 
 
    I knew that, but I couldn’t let fear rule me. “I know, but now I have protection against their hex and I have a job to do.” 
 
    “Let another investigator pick it up. Please.” His green eyes begged me, but I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t let the past lie. His desire for me to be safe couldn’t interfere with my job, no mater how much begging he did.  
 
    I met his soft gaze and sighed. “I’ll consider it if there’s another attack.” It was the best I was going to be able to do. “Honestly, at this point it’s all research.” Except for tracking down the rest of the body that belonged to that arm. Yeah, that was going to be fun with this hex.  
 
    “I know there’s field work, but don’t forget, you aren’t allowed to be alone. Per Levi’s orders, I get to go everywhere with you.” 
 
    I curled my lip. “You or Clarissa.” 
 
    “The witch is handy, but you said it yourself, she tends to overreact.” 
 
    Yep, which is why Simon would be coming with me to check out that damned arm. “Well, I hope you’re up for a trip to the morgue tomorrow then, because we have a body part to get aquatinted with.” 
 
    “Seriously, Abby? A body part?” His voice raised a pitch and I guess he wasn’t expecting an arm. 
 
    “My job is just exciting and interesting, isn’t it?” 
 
    He snorted. “Are we done here, then?” 
 
    “No, I need to check my dad’s office. I just want to see if there is any research Levi might have missed when he brought the stuff to the library.” Like a magical notebook that told me what these runes were and who they belonged to.  
 
    “Lead the way.” Simon motioned with his arm and it made me smile. I went back up the stairs and once we were both up there, I shut the door and took a picture of the wards. I would have to arrange for someone to come in to replace the door and do something about the walls downstairs, there was no way I wanted to leave the runes there. Even if I wasn’t living at the house, I didn’t want bad magic to be hanging about.  
 
    My father’s office was on the top level and across from my room, the room where my mother concealed me within a circle. I had never been allowed in the office and Levi assured me after that he’d gotten everything out of it that he needed for the library. I took a deep breath before I turned the knob and opened the door.  
 
    Simon stepped in first and looked around. “Everything is packed up and covered in sheets.” 
 
    I followed him in and of course he was right, but I know that something had to give me clues. “Look for a journal or a notebook. Anything he might have kept notes in. Even if it looks like gibberish.” 
 
    “Did your dad have a computer of any sort?” Simon started opening drawers and digging through anything that was left. 
 
    I moved to the very back of the room and started pulling sheets off furniture and looking under chairs and cushions. Chances were that if it had been out in the open, Levi would have found it. “No, nothing was reliable then. From what I understand, Dad was a typewriter or quill kind of person.” Many of us were, sometimes magic had strange effects on technology. I was luck my phone was as reliable as it was. 
 
    We dug through everything and found nothing. I growled. “Seriously, I cannot leave here empty handed.” 
 
    “You aren’t empty handed, you found the runes.” Simon wrapped a friendly arm around me. “We need to be heading back, the drive is long and you need rest.” 
 
    I stomped my foot like I was three. I wasn’t sure if it was the hex or the exhaustion but I was frustrated beyond belief. “No. I am not leaving until I have answers.” The hollow sound of my foot hitting the floor made Simon and I look at each other. At the same time we both dropped to the ground and started to pry up the board. It came up with a pop and so did the two to the left of it. There sat a notebook full of papers. I touched the cover and smiled. “It has a preservation spell on it.” 
 
    “Which means what?” Simon asked as I pulled it out.  
 
    “That the writing won’t fade and the pages won’t deteriorate.” I sat cross-legged and opened the binder. “These are the runes, this.” I said quietly, “this is everything I need.” I tried not to sound too excited because fate tended to bitch slap people who thought things were handed to them. 
 
    I closed the binder and stood. “Okay, now we can go.” We walked through the house and made sure all the lights were shut off. I shut and locked the door, hesitating for just a moment. 
 
    “You okay?”  
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, just wondering if I’d ever get the nerve to live here.” 
 
    “I think that’s why Levi kept it. You have a lifetime to decide.” 
 
    Though my lifetime was slightly longer than a normal human’s, I wasn’t immortal like the vampires. “Yeah, but if we don’t get this hex sorted out, I’m not going to live that long.” 
 
    He made a sound that I assumed meant he agreed with me and we went back to the car together.  
 
      
 
    At some point on the drive back, I fell asleep. I woke to the faint sound of Simon talking on the phone.  
 
    “Yeah, she handled it well. Yes, we did find some things. I’ll make sure she calls you tonight.” 
 
    He paused in the conversation and I was sure he was talking to Levi. Not many people wanted me to check in at night. 
 
    “She’s exhausted. She did the spell on the bar and I saw it in her eyes. Let me know if anyone makes leeway on that hex. She needs it gone.” 
 
    He made a few noises of agreement. “Yeah, Clarissa promised to stay with her on the full moon while I run with the pack. Good night, Levi.” 
 
    See, knew it was the vampire. I kept my eyes closed and concentrated on the motion of the car. Simon was right. I was exhausted and probably shouldn’t have pushed myself so hard after being released from the hospital. In fact, I was pretty sure the doctor told me to go home and rest. I was always a horrible listener.  
 
    “I know you’re awake.” Simon muttered. “I can hear the difference in your breathing, so there’s no use pretending.” 
 
    I gave a small laugh. “I wasn’t pretending. I was debating on going back to sleep.” I opened my eyes and saw the sun starting to peek over the horizon. “We almost back to the city?” 
 
    “Yeah, we’ll go to my place and crash for the day. Then we can try to get that…arm? Taken care of.” 
 
    I groaned. “I don’t even want to think about the arm right now. I’m still trying to figure out why someone would use magic to take an arm, and explode a body. Not to mention why there were two victims in the first place.” 
 
    “There’s not a dull day in your life is there?” He asked. 
 
    “Nope, and just think, Levi wants us to get married.” 
 
    Simon snorted. “Yeah, he’s talked to me about that. I still wish you’d go out on a date with me, but trust me, a lot comes before marriage, it’s not the first step. It’d take a hell of a whole lot more steps than a first date.” 
 
    That was comforting. “Tell you what, once I get this hex off me, we’ll go on a date. Someplace other than your bar.” Maybe it was a near death experience that made me reconsider his offer, but either way, a drink was the least I could do for him having to baby-sit me. 
 
    “I think I can arrange that.”  
 
    I saw him grin in the faint light as he turned the car off the freeway. I shook my head. “I’m not promising anything.” He’d even arranged for Clarissa to come over and watch me on the full moon. Three nights away. I was hoping the hex would be gone by then, but I guess better safe than sorry.  
 
    “What are you thinking?” He asked after a few minutes of silence. 
 
    I shook my head. “My mind is just on the case and the people that are trying to kill me. You know, the usual thoughts that occupy my mind.” 
 
    “You should try to think of nice things. Like rainbows and unicorns.” He laughed. “Okay, no, I think I’d be thinking about the same things.” 
 
    He pulled up to a ranch style house. A weeping willow sat in front covering most of the small yard and I saw a pine tree peeking out from behind the house. It was quaint, large enough for a family, and seemed perfectly normal.  
 
    “You can’t run here in the city. I guess I was expecting you to live out in the woods.” 
 
    “We have a pack house in the woods. I go up there a few nights a week to check on the pups that come in. The newly changed pups that is, and I run then. I don’t have to run often since I have nearly perfect control over my beast.” 
 
    Nearly, that was comforting. I was glad that I was planning on staying in the guest room. “Where am I sleeping?” 
 
    “Right this way.” He opened the door and led me through the living room and down a hallway. “My room is right next door. I’ll be able to hear if something is wrong.” 
 
    I nodded, pulled out a piece of chalk from my bag and drew a rune of protection on the door. “Not that I don’t trust you, wolfy, I just don’t know what else is lurking around.” 
 
    “Fine by me. I'd rather you were safe, Levi would murder me if I let something happen to you.” 
 
    Yeah, and half the city on top of that. “I’m going to draw one on your door as well.” 
 
    “I don’t need witch craft to keep me safe.” 
 
    I turned and faced him. “Simon, these guys blew up a barn, cut the arm off a human, and put me in the hospital.” 
 
    He met my gaze and considered for a moment. “Okay, fine, I guess some extra protection won’t hurt.” 
 
    “Mmhmm, that’s what I thought.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
    The night passed without incident. I slept better than I had expected, no strange dreams of red runes, no crazy people claiming that Ra sent them to me with a message. Nothing of that sort. I walked out to the kitchen to find Simon cooking breakfast, at noon. I watched him for a moment, wondering why this was starting to feel normal. Him and I spending so much time together was new, but without him hounding me for a date, it was kind of nice. 
 
    “I just need to call Detective Mason about the arm, and then we can be on our way.”  
 
    He turned to me as he flipped a pancake in the pan. “Is that all you think about?” 
 
    “Pretty much, the sooner I know more about the arm and the people who did this the better. The sooner I’m done with the arm, the sooner I can get to looking through those new notes and figuring out exactly what those people did to me.” I sat at the breakfast bar that overlooked the plain kitchen.  
 
    He nodded and slid the pancake on a plate. “Well eat up, if what I saw last night is any indication, you’re going to need your strength.” 
 
    “Yeah, this spell is going to drain me. It takes a toll on a normal day.” I sighed and took the plate from him. “Thank you, you didn’t have to cook breakfast.” 
 
    He shrugged. “You have to eat too.” He pulled his own plate over to him and then put two more pancakes from his plate on mine. “Now, make your phone call and eat up.” 
 
    I pulled out my phone and called Detective Mason.  
 
    “Do you have something for me?” Mason’s voice made it sound more like a demand than a question. 
 
    I glanced at Simon and rolled my eyes. “No, not exactly, but I’m going to the morgue to deal with the arm.” 
 
    “Good, someone is breathing down my neck to get this solved.” He sounded irritated. Of course maybe he didn’t have someone making him breakfast.  
 
    “I’m working as fast I can. It’s not my fault that I landed in the hospital.” I took a bite of my pancake. 
 
    He grunted. “I’ll let the morgue know you’re coming.” 
 
    The line went dead in my hand and I stared at my screen for a moment. 
 
    “Seriously, this job is going to be the death of me.” I put the phone down on the counter and picked up my fork.  
 
    “Yeah, I’m sure it’ll be that job, not the one for Levi.” Simon snickered. 
 
    I shrugged and dug into my pancakes. “Levi lets me work on my time. The state, however, does not.”  
 
    “That’s what you get for working two different jobs.” Simon took a bite and chewed while keeping eye contact with me. I knew he had more to say and I waited. 
 
    He swallowed. “You could quit the state. Levi pays you more than enough and if it’s about independence you could come work at the bar.” 
 
    “The bar patrons hate me. They know I’m too powerful to be around and actually be liked.” I muttered. “Besides, I’m good at the state job.” It wasn’t about independence, it was about the chance to use my magic on a daily basis, but he wouldn’t understand that.  
 
    We ate in silence for the rest of the meal and I let him drive me to the morgue. I had no idea how I was going to explain him being with me. Maybe I could say that it was doctor’s orders. Yeah, that was probably the best way to go.  
 
      
 
    He pulled up to the morgue and I wrinkled my nose. Simon did the same. I could sense the death, but I was willing to bet that he could smell it. I got out of the car and started towards the old brick building. Simon was by my side within a minute, not touching, but there in case something happened to me. He seemed content to just be a protective presence. Even though neither one of us expected anything to happen, it was better to be safe.  
 
    We walked up the concrete steps and into the building. The halls were white and bare. A desk sat in the small room that acted as the reception area.  
 
    “Can I help you?” A young woman with her hair twisted up, thick-rimmed glasses and bright red lipstick asked. She didn’t bother to look away from the computer and my guess was she was playing on the Internet and not actually working.  
 
    “I’m Agent Collins and I’m here to see a man about an arm.” 
 
    She didn’t even crack a smile. She looked at me and handed me a clipboard. “And him?” She jabbed a finger at Simon. 
 
    “He’s an associate, he’s here to advise on the case.” 
 
    “Both of you sign in and I’ll get you badges.” She turned back to the computer and tapped a few keys before turning to get two white plastic visitor badges out of a plastic basket. She put them on the counter and then turned away from us. No ID checks, nothing.  
 
    Simon and I took a badge and then continued down the hallway. We had no idea where we were going and started trying doorknobs.  Every door we walked by was stainless steel and locked.  
 
    Finally, a short, fat, man with a bald head and thick-rimmed glasses stepped out from one of the doors. “Ah, Agent Collins, please come this way.” He opened the door that he stood in front of. His forced smile and the shadows around us reminded me of a horror movie. 
 
    I glanced at Simon and he shrugged. He motioned for me to go through first and I had to wonder if he thought it was because the room would explode. The man stopped Simon at the door. “You can’t come in unless you’re an agent and we were only expecting one.” 
 
    “He’s here to make sure I don’t pass out or drop into a seizure or something.” I crossed my arms. “Doctor’s orders, I can’t be alone and he’s got the affidavit for treatment.” 
 
    He didn’t look happy, but Simon gave an award winning, I won’t eat you grin. The man stepped aside and let him in. Simon extended his hand. “I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name.” 
 
    “I’m Doctor Lambsburg. The arm you’re looking for is on the table for you to examine. I’d appreciate it if you didn’t use any magic while you were in my room.” He rubbed his hands together and his eyes darted around. 
 
    I raised a brow. “Makes you uncomfortable?” 
 
    “You could say that. I’ll be outside, I’ll let you work.” He slipped out of the room and I shook my head. “Stupid itchy humans.” 
 
    Simon raised an eyebrow and then looked towards the door. “Obviously he’s got issues with magic.” 
 
    It wasn’t unusual, people normally did. Especially in a morgue. There were still people who could raise the dead with magic. No one wanted to be around them. 
 
    I walked around the table, looking at the arm. It looked like a normal arm. There were no runes carved or burnt into them. It did have a sense of magic, but it was fading, which meant that it wouldn’t hurt me. I put my bag on the table next to it and looked at where it’d been severed. Right at the elbow, perfectly clean. So much so that it reminded me of a Halloween prop.  
 
    Simon stood there with his arms crossed as he watched me. “So now what?” 
 
    “Now I use my magic and see if I can trace the spell. I’ll make a tracking item.” If I had the talent of scrying it would have been easier, but nope, not me. I pulled out a silver pendent. I knew I had to keep the silver away from Simon with him being a werewolf and all, but it was the best thing to use for this spell. I laid it on the table and pulled out a needle and vial.  
 
    “Step back?” I asked and Simon backed up until he was leaning against the wall. I closed my eyes and summoned a protective circle. I heard Simon whistle.  
 
    “Damn, I knew you could do that, but seeing you do it is completely different.” 
 
    When I opened my eyes, I met his gaze through the purple around me. “Yeah, most of my magic is like that. In the case that I collapse it’ll fall and you can come to my aid.”  
 
    He nodded and stood straight.  
 
    I took the needle and used it to draw blood from the arm. I was thankful there was still some there. It slowly came up through the needle. I put it in the vial and tried not to gag. Closing my eyes, I let the words for the spell fall from my lips. My magic caused a soft wind to swirl around me and I could feel it flow through me and into the blood. I opened my eyes and picked up the silver pendent, continuing to chant. My words ended and the wind died around me. I opened the vial and dropped the pendant in it.  
 
    The red liquid swirled and moved around it and in a burst of magic the blood disappeared. I clicked my tongue, hopefully this worked. The circle around me disappeared at my will and Simon walked up to me. 
 
    “So now what?” 
 
    I smiled. “Now we find a map. I should do this at Levi’s in the chamber, just in case.” 
 
    “Just in case what?” 
 
    “Just in case these people are smart. I’d hate to have this backfire.” 
 
    I swore Simon’s eye ticked. “The chamber didn’t protect you last time.” 
 
    “It protected everyone else though.” I pointed that fact out and went to string the pendant on a chain. It slipped out of my hand and on the skin of the arm. 
 
    A hiss of smoke rose from where it landed and I looked down at the burn mark. “This person was a werewolf.” 
 
    “If he’s a werewolf, there’s a chance he’s still alive.” Simon’s brows drew together. “Do you know the victim’s name?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, Detective Mason never said, just that someone’s wife had put him into missing persons.” 
 
    “There’s no one in my pack missing right now.” 
 
    “Your pack?” I chuckled. “You haven’t stepped up to alpha yet.” 
 
    He shrugged. “You know it’s basically mine.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. Come on, it’s a long drive to Levi’s and I want to see if this works.” 
 
    He followed me out. We both smiled at Dr. Lambsburg as we walked out. I hoped he wouldn’t be too upset about me burning the arm. We turned our badges in at the reception desk, the woman not even bothering to tell us goodbye. I suppose that someone doesn’t have to have a lot of personality to work at a morgue reception desk. 
 
    We stepped outside and a sudden pain wove through my body, taking me to my knees. My breath rushed out of my chest and the world started turning around me. The first thought that came to mind was ‘I’m going to pass out.’ 
 
    I put a hand to my heart, trying to calm the beating, but it didn’t work. My fingers wrapped around the pentagram and the panic lifted. I could breathe again, but the pain was still there. I expected it to be worse than when I did the spell for Simon. Bigger spell, more magic, more energy, but not this much. 
 
    Simon squatted in front of me and put a hand on my shoulder. “Abby?” 
 
    I nodded. “I’m okay, just…just the hex.” I gave a half crooked smile, but I knew I was faking. “Just give me a minute.” I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. The pain in my chest faded and I could breathe easier. I stood slowly, with Simon’s help. “I think I might sleep on the way to Levi’s.” 
 
    “Yeah, I think that might be a good idea.” Simon said. His voice sounded concerned and worried, but I couldn’t focus on that right now.  
 
    Simon helped me to the car and I got in. Leaning my head back, I tried to think of the best way to approach this hex. Using the location spell took much more energy than just creating the item. If I was going to do it with this hex on me, I was going to suffer and it was going to suck. But I had a job to do and a possible living victim to find. 
 
    I pulled out my phone to update Detective Mason and frowned as his number flashed on the screen. I answered it. “I was just about to call you.” 
 
    “What did you do to the arm?” 
 
    I blinked a few times and looked at Simon as he got in. “Um, I dropped a silver pendent on it and burnt part of the flesh.” 
 
    “The doctor at the morgue called to bitch me out about it.” 
 
    “It gave us a clue, so you can thank my clumsiness later.” 
 
    He growled and it made me smile. I loved to irritate him, it was almost a game between us. “What clue, Abigail.” 
 
    “The man is or was a werewolf. What’s the man’s name?” I held my breath and waited for an answer. I hoped it wasn’t someone that Simon knew personally.   
 
    “Matthew Drops. Know him?” Mason sounded less than pleased, but I let it go.  
 
    “Matthew Drops.” I glanced at Simon and he shook his head. “No, name doesn’t sound familiar. I’ll see if I can’t get a meeting with the local pack just to check.” 
 
    Mason grunted. “And the tracking spell?” 
 
    “I made the item, I’m off to a safe place to do it.” Assuming that it didn’t try to kill me.  
 
    “Let me know.” 
 
    “I’ll call you as soon as I have a possible location.” I disconnected the call and leaned my head back. “To Levi’s place.” 
 
    “Yes ma’am!” Simon said and gunned the engine. 
 
      
 
    I slept most of the car ride, waking occasionally when a song on the radio changed or when Simon cursed at another driver. I felt much better when I woke at the front of Levi’s mansion. I got out of the car and stretched. Simon got out as well and followed me up to the entrance. I scanned my hand and walked in when the door opened.  
 
    “So what do we tell him?” Simon asks. 
 
    I shrugged. “That I found the information. I’ll look through it all once I finish the tracking spell. If Matthew is alive, then we need to find him now before our criminals decide to leave us another body part.” I hated to imagine what they would leave next time instead of an arm. I shook my head to clear the thought.  
 
    I had other questions for Levi, but they would wait until Simon wasn’t around. He shouldn’t have to be dragged through my dark and dirty past if he didn’t want to. Hell, I didn’t even want to touch on it, but there were too many things that just didn’t add up at the house. “You can go home and get some rest if you want.” 
 
    “Nope, promised I wouldn’t leave you alone. So show me your chamber.” He wiggled his eyebrows at me and I wanted to punch him for his stupid pun.  
 
    “Right-o. Follow me.” I didn’t see Levi on my way to the chamber, but I assumed he’d pop up. He had a way of knowing I was there. I always blamed security cameras, but I was sure there was some type of weird vampire crap that helped him know.  
 
    I led Simon down the stairs to the chamber and I went to the desk. I had a map that I had used many times for tracking things. It used to be training and then I honed the magic enough to actually use it in work situations. I pulled it out and laid it on the floor. Grabbing my ceremonial knife I walked to the middle of the room. There was a chance that the Hex could screw this up since I wasn’t trying to protect anything, but find something. The hex had a piece of the magic as well; if I was lucky it would help strengthen the spell since they were related.  
 
    I conjured a circle and looked directly at Simon. “Here goes nothing.” I cut the top part of my arm with the ceremonial knife and then cursed when the blessed steel hit my cursed blood. I ignored the stinging pain and put the knife on the ground. I pulled out the pendent and let my blood drip on it. I muttered the words and then hung the pendant over the map.  
 
    My blood dripped on the paper and slowly started to spread over the streets. It showed me the paths the spell caster had taken while in the city. The blood faded on the older areas and stayed fresh on the newer points. It stopped at two places, the city library and somewhere in the foothills. I noted the longitude and latitude of it and wrote down which library before my blood turned black and disappeared. I dropped the circle and collapsed on the floor.  
 
    I tried not to claw at my body as it felt like fire moved through my veins. The pentagram heated up against my skin and I screamed as it felt like it burned into my chest. Simon rushed to me and held my arms to my sides as he cradled me.  
 
    I couldn’t breathe, I gasped for breath and my heart tried to climb my throat. Blood, energy, and hexes did not mix. I closed my eyes before I could start crying. My body thrashed around of its own free will and Simon held me the whole time. 
 
    I finally opened my eyes to find myself cradled against his chest and listening to his heartbeat. I wiped the drying tears off my eyes. “Thank you. I’m sorry.” I sighed. “Priority tonight is to find the words of this hex and start working on reversing it.” 
 
    “I think that’s probably a good idea.” Simon let me go. “And no more spells that take that much energy.” 
 
    I nodded. I was still too shaky to stand, but I reached for my notes and texted Detective Mason the findings. The door to the chamber opened and Levi walked in. He looked at us sitting on the ground together and raised a brow. “Did I miss something?” 
 
    “No. I just did a spell and collapsed. No big deal, it’s the hex taking a toll on me. Simon was making sure I was okay.” I looked up at Levi. “I found a notebook that had the runes in it. Tonight I’m going to figure out the words to the hex and see if I can’t fix it. Or maybe if Clarissa can.” 
 
    It was probably better for her to spin the spell than me at this point. “The pentagram keeps most of it at bay, but every time I work a spell the pain hits me again. The stronger the spell the worse it is.” 
 
    Levi nodded. “Go back to Simon’s for the night, I want someone with you at all times. No magic until you figure it out.” 
 
    That was easier said than done. I nodded. “I’ll do my best. Trust me, I don’t like this anymore than you do.” 
 
    Simon stood and helped me up. Levi gave me one last look before he left the room. Sometimes I wondered what was going through his head. Other times it was better to not know. He shut the door behind him and I sighed. “I don’t think he likes me very much.” I joked. 
 
    Simon snorted. “He threatened to cut off my balls and feed them to me if I let you get hurt.” 
 
    “Oh well isn’t that charming…” I tried not to imagine it. I knew Levi could be violent, I’d seen it once or twice when he was trapped against a wall, but he made it a point to keep his powers and his anger hidden.  
 
    He shrugged. “You get used to threats. He likes me too much to do that.” 
 
    I didn’t want to know the reason why Levi liked him so much, so I let it go and gathered up my stuff. Shoving it into my bag, I sighed. The notebook barely fit…I was going to need a bigger bag one day.  
 
    “Let’s go.” I swung it over my shoulder and left the chamber. I had research to do and I was getting tired already.  
 
      
 
    The first thing I did when we got to Simon’s house was take refuge on the couch with the notes. We passed the two-hour car ride with small talk. I’d have him for company tonight and today, but tomorrow night he’d go run with the wolves and I’d have Clarissa. Unlike Simon, Clarissa was a sucker for me. I’d get away with a lot more around her than I would around Simon. Mostly drinking coffee late into the day and forgetting to eat.  
 
    As if proving my point, Simon set down a plate of cheese squares and crackers. “I know I’m not a warlock, but I know magic takes a toll on you. Eat up.” 
 
    I glared at him over my papers and drawings, but in the end I sighed. “Thank you.” 
 
    “I assume it messes with your metabolism. Kind of like shifting.” He plopped down in a chair near the couch. “You find anything yet?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I’ve just been staring at words and symbols. My father’s notes are all jumbled, but I know the answer is here somewhere.” 
 
    “What did you expect?” He asked honestly. 
 
    “An encyclopedia of the runes.” I grumbled and flipped the page. My eyes scanned the words. Most of the words ran together until my gaze caught something. “Oh, listen to this. These runes were found at a site of a mass grave. The coven they belong to claim to be decedents from Ra and do the god’s bidding.” 
 
    Simon leaned forward on his chair. “His bidding? Like, zealots?”  
 
    I shrugged. “I don’t know. I mean we all believe that we are born from the Goddesses and gods of our beliefs, but it’s rare to see one of ancient times pop up. Many of us just say the Goddess.” I pressed my lips together as I continued to read. “‘They believe that the earth should be cleansed of false covens and those who have strayed from the original meanings of the craft.’” 
 
    “I didn’t think Egypt had a coven.” Simon shook his head. “That’s a dead religion.” 
 
    “It doesn’t sound like they follow the old religion, just worship the gods. There’s a difference. This sounds like a very dark path to be going down. But I would assume that meant their mission was to wipe out someone. Possibly the person in the barn, maybe the werewolf just got in the way?” I flipped the page and found what I was looking for. A guide to the rune bases.  
 
    I moved and dug in my bag for the piece of paper that had caused the hex in the first place. I matched up the runes with the bases. It allowed me to figure out the base of the word, from there I’d have to figure out what they mixed base words with to create the spell. My fingers danced across the book as I wrote down what I found and then continued to translate the note.  
 
    I stopped when I finally had it all on paper and looked at it. Though runes didn’t really translate into whole words or sentences, I got the idea. And it wasn’t a pretty spell. 
 
    “Abby?” 
 
    I didn’t know how to undo this. The panic started to set in. The end result would kill me if I continued to work magic with this hex on me. What was I supposed to do?  
 
    “Abby?” Simon tried again. 
 
    “I need to call Clarissa. Now.” I reached for my phone and I couldn’t stop the shaking. This was bad magic, black as black could get. Killing with magic tinted one’s soul forever, but I guess these people wouldn’t be worried about it since they’d already killed someone.  
 
    I punched the numbers for Clarissa. I held my breath and willed her to answer as the phone rang.  
 
    “Abby, it’s two in the morning.” 
 
    “I know, but I…I didn’t know who else to call. This hex is a death spell, Clarissa. I don’t know how to undo those.” I could hear the panic in my voice and saw Simon reach for his own phone. “Don’t you dare call Levi.” I snapped at him. 
 
    “Abby,” Clarissa started, “First off, you’re going to calm down. The coven can fix this.” 
 
    “The coven hates me.” I started to shake. “They aren’t going to want to help me.” I tried to keep the panic out of my voice. 
 
    “They don’t hate you, they just don’t agree with you. Please. I’ll gather the priests and priestesses tomorrow night and we’ll take care of you.” She remained calm and tried to soothe me. 
 
    “And until then? I have a job to do, I have to find these people!” I glared at Simon again when he tried to raise his phone to his ear. “I swear to my Goddess Simon, you call him I’ll be the one to feed you your balls.” 
 
    I heard Clarissa chuckle, but when she spoke all humor was out of her voice. “You just have to go one day without using your magic. Stick to the research. Do you know who they are?” 
 
    “Some coven that worships Ra.” 
 
    She went silent. “Clarissa?” I asked after a minute.  
 
    “Oh, Abigail.” She said and I knew she was hiding something. “Honey, you need to back away from this.” 
 
    “I can’t, they blew someone up and took an arm from a werewolf.” I sighed. “There’s no way I can just let this go.” 
 
    “Honey, they are a dangerous group. Just…do what you can for the case, but do not go after them. I’ll see you when I pick you up.” She disconnected.  
 
    I dropped the phone in my lap and just stared at it. What was I supposed to do? I found myself tearing up. I had a feeling that this went deeper than I wanted to admit.  
 
    “I texted Levi.” Simon broke the silence.  
 
    “You ass.” 
 
    “To be fair you said that I couldn’t call him. He doesn’t want you touching the case until you see Clarissa.”  
 
    He was right, I didn’t tell him not to text. “I won’t. I can’t.” I shook my head. “The good news is that I know they are at least the same coven that blew that barn up.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s good news. What can you do with that information?” 
 
    Not a whole lot since I knew nothing about them. “Research. I need to see what or who they consider to have gone against the original craft.” I took a cracker from the plate he’d brought me.  
 
    I flipped through the binder as I munched. There wasn’t a whole lot in my father’s notes on them, but there was a name that kept popping up. I’d have to get to my office to actually research the name, but that wasn’t happening tonight. No, Simon wouldn’t let me leave the house and honestly. I couldn’t blame him in any way for that. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to leave the house. 
 
      
 
    I woke when Simon moved the binder off my lap and removed the pen from my limp hand. He smiled at me. “I went to bed last night and came out this afternoon to find you passed out on the couch.” 
 
    “I was just resting my eyes.” I rubbed my hands over my face. 
 
    Simon laughed. “Uh huh, that’s why there’s drool on your cheek.” 
 
    Ew. “I need a shower.” 
 
    “I’ll cook breakfast. I can’t stay too long, but Clarissa called saying that she’d pick you up about four and take you out to the meeting place.”  
 
    I wrinkled my nose. “Yeah, that sounds like a load of fun.” 
 
    “Not a fan of the coven?” He asked. 
 
    I glanced at my phone and realized it was already three o’clock. “I’m registered with them, but they don’t accept me as one. They don’t agree with me working for Levi or the state. They want me to let karma come to those who harm. I’m also more powerful than most of the priests and priestesses.” 
 
    “Then why aren’t you one?” 
 
    “Because I don’t want to be.” I said honestly. “I don’t have the discipline or the desire to be one. I have other goals in my life than being mother hen over a coven.” In reality I didn’t want to be responsible if something happened to a member, especially in situations like this. The coven tried to take me in after my parents died, but it was in their will that Levi got me instead. 
 
    “Abby, you’ve got that look in your eyes again.” His voice was almost disapproving.  
 
    I met his gaze. “What look?” 
 
    “The one that tells me you’re dwelling on the past. Go grab a shower, I’ll leave breakfast on the counter for you if you’re not out by the time I leave.” 
 
    I nodded. “If I miss you, tell the pack hi for me, and toss that name around.” 
 
    “I will.” He seemed reluctant to leave me in the living room, but in the end he walked into the kitchen without looking back. I closed the binder that now had my notes in addition to my father’s and went to the guest bathroom to take a shower.  
 
    I showered quickly. Once dressed I went out into the kitchen to find my plate on the counter and a note.  
 
    Try not to die tonight -Simon 
 
    I shook my head. I wasn’t going to die tonight, if anything the opposite was going to happen. I was going to get my life back tonight. It’d only been a couple nights since I was hexed, but I wanted to keep my magic and my life. I ate my eggs and toast and washed my plate. Right after I dried it a knock came on the front door.  
 
    I went and answered it and saw Clarissa standing there. She’d dressed in a sweater and jeans, and her fading red hair was pulled away from her face. She didn’t look happy. I sighed. “I’m ready to go, I promise.” 
 
    “I need to see the runes and the translation of that spell before we go anywhere.” 
 
    Why did I feel like I was in trouble? “Okay.” I went and pulled out the binder. “Here.” 
 
    She looked over it and cursed. “What on earth made you even touch this?” 
 
    “I was in the chamber and figured the only way to get the message was to activate the spell.”  
 
    She growled at me. “Girly, sometimes you are so stupid I wonder why the Goddess gave you the abilities you have.” 
 
    That hurt. “I didn’t know it was going to try and kill me. I don’t know why they bothered with contacting me.” 
 
    “There’s a long story behind that. Come on. I know what we have to do now. There’s going to be a happy naked pagan dance involved.” 
 
    “I’m not getting naked!” 
 
    She shook her head. “You’re going to have to. You need to be grounded and the best way to do that is be naked on the earth.” 
 
    “Can’t I just walk barefooted? That normally helps.” 
 
    “Not for this. This is deep, deep magic, Abby. You’re lucky your mom had that pentagram for you.” She sighed and hugged me. “No more activating spells like this, okay?” 
 
    Like I wanted to do it again. “Promise.” I seemed to be promising a lot of things lately, but whatever helped to get this stupid hex off me.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
    The sun had set nearly an hour ago and we were still driving. Clarissa pulled to the side of the road. The coven, like most supernatural groups, had land in the mountains. It was great for privacy, but not so great on gas. At some point I gave up figuring out exactly where we were, but the moment we stepped out of the car I could feel the magic.  
 
    A lump formed in my throat. I hadn’t seen anyone in the coven in over a year, and last time it was because one of our members was involved with killing people using sex magic. I had been investigating for the state. It was a mess and it was not fun to explain to the priests and priestesses.  
 
    “Nervous?” Clarissa asked and put an arm around me as she led me into the trees.  
 
    I nodded. “It seems every time I meet with them, I piss them off.” 
 
    “Yeah, you have a special talent for that, but tonight you have to let us help you. Or you’re going to end up being slowly drained of your magic.” 
 
    I cringed. “Is that how this spell works?” 
 
    “Kind of. Your mother’s pentagram helped slow it, but every time you use your magic or your abilities it takes part of your magic. You’re a witch, your life is attached to your magic.” 
 
    I knew that much. “When I activated the hex, it tried to take all my magic at once, didn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes and I’m not sure how you survived it, but tonight we cleanse you of this hex and scrub your aura.”  
 
    Sounded like horror day at the spa, but it had to happen. No matter how we did this, it would be less painful than the hex. So I hoped. I let her lead me to the clearing and I knew the moment that I walked into the circle. I also knew that somewhere there was a physically drawn circle that hadn’t been closed yet, but the magic was still there and growing. They would close the circle when everyone was here and we were ready to begin. From the looks of it, we were the last to arrive. 
 
    Three men and two women stood talking amongst themselves, but they all stopped and turned towards me the moment I walked into the clearing. Clarissa left my side to join them. They reminded me of judges waiting to give me my final fate. I bowed my head in respect. I understood they were helping me and even if I didn’t like them and they didn’t like me, I owed them for this.  
 
    I knew all but one of the women. Sean, Jack, and Richard were the men, the one woman was Sonya, and the unknown one was an older woman. They all wore long black cloaks as was tradition for formal events. Despite what books say, we all normally dress like most humans. I knew by memory that Jack had brown hair and eyes to match, and was the shortest of the three men. Richard had cropped blond hair, was a retired marine, and built like a tank. Sonya’s bobbed blond hair bounced around her chin as she moved away from them men and around the circle.  
 
    Sean walked up to me, his gray eyes and brown hair were easy to see in the flickering light of the fire on the edge of the clearing. He smiled at me. “You look more and more like your mother each year.”  
 
    I tried not to flinch at the mention of my mother. He didn’t look old enough to remember my parents, but I knew he was. “Thank you.” I gave a small smile. “I fear her legacy is what has brought me here.” I didn’t know how much they knew about my parent’s work. I was never comfortable talking about it, because I knew there were those who did not agree with it. 
 
    “The hex is the doing of the Cult of Ra, or as they call themselves the coven of Ra. You’re too young to be mixed up in such a mess.” The unknown woman came up to me and tried to hug me. Her green eyes were crinkled in the corners, giving away her advanced in age. I couldn’t tell what color her hair was between the firelight and her hood covering most of it. A chill went through me the moment she reached for me. 
 
    I took a step back. “Forgive me, I’m wary of strangers.” 
 
    “If you came to our gatherings, you’d know me. My name is Michele.” She held a hand out. “I was your father’s research partner.” 
 
    I shook her hand and then glared at Clarissa. How dare she not tell me? I didn’t care if my face showed my emotions. “Nice to meet you, that doesn’t mean you can hug me though.” I pulled my hand away from the handshake a bit too quickly. 
 
    “You have to understand,” Clarissa interrupted. “She was raised by a vampire, she’s not fond of being touched and cuddled.” 
 
    That made it sound like it was Levi’s fault. “Levi had never raised a child, he did the best he could. He also taught me to be cautious.” I smiled. “It’s been a great survival skill.”  
 
    “Of course.” Michele smiled. “Shall we get this hex off you?” There was something in her voice. I didn’t know her well enough to place it, but I was willing to bet I had hit some sort of button with her. 
 
    I nodded and touched the pentagram around my neck. 
 
    “You can keep that on, but the clothes go. Lay down in the middle of the circle and close your eyes.” 
 
    I took a deep breath and tried not to think about the people around me. I knew this wasn’t sexual, it was ritual. The earth grounded us, made us closer to Mother Earth and the Goddess. It was the easiest way to reset ourselves. Normally, walking around barefoot did it for me. It was one of the great things about going to Levi’s, easy access to the undeveloped land. I took my clothes off and folded them. I handed them to Jack who placed them on a bench outside the circle limits.  
 
    I lay down and closed my eyes, feeling the circle close with a warm shiver over my body. We welcomed each of the elements in with the traditional welcome in each direction and asked the Goddess to grant us help with what we asked. They were words and traditions we all knew, and with each one we invited in, the magic grew. 
 
    Pain started to crawl up my spine and I knew it was because the hex was not welcomed in the circle. This cleansing was going to hurt, I had a feeling I’d be lucky if I didn’t end up in the hospital again. I took a deep breath and tried to focus on the earth. The cold dirt felt soft under my naked skin. Little pebbles that were mixed in with the soil bit into me, but it wasn’t painful. No grass here to tickle me and the cold breeze blew through the clearing, brushing over my body. Despite the pain, I was calm. I could feel the Goddess’ presence welcoming me into the circle and into her arms.  
 
    Chanting filled the circle, each voice matching the other in perfect timing. I caught enough to know that they were starting the cleansing. They called on the salt of the earth and the blessing of the Goddess. The pain twisted and turned through my body, making my muscles feel like they were being torn apart.  
 
    My heart pounded and my breath caught in my throat. I felt a physical battle in my body as the cleansing tried to take hold. The pentagram heated up against my skin, but it was nothing compared to the pain ripping through me. A scream escaped my mouth as the pain made it to my head. I balled my hands into the dirt and prayed to the Goddess that the cleansing would work and that the pain would stop soon.  
 
    I could see the red runes in my mind. The Cult of Ra was honestly trying to kill me through this hex. The Goddess would not forgive them. I wasn’t exactly innocent in all my magic, but I’d never killed anyone with it. The pain started to fade as the words grew louder. A warm calm flowed through me like water, washing the pain away. I could physically feel the hex sliding off me and my aura. I could breathe again. 
 
    The chanting ended, but I didn’t move. I didn’t dare do anything to risk this. They dismissed the elements with each direction, thanking them and the Goddess for aiding us. Someone broke the circle. I cringed, waiting for the pain from the hex but nothing. I could still breathe and I could move if I tried. 
 
    I opened my eyes to see Clarissa looking down at me. “Abby? How do you feel?” 
 
    “Better. Much better.” I smiled and took a deep breath. “Damn, that hurt though.” 
 
    “You’d be wise not to activate anymore spells, regardless of if you get a message or not. Next time you might not be so lucky.” Michele said and crossed her arms. “I know you have your father’s research, but I suggest you leave it be once you’re done with your case.”  
 
    I didn’t want to think about that right now, but I needed to. I ignored the fact that her voice was reprimanding. “Once the case is done, I’m putting the Cult of Ra out of my mind and sight. My father’s research will be bound in a book and put in a locked case in the library at home.” Home. It’d been a long time since I referred to Levi’s place as that.  
 
    “Good. If you need any help, please let me know. I’d be happy to help you.” She smiled and I found myself suspicious. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes. “Clearly, they haven’t shared their rule with you. You don’t help me unless I start coming to gatherings.” 
 
    Jack laughed. “It would do you good. Community.” 
 
    I didn’t need anyone else to care about or worry about. “Yeah, a sense of community. Maybe once I get murderous cults off my back.” I went and grabbed my clothes, getting dressed and ignoring the itch I felt thinking they were staring at me.  
 
    “Thank you.” I said when I turned around, and I knew they heard the honesty in my voice. “I would be dead without your help tonight.” 
 
    They all nodded, but only Clarissa smiled. “You live to see another night! So what are you going to do with it? We can celebrate in the full moon light.” 
 
    As if on cue howls echoed in the distance and my mind wandered to Simon. “I promised someone that I would stay in and safe tonight. I was thinking wine and stupid TV.” 
 
    Clarissa nodded. “I’ll drive you home.” She turned and hugged everyone. “I’ll be back in a couple hours.” 
 
    I frowned. “I thought you had to stay with me all night.” 
 
    “That was if the spell was still on you. There’s no worry about you randomly being attacked.” 
 
    I raised a brow. “Well, in that case, take me to Simon’s and I’ll drive myself home.” 
 
    “Do you think that’s wise? You can be alone, but your house could be targeted.” 
 
    That was true, Levi did say that they’d checked out my house first before going to his place. “Ugh, okay, I’ll stay at the werewolf’s.” 
 
    Clarissa laughed as she led me back to the car. I could already feel the difference in my body without the hex on me, but there was no way I was going to take off my mother’s pentagram. Not until all of this was over. 
 
      
 
    I spent the night drinking wine in front of the TV. I didn’t expect Simon to be home that night and Clarissa only dropped me off. I wanted to take the night completely off, but I still had my notes spread around me. I hadn’t heard back from Detective Mason yet on those locations which meant either there wasn’t anything there or he hadn’t gotten a crew over there.  
 
    I leaned back and swirled my wine in the glass. Something wasn’t sitting right with me with Michele. I didn’t know my father had partners when it came to his research. His work wasn’t something people talked about often and for Michele to bring it up so casually raised my red flags. Seemed to me that the coven should have mentioned something about her to me. Of course the coven didn’t like me. Or so I thought. They went through a lot of work to save me tonight. 
 
    The Cult of Ra… 
 
    They went through an awful lot of work to try and kill me and I didn’t have the slightest clue why.  
 
    My phone buzzed and I glanced at it. Levi’s number flashed on the screen. “Hey, what’s up?” 
 
    “I just wanted to see how the meeting with the coven went.” It was strange that he was starting to check up on me, but honestly I knew he cared and the hex probably scared him.  
 
    “It went fine, I’m clean, was scolded about activating spells, met someone named Michele who said that she did research with my father. Know her?” 
 
    He was quiet on the other end of the line for a moment. I imagined that he was shifting through years of memories trying to bring up one. He was, after all, an old vampire.  
 
    “Yes, I do. I wasn’t aware that she was still alive. Your father talked like she had been killed.” 
 
    That wasn’t comforting. “And my mother?” 
 
    “Had never met her before. I’d be wary of her.” Levi warned, as if I didn’t already know.  
 
    I sighed. “I hate when my parents’ past comes up to bite me in the ass. I thought you were supposed to bury the past.” 
 
    “In your case, we should probably burn it.” He mumbled. “Clarissa staying or did she go back since you were cleansed?” 
 
    “She went back. You know her, she loves the gatherings. Tonight is the full moon, I’m sure they are working all kinds of spells.” I smiled and sipped my wine. “Don’t worry about me though. I’m at Simon’s watching stupid reality shows and drinking wine.” 
 
    He chuckled. “You’re taking the night off, but I know you.” 
 
    “Research, but that’s it, I swear. I’m waiting on Detective Mason to call me back. So unless you have anything for me, I’m free for the night.” 
 
    “Actually,” He started. 
 
    Ah ha! The truth comes out, I knew there had to be another reason for him calling.  
 
    “There’s a vampire in the territory that’s selling thrills downtown. I need you to locate him and put a stop to his antics.” Levi broke out his serious voice, the one devoid of all humor. 
 
    I took another sip of my wine and tried to imagine what selling thrills counted as. “Stop him how?” 
 
    “Put the fear of god into him and if that doesn’t work kill him.” He said it as if it was the simplest thing in the world, but killing wasn’t always my first choice of action. 
 
    I’ve killed people, I wasn’t proud of it and it all was out of self-defense or a life and death situation. Facing the rampaging werewolf last year, I didn’t really have a chance to reason with him. “I’ll get on it.” 
 
    “Thank you. Not tonight, you can start tomorrow.” He disconnected the call before I could ask any questions. I had no idea where to find a vampire downtown. Of course I could use my magic, or I could do what any logical human would. Go look and ask if someone knew where I could buy a thrill. Whatever the hell that meant. 
 
    I finished my wine and washed my glass out. I wouldn’t sleep until the sun came up and I had a couple hours before that would happen. I returned to the notebook and started putting my notes in order with my dad’s. I shuffled the papers and something fell out. 
 
    I picked up the old photo and looked at it. A picture of my mom and dad, their smiles shining through. They looked happy. Judging by the clothes it was a few years before I was born. Mom wasn’t wearing her ring and neither was dad. They weren’t even newlyweds yet. 
 
    I sighed. I missed them, even though I didn’t have them very long I missed them. Though I wondered what they got mixed up in that brought me here. I ran my finger across the photo and it shifted. 
 
    Not the people, no, but someone else appeared in the background. A smiling man whose head was thrown back in a laugh. I didn’t know him, but I knew the spell used to hide something in a photo. It was normally used to spread messages or spells in the days that witches were still being hunted.  
 
    Though many people thought witch hunting died during the time of the Salem trials, it didn’t. Hunters just became craftier. I tucked the photo away in my bag and made a mental note to ask Levi about it later. If anyone knew who it was, it’d be him. He was the closest person to my family. 
 
      
 
    “Rise and shine, sleeping beauty!” Simon’s voice echoed through the house and made me jump. 
 
    I had fallen asleep on the couch again. I really needed to learn how to at least make it to the bed before I slept. Maybe I should have considered doing research in bed so when I fell asleep I was in the right spot. Of course, the guest room didn’t have a television. “Dear lord, why are you so happy after such a late night?” 
 
    “Had a great run, the pups did awesome, no one was eaten alive and now I’m here with a beautiful girl on my couch.” He sat down in the chair and wiggled his eyebrows at me. He looked perfectly clean and not like he’d been out most the night. It made me hate him for a moment. 
 
    I rolled my eyes and reached for my phone. “Holy shit, it’s three in the afternoon! Why didn’t you wake me earlier?” 
 
    “I just got home.” He shrugged. “Besides, I figured after your late night you could enjoy some sleep.” 
 
    That was true. It was nice to sleep in, but seriously, it was already late. I scrolled through the missed calls and notifications. I saw Detective Mason had called a few different times, clearly he didn’t want me sleeping in. Thank the Goddess for silent mode. “Did anyone know the werewolf victim?” 
 
    “Nope, so you’re on your own there.” He sighed and leaned back in the chair. “You’re all cleansed?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yep, as good as new and learned my lesson.” I snorted. “So you don’t have to follow me around, which is good, because it looks like I have a crime scene to go to.”  
 
    I stood and went to the spare room to get ready. I brushed my teeth and ran a quick hand through my hair. I’d grab a burger from somewhere for breakfast. I ran back through the living room and waved at Simon on my way out the door. 
 
    I called Detective Mason on my way out to the car. “Hey, sorry, long night, but I’m back to being a hundred percent.” 
 
    “I found something at the library. You’re not going to like it and I suggest you don’t wear good clothes.” 
 
    That sounded fantastic. “What about the other place I sent you?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll drive you out there when we’re done here. My men checked it out, but said there wasn’t anything they could see. Bill freaked out though.” 
 
    I frowned and pulled the car into the road. “Bill? Isn’t he the psychic?” 
 
    “He likes to be called a seer, but yeah.” 
 
    It was never good news when the psychic freaked out, at least if they were the real thing. That of course meant that I would find something with my magic there. Made me grateful that I was back at full strength.  
 
    “I’m on my way to the library now.” 
 
    “Also, Abby, I suggest you don’t eat.” He disconnected the call and I sat at a stoplight debating on if I should take his word for it. Normally Mason’s stomach was made of steel, so if he didn’t think I should eat I probably should heed the warning. 
 
    I gave a longing look as I drove past my favorite burger joint and continued to the library.  
 
    The flow of traffic moved swiftly, making my commute easy and almost enjoyable. I pulled into the parking lot at the library and saw all the police tape. It had to have been bad if they blocked off the main part of the library. I got out of the car and grabbed my badge from my bag.  
 
    I knew many of the police that were working the crowd and they waved me through. Unfortunately, I also knew the media people trying to get into the crime scene. Ah fuck, now they knew that there was something paranormal involved. I tried to cover my face as I moved under the yellow tape and to the entry of the library, but really, there was no fooling those people. My face and name would be plastered all over the media. Lovely. I hated the attention.  
 
    I made it to the entryway and showed my badge to the police officer at the door who didn’t know me. Once inside I clipped it on my belt and checked that my firearm was accessible. Not that I would need it here, I hoped.  
 
    I followed the strange amount of people who seemed to be standing around and found my way to the staircase. I walked down the dimly lit stairwell and found Mason standing at the bottom with his arms crossed.  
 
    “Bout’ time you got here.” 
 
    “There is a whole swarm of gawkers outside. It took me a few minutes to get through the crowd. Oh, and the media is here.” I waved a hand in the air like it would help explain. Mason didn’t crack a smile. His face looked a little gray around the edges and I wondered what he’d found in the library. He pulled at his black lapels and made a discontented noise. 
 
     “One of the reasons I’m so grumpy. Come on, I’ll show you what we have.” He pushed away from the wall and walked further into the basement. 
 
    The library was an old building, with a brick basement that was drafty and probably never even considered useable for books. Too much to worry about in terms of care, but storage for chairs and tables was an obvious solution for them. Mason walked into the room, but I paused outside the door just to make sure I couldn’t see any glowing runes. Nope, nothing active, but there were a lot of runes. Written in blood, covering the walls.  
 
    I gagged at the smell and the thought of the blood. “It looks fresh.”  
 
    “Do you know what runes these are?” 
 
    I nodded, “They are runes for pain, to stop pain and they are in the local coven’s version.” Holy shit, what was going on? “I don’t know why it isn’t dry yet. Or why it’s here.” 
 
    “Are you close to them?” Mason asked and I shook my head.  
 
    “They helped take the hex off me last night, but honestly I see them maybe once a year. I know one of the priestesses though, I can ask her if someone is missing.” Though, I hoped Clarissa would have mentioned it. 
 
    A werewolf and a witch, what was next? I knew the answer in my gut and I didn’t want to admit it out loud. A vampire. The coppery smell clung to my nostrils. “There’s no way whoever wrote all this is alive.” 
 
    “So you think it’s one person?” Mason sounded surprised. 
 
    I looked at the runes again. They would help ease pain, which told me the person didn’t think they could heal the damage and they wanted a peaceful death. I didn’t want to think about what kind of injury would cause those thoughts. “Yes, one person. We have runes and magic that can heal small wounds. These runes are strictly for stopping or easing pain.” 
 
    Mason ran a hand over his head. “We’re running down the list of employees to see if we can get a connection of some sort.” 
 
    I nodded. “Look for someone who has a lot of knowledge of Egypt or maybe obsessed with Ra.” 
 
    “Why?” He asked and stepped in front of me to meet my gaze. “What did you learn?” 
 
    “There’s a cult out there who believe that it is their job to purge the world of those who go against the crafts original intentions.” I sighed and touched the pentagram around my neck, thinking of my mother.  
 
    “Which means what, Abigail?”  
 
    “I honestly have no idea. What I do know is that they aren’t above using hexes to kill people.” I looked around the room and took in the runes. “This person was in a lot of pain, so I’m assuming that the blood came from a pre-inflicted wound. Probably the one causing all the pain.” 
 
    Mason nodded. “Why?” 
 
    “Because there was a lot of blood needed for this, and this is a storage area, certainly there is a pen or chalk or something they could have used to draw the runes. Something other than their own blood.” 
 
    “Good point. Let’s let the team clean this up and I’ll take you to the other location.” 
 
    I stepped out of the room quickly, wanting out and away from the blood. Even once we climbed the stairs I could smell the copper scent. I wrinkled my nose as I saw that more media had joined the crowd outside.  
 
    “I hate publicity.” 
 
    “It’s what keeps your unit going, Agent A. So I suggest you smile and look pretty for the camera. Just don’t say anything.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes at him and followed him to his police cruiser. I did as he suggested and I even waved at a camera, but I refused to answer the gruesome questions that they asked. 
 
    Why would I tell anyone that we had a rampaging cult on our hands? I got into the passenger side of the cruiser and leaned my head back. I wasn’t looking forward to the second site. At least there wasn’t a body part at this one and from what I understood there wasn’t a whole lot to see at the other site.   
 
      
 
    Mason pulled his car to the side of the road and I had a strange sense of deja vu. I hoped this wasn’t near the forest where I’d been with the coven, if it was I was going to feel awful about being near a crime scene. Mason handed me a GPS and motioned to the woods. “It’ll beep when you get there.” 
 
    “Seriously? You’re leaving poor defenseless me to wander the woods alone?” I gave him a bored look.  
 
    He grinned. “You got your gun?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “See, you aren’t defenseless. Get going. It’s only a few yards that way. I’ll be right here waiting for you to get back, just in case someone decides to come back.” He motioned to the dense trees.  
 
    Right, and that’s why he handed me a GPS. I rolled my eyes and started the trek into the woods. Something was wrong. My magic started to stir in me and my aura itched. I understood why the psychic freaked out. I didn’t want to be here either. 
 
    I drew my gun when I heard a crunch near me. I froze and clicked the safety off with my thumb. The weight of the metal was nice, but I knew it wouldn’t do anything against something magical. Another crunch and I turned on my heels, my heart pounding in my chest. Then I saw it. A three legged, large wolf.  
 
    The size told me it was a werewolf, the three legs told me it was probably our victim. But then he ran into the forest. Instinct told me to run after him, but I knew better. There was magic still in this forest. The GPS beeped at me a few more steps in. It was the residue of magic that I was feeling, which meant that a really strong spell had been spun here. I couldn’t find any runes, no body parts, and my mind kept going back to the wolf.  
 
    I still had the pendent at home. Now that I knew the wolf was alive I could use it to track him and I could do it without almost dying. I stepped away from the scene and went back to Mason.  
 
    He raised a brow at me. “What did you find?” 
 
    “I caught a glimpse of a three legged werewolf and I can tell you that this is probably the place that all the magic originated from. It was powerful, but I’m betting they’re long gone.” Which wasn’t going to help us any. I growled. “They either found a new spot or they’re done.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I need to get to my office and look some things up.” I grumbled. “I have a feeling this isn’t the first time they’ve killed.” 
 
    I climbed into the police cruiser and rubbed my head. More research, but at least this time it was all digital. I was grateful for all the databases that PIB had gathered and hoped that I’d be able to do more than just look at runes.  
 
    “You know, you should build us a reference for the runes.” Mason said easily. 
 
    I shook my head. “Nope, get yourself someone else. I don’t have the time or the dedication.” Though I had a feeling all the information to put it together would be in the library at Levi’s at this point. “Maybe when I retire.” 
 
    “Like they’re going to let you do that. You’re the best there is Abby, you’ll have to die before you can leave this job.” He shook his head. “Honestly, you never should have joined the state.” 
 
    He was probably right and I knew I was the best. I was the one they called to help train new recruits, I was the first person put on the scene when it came to supernatural deaths, and I was the one Mason trusted most. “Probably not, but it beats sitting around all day.” 
 
    Though if I was honest with myself had I not taken the job, I would still have been living at Levi’s. I watched out the window as the woods passed. Everything seemed so peaceful from this view, hiding anything that prowled the dark. 
 
    By the time we got back to the library the crowd was gone and so was the media. Except for one. I glared at Mason. “I am not handling that woman. You can do it.”  
 
    Her long legs were boosted up by tall stiletto heels, bright red of course to match her lipstick. Her thick-rimmed glasses sat on her tiny nose, her mouse brown hair was tied up in a bun. Her name was Stephanie and she worked for the tabloids of the paranormal world.  
 
    “That woman needs a hobby.” Mason sighed. “I’ll drop you at your car.” 
 
    I was grateful for that. I wouldn’t have to face the viper. Last time my name ended up in her paper, Levi threw a fit. I didn’t blame him, she’d claimed that the only reason I worked for him was because I liked a nice bit of vampire ass. Levi’s. Ew.  
 
    Mason drove me to my car and let me out. I got in my own car and sighed. I swore that Levi would murder me if I showed up in the tabloids again. I waited until I saw Mason get out of his car all the way across the parking lot to talk to Stephanie. He would keep her busy long enough for me to get out without her noticing. So I hoped.  
 
      
 
    I pulled up to Simon’s house and saw his car still in the driveway. I wanted to know when it would be safe for me to go home again. Maybe, just maybe, I could go home tonight. If my house hadn’t been blown up. I took a moment to consider what my neighbors would think if it just suddenly went up in flames. Most of them didn’t know what I was, but that would totally let the cat out of the bag. 
 
    I shook my head and walked into the house. Simon had his feet up on the coffee table as he watched something on TV. Sports, I was sure, and nothing that would interest me. In jeans and a t-shirt he looked so normal, I never would have guessed he was a wolf. “I’m going to the office. Want to come?” 
 
    “Did you really drive all the way back here to ask me that?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, I needed my notes on my dad’s stuff. It has what I need to put into my database program, but I thought I might be able to find out something about that werewolf.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “His address, his kin, something, anything. I saw him in the woods today.” 
 
    Simon jumped up at that and met my gaze. I’m not sure what he was searching for in my face, but he didn’t find it. “What are you talking about? Why didn’t you snag him?” 
 
    “Because he’s a three legged werewolf and even with three legs he’d be able to kill me. I’d prefer to stay alive for a bit longer.” I smirked. “Besides, why couldn’t you smell him out in the woods?” It was a shot, but I doubted that it was the same place that the pack ran. 
 
    “There are a lot of woods and a lot of mountains here, he wasn’t in our area. We would have known.” He crossed his arms. “He was in wolf form?” 
 
    “What did I just say, Simon?” I threw my hands up in the air and went back into my room to grab the binder. I came back out with it. “So you want to come or not?” 
 
    “You sure you should bring me into a government building?” He teased. “Pretty sure the medical examiner that showed us the arm wasn’t too thrilled about it.” 
 
    “Yeah, well Dr. Lambsburg can kiss my witchy ass. Besides, my office, my rules. All we have to do is get you a visitor's badge.” I checked the pocket of my bag to make sure the picture with the random person was still there. It was and the third man was still chilling out in the background. Perfect. 
 
    Simon grabbed his jacket. “Sure, why not. It’s not like I have anything better to do. Besides, you owe me a drink.” 
 
    “I do, don’t I? Promise we’ll grab one after this.” I shrugged my jacket back on and headed towards the door. “This time, I drive.” 
 
    He snorted and walked out, locking up behind us. He got into the passenger side of my car at the same time that I slid into the driver’s side. “I don’t think I’ve ever been to your office.” 
 
    “I don’t spend much time there. I don’t really have a use for it. It’s not like I depend on technology on a daily basis.” I shrugged and turned the car on.  
 
    “Then why now?” He asked. 
 
    I steered the car into the road and headed for the highway. “Because I need the answer faster than a tracking spell can give me. If I don’t turn up anything I’ll try the tracking spell.” Hopefully without the side effects. I could admit that I wasn’t really ready to try magic again. I had a feeling that the Cult was still keeping an eye on me and if I used my magic then they’d easily be able to track me. Just like I could them. The spell I used to find their locations had been risky.  
 
    “Do you want to tell me about the scene you just left?” 
 
    Not really, but I had to test my theory out on someone. “There’s been someone killed from the local coven. So that means a wolf victim and a witch.” 
 
    “It would have been two witches had they managed to kill you.” He pointed out and I nodded.  
 
    “I don’t think I was on their list.” 
 
    “You think it’s like a hit man?”  
 
    I watched as the traffic slowed and I slowed with it. I hated the highway at this time of day, but it was the most direct route. “Something like that. The information I have says that the Cult of Ra feels that it is their responsibility to cleanse the world of those who have strayed from the path of the craft. I have a feeling they have a list.” 
 
    “Werewolves don’t normally practice witchcraft, so that doesn’t fit into your theory.” 
 
    I hadn’t thought of that. I clicked my tongue against my teeth. “Then I’m at a loss. Why would they be here?” 
 
    “I don’t know, maybe they are using the Cult as a red herring? Maybe it’s not actually them?” 
 
    I frowned and thought about the difference in the runes from the note and from crime scene. “You could be right.” 
 
    “Oh looky there, the werewolf is right.” He chided and I turned the car onto the exit that I needed.  
 
    So why, then? How did they know about the Cult? It seemed that people went through great lengths to bury any information on them. “Yes, you were right. Hopefully I can get some answers soon, because this is starting to get complicated.” 
 
    “Stressed out, are we?” He asked. 
 
    I nodded. “Just a little bit. It’s rare that a case this big comes along. Especially one that has something to do with my past. Levi has also given me a mission.” 
 
    “Oh? And what might that be? I hope dating me. I’ve been trying to get him to demand that of you for a long time.” He laughed, but I had a feeling he wasn’t joking. 
 
    The thought should have bothered me more than it did. I shook my head. “Nope, apparently there’s a vampire downtown selling thrills.” 
 
    “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I’m not really sure.” I seemed to have been saying that a lot in the last few days.  
 
    “Sounds like a drug deal. I guess that you’re supposed to talk him out of it?” Simon asked and I pulled into a parking spot. 
 
    “Sure, we’ll go with talking.” 
 
    He sighed. “Does Levi realize that you could lose your job if you’re caught killing for him?” 
 
    “Levi doesn’t really care.” I shrugged. 
 
    Simon sighed. “Right. That vampire is going to be the death of you.” 
 
    “Well, he has threatened to turn me a few times.” I winked and got out of the car.  
 
    Simon followed and I clicked the button on the fob and the car beeped at me. I checked him in at the reception desk. Unlike the morgue, our receptionist was attentive and she carried a firearm. Sadly I’ve seen her have to use it before. We see a lot of strange stuff here and she handled the raging vampire like a pro. I honestly thought maybe she moonlighted as an assassin.  
 
    I walked Simon to the elevator and took it to the fifth floor. My office was all the way at the end of the hall. I pulled out my badge and waved it over the sensor. It beeped and the little light turned green, allowing me to get in. Simon walked in behind me and looked around. “This is nice…bare, but nice.” 
 
    The windows look out at the mountain and took up the far wall. The other three walls were white and made the overly large room look huge. I could have probably fit a few more desks in it. My desk faced the door and was just a plain wood top desk with two drawers on each side of where I sat. Two stationary leather chairs sat in front of my desk for those rare occasions when people came in. 
 
    “Occasionally, people see the inside of my office. It’s not a wise idea to have pictures of friends or family because they can be used against you.” I shrugged and sat in my leather chair. It wasn’t like I had pictures to put up anyways. I kept an old fading one in my drawer of my parents, but that was more to remind myself why I had taken this job. I hated my office, some days I hated my job, but I loved being able to use my magic to help people.  
 
    Simon looked out the wide windows. “A nice view of the mountains.” 
 
    “You can sit if you want. I promise the chair isn’t cursed or magically charmed.” I smiled and hit ctrl, alt and delete on my computer to bring up the unlock screen. I typed in the password and navigated the mouse to the program I needed. 
 
    I reached into my bag and pulled out the note with the name on it. I typed it in and took a look at what came up. Nothing at all. I frowned. That wasn’t right. We normally had at least an address for someone, unless it was an alias. I tapped my fingers on the desk in frustration. Something, anything needed to pop up. 
 
    Putting the note aside I typed in Matthew Drops and relaxed when files started to pull up on him. I scanned through them and looked at Simon. “You sure you don’t know anything about Matthew Drops?” 
 
    He nodded. “Yeah, should I?” 
 
    “Apparently he’s the next in line for Alpha in the pack on the western slope.” 
 
    Simon frowned. “That can’t be possible. The Second in that pack is James.” 
 
    I looked at my screen. “No, according to this, James is the alpha now.” 
 
    “How do you guys even have that on record?” 
 
    “You know, I’m not really sure. Someone builds these databases for us, I just assume it’s someone who is paid really, really well.” I tapped on the arrow key to move the screen down. “That doesn’t explain why Matthew was over here.” 
 
    “Or why his wife filed a report with our police department.” Simon pointed out. “So something else is up.” 
 
    I nodded. “I’ll call the wife and see if I can’t meet with her.” 
 
    Simon leaned back in the chair. “I want to come with you. I’ll be able to smell if he’s been there recently.” 
 
    “Just don’t go sniffing like a dog, then you can come.” I grinned when he rolled his eyes. “One last thing to do.” I pulled out the photo and put it through the portable scanner. It popped up on the screen with all three people visible.  
 
    I used the program to frame the face of the strange man in the background. I copied it over to the face recognition program and hit scan. I leaned back and twisted in my chair as it searched. 
 
    “What are you doing now?” He asked and pulled out his phone.  
 
    “I’m searching for someone who showed up in a picture.” I sighed. “Personal stuff. Digging into the past to see if I can figure out anything about this stupid Cult of Ra.”  
 
    Zero matches. What the hell? A nameless face and a faceless name. I wondered what the chance of them matching up would be. In my world, with my luck, they wouldn’t. I growled and put the photo and the paper back in my bag. I went back to Matthew Drops. A middle-aged man with a military haircut, no scars that I could see on the photo and only his wife listed as a relation. Interesting. We normally had something on birth parents or adoptive parents. 
 
    “You look like someone ran over your puppy.” He smirked. “Fancy computer program failing you?” 
 
    I didn’t want to admit to it, but it was. “Looks like I’m going to have to do this the old fashioned way. Which I didn’t want to, but oh well.” I stood and grabbed my bag. “I’m going to go take a look—“ My phone buzzed and I growled. Pulling it out I glanced at the screen before answering. “Detective, please don’t tell me we have another dead body.” 
 
    “We don’t, but we have something else at the library, want to come and take a look?” 
 
    I smiled. “I was planning on heading there, going to bring a consultant.” 
 
    “Abby, those don’t normally end well.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I won’t bring him in, just let him wander the library grounds. Trust me on this.”  
 
    The horrid look on Simon’s face made me grin.  
 
    “Don’t let him screw anything up. Okay? Just get down here.” 
 
    “Got it. Oh, is Stephanie still there?” 
 
    He laughed and disconnected the call. Great. That meant she probably was. I rolled my eyes and Simon put his hands on his hips. 
 
    “Abby, I’m not going to sniff around the grounds. I’m not a tracking dog.” 
 
    I nodded. “I know, I just need you to tell me if you smell someone not in your pack. I don’t need you to track him.” 
 
    “Why would he have been there?” He grabbed his coat and then threw me mine. 
 
    I shrugged my jacket on and zipped it up. “Because, he was in the woods, he was at our first crime scene.” I grabbed my bag. “I need to know if he was at this one.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
    I pulled up to the library and cursed when I saw Stephanie sitting by the front door. Her long legs crossed at the ankles and tucked at an angle I wasn’t even sure I could manage.  
 
    “Oh man, I know that lady.” Simon shook his head. “I’m not talking to her.” 
 
    “Yeah, me neither.” I grumbled. “I suggest you go around the back to avoid her.” 
 
    He got out of the car and her head shot up. Simon sighed. “I think it might be too late.” 
 
    “Nope, just outrun her, she’s on stilettos.” I got out of the car and bent down to tie my tennis shoes. Simon came around the car and looked at me. 
 
    “What on earth are you going to try and do?” He raised a brow. 
 
    I laughed. “Outrun her. She can’t go past the crime tape, which means all I have to do is get to the stairwell without her.”  
 
    Simon grinned. “You’re crazy, witch.” 
 
    “I don’t want to end up in the tabloids again. Trust me, the run is worth avoiding Levi on a rampage.” I stood up and glanced at him. “Wanna see which one she goes after?” 
 
    He smirked and it tugged something inside me. “Loser buys drinks.” 
 
    It was a game of chance and we both knew it. I got down into a runners pose and saw Stephanie stand up. “Ready? Set?” 
 
    “Go!” Simon shouted and we were off. He went to the left, and I went straightforward. 
 
    Stephanie started to go towards Simon and then saw me coming towards her. She stood her ground and I was wondering what the charges would be if I just ran her over, but that wasn’t an option. Nope, and the door wasn’t my goal.  
 
    She underestimated my absolute determination to not talk to her. To her left was a window a mere leap from the banister. I grinned and picked up my speed. I was trained to chase after supernatural creatures, avoiding a human was easy. I got almost right in front of her and then jumped up on the railing. Two, three steps without slowing down and I leapt. 
 
    My heart skipped a beat as I realized it was longer than I thought, but my feet hit the concrete with a solid thump and I pushed my weight forward so I’d fall into the building. I could hear Stephanie curse as I continued to run through the library and towards the stairs. I only stopped once I was under the crime tape. I leaned against the wall and took a few deep breaths to calm my heart. 
 
    My adrenaline was pumping and I realized it’d been too long since I’d actually done any type of parkour to keep myself in shape for chasing people who liked crazy escape routes. I made a mental note to get back to it and then started down the stairs. I found Mason standing near a metal cabinet, much like the ones I remembered from school.  
 
    From the look of it the hazmat team had already been there. I assumed that Mason got all the evidence he needed before they took the blood away.  He had the door open and I sighed, wondering what I was going to find in there. 
 
    I walked in and looked down at a photograph that was gripped in a hand.  
 
    A fucking hand. In the cabinet. Not even the whole arm. This hand had very carefully manicured fingernails, not one was broken which told me there had been no struggle. What caught me off guard were the two people in the picture, my father and Michele. My stomach churned and my breath caught. Dread made my heart drop.  Luckily for me, I didn’t think Mason knew my father on sight. I had two options here, neither one I liked.  
 
    I could tell him who the man was in the picture and risk being pulled off the case since it became personal at that point. Or I could withhold the information and risk my job later down the line when the truth came to light. 
 
    “What are you thinking, Agent Collins?” 
 
    Judging by the tone in his voice, I knew he already knew the truth. He rarely used my full title any more. “That’s my father and an old colleague of his. Her name is Michele, I don’t have a last name because I just met her the first time the other night.” I locked my jaw. I didn’t want to admit that this could be the same people who had tried to kill me.  
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “She’s a new priestess of the local coven, she helped save my life by removing the hex from me.” I closed my eyes. “I swear I had no idea that this was personal.” 
 
    “I don’t think it was. I think someone left the picture as a clue.” 
 
    I opened my eyes and met his gaze. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Look at the way the hand is holding it. It’s not natural, so I don’t think they were clinging to it.” 
 
    I bent down to look closer. He was right there wasn’t any creasing in the photo, meaning that the photo had just been placed there. Our victim hadn’t been clutching it. So what was the clue they were trying to give us? “The victim knew my father or Michele.” 
 
    “Have you contacted her about this yet? You mentioned earlier that you were going to talk to the coven.” He asked and I stood back up and started digging in my bag. “Abby?” 
 
    “No, not yet, I spent a bit of time in the office, but I hadn’t called her. I wanted to come back here.” I rolled my eyes when I realized what I was looking for was around my neck. I pulled the pentagram off and pushed it against the skin of the arm. 
 
    No burning.  
 
    “Abby?” 
 
    “I wanted to come back here because I saw the three legged wolf at the other site, he was at our first crime scene so I wanted to know if he was here.” I put my pentagram back on. “The person this arm belong to was not a werewolf.” Which was good news to the local pack, but didn’t explain why it was here.  
 
    “I’ll get it back to the lab. Let me know if you need it for anything.” 
 
    I nodded. “Let me know when you figure out or if you figure out who it belonged to. I want a copy of the photo too, please.” 
 
    “Go ahead and take a picture of it, I’ll have to give it to forensics before I can make a copy.” 
 
    I pulled out my phone and took a photo of it and then stuck the phone in my bag. “Thank you. I’m going to go look for my werewolf evidence.” 
 
    “Who did you bring to help with that?” Mason asked. 
 
    He had caught on, I didn’t really expect him to put the two together. “Simon, from the local pack. Don’t worry, I haven’t let him in on everything, just enough to get him to help me.” 
 
    “You do realize the more you involve them the more you’re going to get dragged into their world.” There was a tone in his voice that I couldn’t place. 
 
    I turned around and met his gaze. “Detective, I was raised by a vampire, I don’t think I can get anymore dragged into it than that.” 
 
    He didn’t respond and I turned and went back up the stairs. I looked around to see if Stephanie was there. Nope. Maybe she was butt hurt and decided that I wasn’t going to have the information she wanted or wasn’t worth waiting around for. 
 
    Even the stoop of the library was empty and I got to use the front door. Simon was sitting in the grass picking at something. I plopped down next to him. 
 
    “Any luck?” 
 
    He nodded. “There’s a male scent all over the other side, but I can’t tell you if it’s the same. I can tell you it’s not from my pack and it is werewolf.” 
 
    “Anything else?” I asked and nudged him. “I appreciate you helping me with all of this.” 
 
    He nodded. “I could still smell a lot of blood. It was magical, and it’s one I’ve smelt before.” 
 
    I turned to him. “Do you know where or who?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No, I’m sorry, I wish I did.” He wrapped an arm around me. “I’m worried about you, Abby.” 
 
    I sighed. “I’m fine, this case just hits a little close to home. That’s all.” 
 
    “I can tell it’s taking a toll on you. You’re more serious about this case, not that you aren’t serious about all your cases, but you’re putting in double time on this one.” 
 
    He was right, I was doing a lot more legwork. “Because they tried to kill me. The only way I’m going to stay ahead of them is if I figure out who they are.” I did something I rarely did. I put my head on his shoulder and allowed him to comfort me. “I need to talk to Michele, but I promised you a drink first.” 
 
    “A drink on the clock?” He asked with a wink. “Why Ms. Abby, you bad, bad woman.” 
 
    I snorted. “I think I need one. I’ve seen more dismembered body parts this week than I have in my life. Gross.” 
 
    “Take it they found another one.” He stood and then helped me up. 
 
    I dusted the grass off my pants and nodded. “Yep, but best not to talk here. Let’s go get a drink and then maybe we’ll talk.” I didn’t like talking out in the open. Sometimes the best place was a crowded, loud, place full of drunken people. Yep, a bar was a great place to spill secrets. Why? Because when people start a sentence with “I overheard at the bar” and ends it with “An arm was found.” People are going to wonder exactly how drunk the person was.  
 
      
 
    Simon carried our drinks to the table and sat down. This time of evening the bars were just starting to open and not drawing a crowd. We’d ended up a little hole in the wall not far from the crime scene. “I have to admit that when I wanted us to get a drink together I didn’t think we were going to be talking about murder.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Welcome to my life, I don’t have much else to really talk about.” I sipped the Tequila Sunrise and smiled. “So they found a hand.” 
 
    He cringed. “Gross, what is wrong with these people?” 
 
    “A lot. It was female, well-groomed, and holding a picture. It was of my dad and Michele.” I sighed. “So I guess it is getting personal.” 
 
    He frowned and sipped his beer. “Are they going to take you off the case?” 
 
    “No, because they think the picture was placed there as a message and they don’t think it has to do with me, but Michele.” 
 
    Simon frowned. “Do you think it has to do with you?” 
 
    I shrugged and stirred my drink. I didn’t know what to think at this point. Strange things kept popping up and they weren’t adding up. “No,” I lied easily, I don’t even think my body realized it. No tremor in my heart or hitching in my breath. Levi had trained me well and I could pass any polygraph test. “I don’t know what to make from it all, but the runes at the first murder were slightly different from the runes of the people who tried to kill me.” 
 
    He asked and took a long drink of his beer. “Have you told Levi about any of this?” 
 
    “None of the new stuff, I haven’t told him about the searches or this murder scene and hand.” 
 
    Simon snorted. “Maybe we should head up there?” 
 
    “Yeah, I have questions for him anyways. And you’re at my mercy, because I’m driving.” I chuckled and took another sip. “But right now I want to enjoy my drink and not think about random appendages.” 
 
    “So, what else do you do for fun? I never actually see you off the clock.” He smiled and it actually warmed me. 
 
    Well, it was either the smile or the alcohol. “You know, not a whole lot. I work for Levi.” Wow, apparently I needed a life.  
 
    “You know,” he mocked me, “you need to get out more often. Do you read?”  
 
    “Sometimes.” I shrugged. “Occasionally I pick up a book for fun, but not always.” Simon gave me a snarky look of disbelief that almost made me laugh. “Okay fine, I blare 80’s rock when I clean my house.” 
 
    He grinned. “Now we’re getting somewhere.” 
 
    “What about you?” I shot back, a little defensive, but really my life was my work and my magic. 
 
    He nodded. “I collect old cars and restore them. I’m a fan of 80’s rock, but I can’t say that I listen to it while I clean.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Okay, so you’re a car guy.” 
 
    “No, I’m a car werewolf.” He corrected with a smirk. “And, like you, ninety percent of my life is taken up by pack business or the bar.” 
 
    I nodded. “You love that bar.” 
 
    “I do, and that’s one reason I have you ward it. It’s a sacred place to me and I don’t want it ruined.” 
 
    It made sense to me, it was like his home and the home of the pack. “Most people there don’t even like me in it.” 
 
    “They’re scared of you.” He met my gaze and I frowned.  
 
    Yeah, right. “Scared of me?” 
 
    “They see the power you have, with the state, with Levi, some of them wonder if you’re just a ticking time bomb.” He shrugged. “Remember, we don’t know a whole lot about witches. There are witches like you and then there are those who practice Wicca.” 
 
    I shook my head. “We’re not all that different. There should be no reason that you’re scared of me.” 
 
    “I don’t think you give yourself enough credit.” He shook his head and finished his beer. 
 
    I knew how powerful I was; sometimes it scared me. What scared me more was that it could grow to a point where I didn’t know how to control it. But no one knew about that struggle. Not even Levi. There should have been no reason that the people in that club were terrified of me. 
 
    “Don’t dwell on it. Speaking of. After closing do you want to fix those wards at my bar the right way?” 
 
    I downed the rest of my drink. “Yeah, that sounds like a good plan. I’d hate to be put on the case to raid your club.” 
 
    “They’d put you on that case?” 
 
    I placed the empty glass on the napkin. “Sure would. I’m the best they have, they put me on whatever case they can that is paranormal related.” 
 
    “Yeah, if you’re the best at your age, we really need to get you a life. That means you’re a workaholic, my dear.” 
 
    I stood and snorted at his comment. “Come on, let’s get to Levi’s so I can ask him some questions.” 
 
    “There, that’s what I’m talking about.” Simon grabbed my hand as I stood. “You’re not going anywhere until I get at least one dance out of you.” 
 
    I glanced at the small square in the middle of the room that acted as the dance floor for the small bar. There were a few people there enjoying some up beat music pouring out of the jukebox. I shook my head. “I don’t really dance.” 
 
    “You’re not getting out of this, Abby.” He pulled me towards the floor and started dancing. 
 
    I swallowed what little pride I had and danced with him. The last thing I needed was for Simon to be getting any kind of ideas about me changing my mind about dating. But after the last few days the least I owed him was a dance. I knew my rhythm was off and that I probably looked more like a monkey being electrocuted, but Simon went with it. 
 
    He grabbed my hand and swung me around, with a bit of guidance he had me laughing and moving with him. The song ended and I held my hands up. “Happy now?” 
 
    “How have you never learned to dance? Doesn’t Levi throw grand balls and parties?” He walked me back to our table and we grabbed our jackets. 
 
    I shrugged into mine. “Yeah, but he made sure to keep me far from them.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Hell if I know. I’m just grateful he didn’t dress me up like a doll and show me off.” Sometimes I was a little hurt that he hid me away like an evil stepchild, but as I grew older I didn’t mind. I didn’t want to have to play the games of the paranormal world. I never thought to ask him about it, I just accepted it as a way of life.  
 
    Simon seemed to accept the answer and we exited the bar and headed to my car. I clicked the button on the key fob and let us in. Starting the car, we both sat there as I let it warm up a bit. “So, how come you aren’t alpha?” I asked without any lead up to the question. 
 
    He hesitated. “I don’t want to fight my way up and have to kill. Just doesn’t sound like a whole lot of fun to me.” 
 
    “You like being where you’re at.” I could totally understand that. I put the car in reverse and backed out. Shifting into drive, I took us out of the parking lot and into traffic. “That’s one of the reasons I don’t want to be in the coven hierarchy. I’m happy where I’m at, I have enough responsibilities and I don’t want more.” 
 
    “You don’t want to be responsible for other people’s actions.” He laughed. “Makes us sound lazy.” 
 
    “If only people knew.” I took the on ramp towards the highway. The setting sun caused the mountains to cast a shadow over the road and I took comfort in the fact that night was coming. Supernatural creatures I understood, witches with a vendetta made no sense to me. Especially such a wide vendetta. Despite being human, the night was where my soul belonged.  
 
      
 
    I pulled up to the compound and parked in my normal spot. Simon and I both got out. A gust of wind swept up around us and I pulled my jacket tighter around me. It wouldn’t be long until it started snowing up here. That always cut my visits short because I hated driving in the snow and unfortunately I didn’t carry the power to control the weather.  
 
    Simon shivered. “Sometimes I wish I had fur in this form too. It’s damn cold in the mountains at night.” 
 
    I looked at him and tried to decide if he was serious. “You’re so weird.” 
 
    “You’re one to talk.” He nudged me as I walked by him and up the path that led to the door.  
 
    I placed my hand on the scanner and the door unlocked. I opened it and Simon followed me inside. “Levi?” I called out.  
 
    I heard him respond somewhere in the back, but didn’t catch what he was actually saying. I glanced at Simon who shrugged. I rolled my eyes and walked further into the mansion. The foyer was empty and I continued on. I wasn’t sure what Levi did all night, but it certainly wasn’t just sitting around in the foyer waiting to greet people.  
 
    After a few minutes, Simon and I found him in the ballroom. And I frowned at all the decorations. “Is there a party that I missed on the schedule?” The red and black drapes made me question what holiday Levi was trying to celebrate. He attempted to be normal sometimes for my sake, but since he was extremely old, holidays were not really successful; often he got them mixed up.  
 
    “No, this isn’t something I need you for. I have some wolves that will be playing security for me. You, on the other hand, will not be in the mansion tomorrow night.” He pegged me with a stare and I held my hands up. 
 
    It was the same story every time there was an event. I wasn’t supposed to be there. The forgotten child of two witches. Never mind what I did for him. But again, I didn’t want to play with the politics, so I didn’t mind. “Not a problem, I have a lot to work on anyways. I need to talk to you about a few things, if you have time?”  
 
    Levi looked between me and Simon and I sighed. “It’s official, ish, I just have a couple photographs and a name to pass by you.” 
 
    “Let’s go sit down and take a look.” Levi nodded towards the door that led to one of the back rooms he normally reserved for meetings.   
 
    I followed him and Simon tagged along. He didn’t have to and I wasn’t sure why he was. I also wasn’t sure if I wanted him to know the information that Levi was going to give me.  
 
    Levi unlocked the room and motioned for us to enter. I sat down at the round table. The chair was one of the rolling ones that leaned back and I rocked in it for a moment. The room itself had a wall of windows that faced the mountains. This far out of town I could see all the stars in the sky and it made me miss living here a little.  
 
    “What did you need to ask me?” Levi sat down near me. His voice pulled my gaze away from the windows and back to the two men. 
 
     “You seem pretty distracted tonight, Abigail, that’s not like you.”  
 
    He was right, it wasn’t. I shook my head, pulled out the first photo and handed it to him. “Do you know the man in the background?” 
 
    Levi took the photo from me and frowned. “Where did you get this?” 
 
    “I found it in my father’s notes, but when I first picked it up that man wasn’t there. He appeared only after I touched it.” 
 
    He set it down and tapped his fingers on the table. I knew this was his telltale sign that he was thinking. He knew something about the picture and I was sure he was debating on lying to me. “Christof Averin.” The name from my father’s notes. “He’s the man that betrayed your parents.” 
 
    I raised a brow. “He was one of the witch hunters?” Who I was starting think weren’t actually witch hunters. 
 
    “Kind of. Your father was doing some research for me, research that I had demanded that he kept secret.” It sounded like Levi all right. He liked to make demands of people. He tapped the table again a few times with his hand. “He was your father’s research partner. I had hired him because of his skills with darker magic than your father was willing to perform. He knew your dad’s limits but he continuously pushed him and urged him to give up his morals.” 
 
    It was something that Levi taught me, have morals. Though mine were shaky some days, I wasn’t a cold-blooded killer, most of the time. Occasionally I killed for him, but they were never innocent people. Never human. I licked my lips, nervous now. “So how did he betray him?” 
 
    “When the research was done, he forced your father’s hand. He threatened to sell everything to the highest bidder if your father didn’t help him with killing someone.” He shook his head. “Abigail, you were never meant to hear this story.” 
 
    But that didn’t matter now, if there was some type of connection then I needed to know. “No secrets Levi, it was something you promised me as I got older.” 
 
    “He forced your father’s hand in a ritual killing to summon a demon.” 
 
    My heart felt like it stopped. To summon a demon was a death sentence. My mind went back to the Cult of Ra. I couldn’t believe it. I shook my head. “My father would never do that.” 
 
    “Christof managed to convince him. I don’t know if it was more than the research or not.” 
 
    I swallowed, still trying to find my heartbeat. “What happened to Christof?” 
 
    “I killed him for betraying your father and me.” Levi shrugged and handed me the photo back. “This had to have been taken not long after the project started.” 
 
    “What kind of research was my father doing for you?” I needed to see if the pieces fell into place.  
 
    “It was a linguist thing, I found an old tablet and needed it translated. It turned out to be nothing, but I couldn’t trust it to just anyone.” 
 
    “So you trusted it to a man who practiced dark magic and tainted my father’s soul. Great judgment there, Levi.” 
 
    “Abby, his part wasn’t the tablet, it was what the tablet was rumored to do.” He sighed. “You know, even vampires make mistakes.” 
 
    I nodded. “And that was years ago, so there’s nothing I can really say. Except that I’m glad he’s dead.” 
 
    “Really?” This time he raised a brow and the worry disappeared from his face.  
 
    I gave a dark laugh. “One less thing for me to worry about. I thought he might have been the one that sent the Cult of Ra after me. Though now I’m wondering if it didn’t have something to do with my dad summoning a demon.” 
 
    “They aren’t assassins. Besides, your father was cleared by the coven as long as he didn’t do it again. They understood there were circumstances that were out of his control.” He shrugged, “but your father never forgave Christof.” 
 
    And I wouldn’t have either. I sighed.   
 
    “What does this have to do with anything?” Levi met my gaze. “No secrets Abby.” He reminded me and I wanted to curse that stupid rule.  
 
    “The name came from my father’s notes as well, but I’m really trying to figure out if this is at all tied to the murders I’ve been dealing with.” I kept my voice even. “I never understood why my parents were murdered, now someone tried to kill me and there is someone dismantling people in our city.” 
 
    “And other than the runes, why do you think it’s connected?” 
 
    “Because this last crime scene had a hand holding this picture.” I pulled up the picture on my phone. “That’s my father and Michele.” 
 
    He nodded. “I told you that they researched together, but I don’t know why your newest victim would have had it.” 
 
    “I don’t know if the hand belonged to this particular victim or another.” I shook my head. “I have to call Clarissa and find a way to explain that one of her coven members might have died an extremely painful death.” 
 
    “Where you found the hand.” Levi added. 
 
    I shook my head. “No, Detective Mason found the hand. Luckily for me, they are letting me stay on the case and not taking me off.” 
 
    “It’s because you are the best they have.”  
 
    I really hoped that the state didn’t decide to replace me anytime soon, because I’d be terrified to meet someone they thought was better.  
 
    Levi looked at Simon. “And what is he doing here? I thought you didn’t need company now that the hex was off you.” 
 
    I glanced at Simon and shrugged. “We went out for a drink and then I decided that I needed to come here. I drove for the night, which meant that he had to come or be left at the bar.” 
 
    “This was a far more amusing choice.” Simon said without missing a beat. 
 
    A sly smile crossed Levi’s face and I wanted to smack him. That’s not where I was going with my night, Simon and I were not hooking up in any way and there was nothing more than a friendship between us.  
 
    “And on that note, I’m off to find the vampire who is selling thrills.” I rolled my eyes and stood. I glanced out the window and found myself wishing that I could stay in for the night. Here. At the place that I still considered home. I shook off the sudden homesick feeling trying to crawl through me and started out of the meeting room.  
 
    “Don’t forget Abby, you can’t be here tomorrow night.” Levi remained in the chair looking at the photo I left on the table.  
 
    I nodded and started to wonder if the event had anything to do with that package I had picked up a few days earlier. “Don’t worry, like I said, plenty to keep me busy.”  
 
    Simon and I both left the room in silence. He didn’t say a word as I led him back through the ballroom, through the halls and the foyer, and back out into the cold crisp mountain air. 
 
    “You had no idea that your dad was capable of that, did you?” Simon asked as we got back into the car. There was nothing accusing in his voice, but maybe a touch of concern. 
 
    I didn’t really want to think about it, but I shrugged. “I knew he was powerful enough, but I never thought he would do it. Especially for some research.” 
 
    “Maybe there was something more than what Levi knew was going on. I mean, let’s face it. Everyone has their secret, maybe your dad was keeping one from him.” 
 
    It was a possibility and I sighed. “It doesn’t matter, the guy is dead and I don’t have to worry about him being the one that sent the Cult after me.” 
 
    “Do you think that’s why the Cult went after your parents?” Simon asked as I started the car. 
 
    I thought about it. “Someone would have to have told them about what happened. Admitting it meant either they were there with them or they knew someone that was. It wouldn’t have just been my parents that were killed.” 
 
    “Good point.” He was silent for some time and I assumed he was thinking things over. “Shit, I don’t know Abby, it’s what? How many years old?” He leaned back in the seat. “Maybe it’s time to bury the past.” 
 
    He was right. The only problem was, I had buried it and suddenly it was coming up to bite me in the ass. It wasn’t something that I really wanted to come up again. If I could put it to rest now then I wouldn’t have to worry about it later on.  
 
    “I’m going to sleep, I’m not used to your hours. Wake me up when we get wherever.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Liar, you’re a werewolf, your hours are the same as mine. I’ll drop you off once we get back into town.” 
 
    “We should stop for food first. I’m starving.” He yawned and I knew that he was actually tired. He might have kept my same hours, but he wasn’t used to all the running around that I did. Hell, at this point I was exhausted too.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
    We stopped by some fast food joint and ate cheap burgers as I drove to his house. I dropped him off and promised that I’d be home not long after dawn. It was weird to have someone that would be waiting for me to get home. Nothing sexual or romantic about it. It was kind of like a roommate and I found myself wondering if I should find a roommate if only for the fact that someone would care if I didn’t return home one day. 
 
    Then I thought about that roommate possibly finding my dead body one day and decided that a roommate was a stupid idea. Maybe I would get a cat instead.  
 
    I parked in one of the many empty parking spots. This late at night ,during the week, there weren’t many people wandering downtown. The vampire should be easy to spot. This particular street used to be known for hookers and prostitutes, and the cheap motels that littered the area still spoke to that time. The signs creaked and were only half lit. All of them had vacancy illuminated, but the chipped paint on the doors and the unkempt parking lots probably turned away even the most desperate tourist.  
 
    A big neon Native American sign waved at me with its fake moving lights. The effect wasn’t even right. I shook my head and got out of my car. I moved my badge so that it was hooked on the back of my pants, hiding behind my jacket. I wouldn’t need it, but I never walked around without it. Having it had saved my ass more than once.  
 
    I cringed as I approached the hotel with the sign. I couldn’t even see the sign that actually had the name on it. I looked around for the office and found it at the end of a row of badly painted brown and orange doors. I smiled; glad to see someone was attending it.  
 
    I walked in and the person didn’t look up, didn’t move his big work boots off the counter top and didn’t even fold the newspaper down. I rapped my knuckles on the counter. “Gotta question for you.” 
 
    “Unless you’re getting a room, I don’t care.” Still no eye contact. Nothing.  
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Really, could you be any more rude? I could be a damsel in distress and you wouldn’t care.” 
 
    “You aren’t in distress and no damsel says ’gotta’.” He finally dropped his feet to the ground and folded his newspaper. I knew the blond hair and blue eyes that looked at me. I prayed he didn’t remember me from high school or my night could go very wrong. 
 
    “Abigail!” He gave that award-winning smile he had as the star football player. 
 
    Crap. 
 
    “You’re looking good Abby, I heard you work for the state now. Who would have thought that awkward little witch in high school would work for the state.”  
 
    I forced a smile. “It’s nice to see you, John. Been busy?” 
 
    “Not tonight, too damn cold, but things will pick up as the snow rolls in. We’re the last ones to fill up, but we do eventually.” 
 
    Ski season brought people into the city occasionally, but it was more of a pit stop between slopes. Not a whole lot here for tourists during the winter. “That’s great. I’m actually looking for someone. You know, working and all.” 
 
    “Yeah figures, a pretty woman like you wouldn’t be caught dead on this side of town so late willingly.” He shrugged and then leaned forward on the counter. “What can I help you with?” 
 
    Maybe he would be useful, but I hated when I ran into people that I knew. They always assumed my business was state and normally they were right. Except for this. This was Levi business, but there was no need to let John know that.  
 
    “There’s a vampire around here who’s been selling stuff to people. Know who he is?” 
 
    He nodded. “They call him the Wizard, what he sells he calls “Thrills‘’.” 
 
    “And what is Thrills?” I crossed my arms and rested them on the counter.  
 
    He shrugged. “Hell if I know. I assume it’s some type of drug. The working women around here love it and say it makes them feel more alive while they are, well, um…working.” 
 
    “Great, any of them tell you where he can be found?” I didn’t even want to touch the prostitute thing. Apparently this part of town was clinging to its history. 
 
    He nodded. “Nevada and Fifth.” 
 
    Right before the crappy motels started. It wouldn’t be a long walk, just a couple blocks. Or I could drive, but that would tip the vampire off that someone who wasn’t a buyer was coming. No one would risk their car being seen near a drug deal.  
 
    “Thanks.” I turned to leave. 
 
    “Wait!” John called and I turned back around to find him scribbling something down. He handed me a piece of paper. “Call me sometime, I’d love to have a cup of coffee with you.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure if I should be flattered or terrified. He’d spent most of high school picking on me and now he was hitting on me? In what world did that make sense? “Thanks.” I stuck it in my pocket and wasn’t sure what else to say so I spun around and left.  
 
    The wind had picked up and I wondered if we were going to get our first snow tonight. It bit my skin and stung. Luckily for me, vampires didn’t feel the pain of cold wind. They were dead and they were already cold. I briskly walked the couple blocks and found a figure standing on the corner right where John had told me they would be. 
 
    I wrapped my arms around myself and walked over to him. He was tall, lean, and looked like he walked out of a classic vampire flick. His face was sunken, eyes dark, hair wispy, and it took me by surprise. I hadn’t seen a vampire that bad off in a long while. 
 
    “Heard you sell Thrills.” I smiled. 
 
    He snarled at me enough to show fangs. “I know you.” 
 
    I put my hand behind my back and touched the butt of my gun. “Yeah? Most people know me on sight.” 
 
    “You’re Levi’s little hunter.” His voice had a slight British accent and his motions were showy. Wild waving arms, whole swaying body, he reminded me a bit of a certain pirate in the movies. 
 
    I raised a brow. No one had really referred to me as a hunter before, but I was starting to think he wasn’t in his right mind. “Something like that. Heard you’re selling stuff to the humans. They’re calling it Thrills.” 
 
    He put a hand up to his chin like he was pretending to think. “My dear, I don’t know what you are talking about. All I do is give them happy thoughts. Do you want to try?” He put a hand under his jacket and pulled out a clear vial. “You look like you could use some happy thoughts.” 
 
    “Nope, drug free. Here’s the deal, find another territory or I’m going to have to kill you. Levi doesn’t want you selling anything to the humans or supernaturals. Got it?” 
 
    He smiled and I saw the points of his fangs. His mood had completely changed from when I first approached him. “Oh, the always noble Levi, he’s not as great as you think, love. Everyone has their past.” 
 
    “That has nothing to do with the fact that you are selling drugs in his territory. I won’t be so nice next time I find you.” 
 
    He chuckled. “If you can find me again.” 
 
    “You underestimate me.” I shook my head.  
 
    He bobbed his head for a moment and his eyes rolled to the sky like he was listening to something or debating something in his head. I took a step back as he took a step forward. 
 
    “What’s wrong? Scared of me?” He held a hand out, the one with the vial. “I’m not going to hurt you.” 
 
    Yeah, like I could believe that. I wrapped my hand around the grip of my gun. I took comfort in the steel. “Do you understand that you are no longer welcome in this territory?” 
 
    With a whoosh and a thump I hit the ground. Luckily for me, I had moved my arm and now he was pinning me to the ground.  The glass shattered near my head and his fingers dug into my arms with a bruising grip. I hated when they fought back and I was this close to them.  
 
    I got my knees between us and kicked him away. He jumped back and landed in a crouch, watching me. I flipped up to my feet and pulled my gun out. Squeezing the trigger, I took two shots at him, but he was gone. Fuck. My gaze scanned the area. He wasn’t anywhere close that I was able to see, but that didn’t mean anything.  
 
    I knew I should have just shot him in the first place, but my damn morals got in my way. What the hell was this guy up to? I brushed the dirt off me and holstered my gun again. I grumbled and picked up one of the shards of glass. I’d be able to take it to the lab and have it analyzed. I had delivered my warning and it wouldn’t be hard to find him again. All I had to do was look where the next case of the Thrills popped up. 
 
    I headed back to my car. Once I got there, I pulled out a bag from my glove compartment and put the glass in it. I locked the doors and started the car. I wasn’t sure what I would tell Levi about the vampire, but I’d have to see what happened. Maybe he’d grow a brain cell and find a new territory. If not, I was going to have to kill a vampire. Not my favorite pastime. 
 
      
 
    I went to the office instead of Simon’s house. I had access to the lab and needed to see the hand still. If I could get some more information then I could possibly find a lead in the case, because this random body part thing wasn’t doing a whole lot. I slid my key card and slipped into the building. Kathy, our night receptionist, was leaning back with her legs up. I cut her some slack because it was a crappy shift and the fact that she wasn’t sleeping was impressive.  
 
    “Hey Agent A!” Her brown eyes brightened as she saw me come in. She sat up and her black hair fell over her shoulder. If she stood, she’d be my height. “I actually have a message for you. Detective Mason said that he left you some notes from the hand. He’d follow up tomorrow.” 
 
    I rubbed my eyes. “Did he say why he didn’t call me?” 
 
    “He said he thought you were on a date and it was time for you to get out.” She said with a straight face and I knew she wasn’t lying to me. 
 
    The stupid bastard. “Thanks, I’m heading up to my office now. Do you know who the ME on duty at the morgue is?” 
 
    “Um,” She put her feet down and pulled out a sheet. Her finger ran over the list of names and then she stopped. “A Dr. Lambsburg.” 
 
    Ugh, he wasn’t going to be happy to see me again. “Great, thanks. Do me a favor and call him to let him know that I’ll be down tonight.” 
 
    “Tonight? Must be important.” She picked up the phone and dialed the numbers with her black painted nail. I walked down the hall to the elevator. I didn’t have to wait for it, and the ride up was almost too quiet.  
 
    The PIB was open at all times. We got to call on the morgue in the wee hours of the morning, some of us only worked nights, and others worked around the clock. Even though we were federally funded, we also weren’t regular investigators. We worked with all teams and they worked with us. No one liked to call us though, because it meant that a case was over their heads. 
 
    I got out of the elevator and walked to my office. I swiped my badge over the scanner and walked in. I sat down and saw the stack of notes on my desk from Detective Mason. Someone had to have let him into my office. My guess was my boss who I never saw. Just a faceless name that I was supposed to listen to. I picked up the folder and leaned back. Our newest victim, or at least the one the hand belonged to. There were no results for the blood tests, so I assumed we were still waiting on them. Her fingerprints however were in the system. 
 
    Jade Maclamore.  
 
    My heart dropped. I knew that name. She was one of Clarissa’s close friends. It was someone from the coven for sure now. Fuck. I hoped that the blood at the scene matched because I didn’t want to imagine the coven losing two members in the same day.  
 
    Jade, of course, was a witch. Not one high on the totem pole, but the coven was family. They would all grieve no matter how powerful she was.  
 
    She wasn’t married, no kids, and no in town blood family. The person who was listed as her emergency contact on any records was Michele. Which explained the connection, sort of. I was going to have to go talk to the priestess tomorrow.  
 
    I groaned. If they didn’t have a reason to hate me before, now they would. And they’d be all over my ass to solve this. It wasn’t going to be fun or pretty and for a moment I contemplated changing my phone number.  
 
    The hand had been removed with magic. I could run another tracking spell, but that seemed to have only led to more murders and the place the magic was performed. I needed to get a step ahead of them, not behind.  
 
    I closed the file and tossed it back on my desk. Reaching into my bag, I grabbed the plastic bag that held the shard of glass. I put it on my desk and got a lab bag from my desk drawer and transferred the glass to it. I sealed it and put my name and date on it. I could drop it off on my way out.  
 
    I spun around in my chair, honestly not sure what else I could do at this point. Mason already did most of the legwork for me. Tomorrow I would expect a call from a grieving Clarissa, and I would visit Michele. I stopped spinning and glanced at the clock. Three AM, so scratch that. Today.  
 
    A quick trip to the morgue and I would head back to Simon’s house. Eventually I would need to check my home to see if it was going to explode when I walked in or not, but that wasn’t going to happen until after this case was over.  
 
    I got out of my chair, grabbed my bag and the glass shard and went back downstairs, opting this time for the stairs and not the elevator.  
 
    Running down the stairs I looked through the small window. Across the way was a stranger getting into an elevator. I frowned. It was late no one was usually in the building during this time. My hand hesitated on the door as an uneasy feeling slid through me. He was tall, dressed in a three-piece-suit and had impeccable brown hair. I flattened myself against the wall and out of the way of the window when he started to turn.  
 
    The elevator dinged and I gave the doors long enough to shut him in and hide me. With a deep breath I opened the stairway door and ran to the reception desk. “Kathy, who was that man?” 
 
    “He didn’t give a name, said you had a meeting with him.” She shrugged. “Figured you’d know who he was and that it might not be all official like if the meeting was this late.” 
 
    She was smart, I’d done it before, but that wasn’t helping me. “So you didn’t sign him in.” 
 
    “Abby it’s three in the morning. Really?” Kathy sighed. “Look if you don’t have a meeting, I suggest you get going. Because he’ll realize that you aren’t up there soon.” 
 
    She had a point. I handed her the bag with the glass. “Can you drop this at the lab for me?” 
 
    “Sure thing.” She grabbed it from me and then looked at it. “Do I want to know? It’s a tiny shard of glass.” 
 
    “It’s from a bottle that held a drug. I just need it analyzed.” I shook my head. “I gotta run before that guy comes back down.” 
 
    Kathy nodded and put the bag down on the desk. “I’ll run that there as soon as he leaves.” 
 
    “Good plan.” I slipped out the front door and sprinted to my car. I had no idea if he was a good guy or a bad guy. Tonight, I didn’t want to test my luck.  
 
      
 
    I pulled in front of the morgue and sighed. Dr. Lambsburg hated me, I knew that from our last meeting. Well, maybe it wasn’t me, but what I was. Nothing good ever came from people who hated witches. I got out and walked into the morgue. There wasn’t a receptionist this time; maybe they didn’t have one on their payroll this late.  
 
    I walked down the hall and looked for a room with a light on. There was one all the way at the end of the hall. Dr. Lambsburg was standing inside the room looking down at the hand.  
 
    I knocked and he looked up, his round eyes surprised, but he motioned for me to come in. I walked in and grabbed a pair of gloves from the box by the door.  
 
    “No partner today?” He asked his voice low as if he was worried about someone overhearing. 
 
    I shook my head. “Nope. Long story, but I’m just here to examine the hand, then I’ll be on my way. Did you find anything?” 
 
    “No, it’s clean. Perfectly. I don’t understand it.” He motioned to it. “Whoever did this knew what I would be looking for. The arm was the same way.” 
 
    I hated when things turned up that clean. “Well, I can tell you it was severed with magic, which is good for me, not for you. I can try a tracking spell again.” 
 
    “I hear hesitation in your voice, Agent.” He met my gaze. “You don’t think it’ll work?” 
 
    “Let’s put it this way, there are things at work here that I don’t want to piss off.” I looked at the hand and sighed. People were grieving over this victim. People I knew, which just made it that must worse. 
 
    My phone went off and I frowned. I glanced at the screen and noticed Mason’s number. “Excuse me.” I turned away from the doctor and answered the phone. “It’s early for you. I’m at the morgue. What’s up?” 
 
    “I just got the blood test back and it matched the hand.” 
 
    In a way I was relieved because it meant just one more victim, on the other hand I was mortified. Our victim had lost a lot of blood and died painfully. “Thank you.” There wasn’t much else I could say at this point. 
 
    Something pinched my neck and I raised a hand to it. A needle stuck out from my neck with something attached to it. Oh shit.  
 
    “Peacock.” I turned around and saw the scared look of the doctor. 
 
    My legs buckled and my phone clattered from my hand. The code word was one between the Detective and I. He’d know something was up, which was good because I started to lose feeling in my legs and the last thing I saw was the wide eyes of Dr. Lambsburg. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
    I felt like someone had bashed my skull in. My head pounded and my body ached. The pain only became worse when I opened my eyes to be greeted by a bright fireplace. What the hell? I tried to raise my hand and touch my head, but it wouldn’t move. Rope bit into my wrist and I sighed. This just wasn’t my week apparently. I couldn’t hear anything but the crackling of the fire. No voices, no footsteps, nothing. I took a deep breath to calm my rising panic. 
 
    I knew from the lack of bulk pressing into my back that my gun was gone. That didn’t matter though, I still had my magic and if I needed to, I could use that to get out of the situation. Around my neck was still my mother’s pentagram. I had a feeling that because of that the Cult of Ra couldn’t touch me.  
 
    My thoughts turned back to my surroundings. The fireplace in front of me was stone, but with an elegantly carved mantel. There was nothing around it that would give me any idea of where I was or whose place this was, but it reminded me a lot of Levi’s mansion. My heart tried to jump out of my chest. If this was vampire business, I was screwed. I knew enough about the politics that if I fought back with magic it would get Levi in trouble with those more powerful than him.  
 
    I tried to crane my head around when I heard a door open, but I couldn’t get far because of the high back on the chair. I cursed but then the man walked in front of me. My head swam and my heart stopped beating for a moment. I knew him. I needed to remember who he was. Average height with a military crew cut, piercing grey eyes, and a scar that ran across his left cheek. Nothing came up, but I knew I recognized him. He was a bit older than me, from what I could guess. 
 
    “Ah, Abby, speechless for once in your life.” His voice grated on my nerves and I clenched my fists. 
 
    “I’m afraid I don’t remember your name.” I ground out and tried to decide what kind of supernatural creature he was. I had been taken too close to dawn for him to be a vampire…of course unless I was unconscious all day. His aura didn’t carry magic and I didn’t sense an animal form in him.  
 
    He shook his head. “No, you wouldn’t. You’ve only seen me from place to place. I came to warn you.” 
 
    “I’ve had enough warnings this month to last me a lifetime. Thanks. Not to mention I’m not going to take you seriously when I’m tied to a chair.” 
 
    He ran his hand over my arm and his fingers rested on the rope. “I couldn’t take the chance of you attacking me.” 
 
    “You also had me drugged and brought here. Now, what do you want with me?” I kept my voice calm and even despite the panic that was building inside me.  
 
    He tutted at me. “Always impatient. I’ve come to tell you that the Cult of Ra is after you and will stop at nothing to kill you, but I can offer you protection.” 
 
    “I don’t even know you, why would I believe that you could protect me?” I snapped. I had already known that the Cult was after my life. “Besides, I have to stop them from killing more.” 
 
    He slipped his finger under the rope as if trying to sooth the biting of it against my arm. “It’s not the Cult that is killing people, but you are on the right track. It is someone who is familiar to them and has something to do with you.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” 
 
    “I’m telling you to not be blind to the clues that you have.” He pulled his hand away and pulled out a knife. 
 
    I tensed, but kept from uttering any kind of spell. He slipped the knife under the rope and cut it. Then he cut my other wrist free. “You can untie your legs. I expect a civil talk. I had you bound because your first instinct is to fight.” 
 
    “Why did you have me drugged?” I narrowed my eyes at him. I still couldn’t put a name to his face, but he was right, I’d seen him a couple of times. My mind was picking up places, putting together pieces. He’d followed me all through my life and I had dismissed him as a piece of my subconscious. He was there the night my parents were murdered; he’d come with Levi to find me.  
 
    “Because you would not have come willingly. I paid Dr. Lambsburg off to drug you and allow me to take you. He couldn’t the first time because you had a partner with you.” He stepped away so that I could stand up.  
 
    I untied my ankles and stood. “Luckily for me, because I still had a hex on me at the time. Who knows what your drug would have done.”  
 
    “I would have met you through Levi but he wouldn’t have trusted me to come there. I knew your parents and I knew the people who killed them.” He said. “My name is Oliver and I am your uncle.” 
 
    I blinked a few times and couldn’t decide if I was dreaming. “I don’t have an uncle.”  
 
    “Please follow me, I have coffee prepared for you to help push off the effects of the drugs. We can talk in the parlor.”  
 
    He had me drugged, bound, and now wanted to serve me coffee. I couldn’t decide if I had hit my head too hard or if I was in a dream. Either way, Oliver was dangerous to me. So I made a note to not drink the coffee and followed him because at this point, I had no way of escaping.  
 
      
 
    I looked around the parlor. A couch and two chairs sat near a coffee table with another fire blazing at the end of the room. A stainless steel pot sat on a tile in the table. Oliver motioned for me to sit in one of the two chairs. I took a deep breath, trying to steady my nerves as I sat. He sat in the chair next to me and poured us both coffee.  
 
    “Now, I know you have a lot of questions, but please let me start out with, I know that the Cult of Ra is not the ones behind the killings. You are safe to pursue that.” 
 
    I thought it was weird that he was going to start there. I would have personally started at the point where no one had mentioned that he existed. “Good, because I wasn’t going to back away from that. Now where the hell have you been for twenty years?” 
 
    “Hiding in the shadows, kind of. You knew I was there. Several times you looked at me, once or twice you nodded at me like you already knew.” He shrugged. “I wanted to keep it that way, because that’s what Levi thought was best for you.” 
 
    “I was told I had no immediate family. You’re not a warlock, I can’t feel your magic.” I met his gaze, calling his bluff. “Magic runs in the blood, there’s not a child born without it.” 
 
    A wicked smile crossed his face and I felt my gut clench in fear. “Oh Abby, you are still so young. You should know the most powerful can hide themselves.” 
 
    And then I felt it. As if he let down some type of barrier and his magic suddenly surrounded me. I tried not to flinch as it hit my aura. I stayed strong and kept his gaze. “So you’re stronger than me.” I kept any emotion out of my voice. 
 
    “Just barely, Abby. I’ve been watching you. You’re not only powerful but you’re cunning. That stunt you pulled jumping into the library window to avoid that reporter. Priceless.” He chuckled.  
 
    I hadn’t seen him there, which meant he was hiding or I wasn’t observant enough. I didn’t like the feeling that gave me. “So you’ve been stalking me.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I don’t have a creepy shrine to you, but your parents would be so proud of you.”  
 
    I locked my jaw. “Oliver what?” I asked suddenly. If he’d watched me, he’d know the first thing I’d do when I got out of here was research the hell out of him. 
 
    “I’m from your mother’s side.” 
 
    “Macintosh then.” I hadn’t had to use my mother’s maiden name in years. “I’ll make sure to look you up. Now, tell me. What do you know about the Cult since you’re warning me?” 
 
    “I know they had a hand in your parent’s death and that they swore they’d come back to finish the job.”  
 
    I raised a brow. “The message I got from them said to stay out of their way and I wouldn’t get hurt.” 
 
    “You mean the message that tried to kill you?” 
 
    Damn, he had a point. I hated that he had a point. “So what? They are here to kill me and finish off the family line?” 
 
    “Something like that. Your father did something stupid and the coven found him not guilty of it because of the circumstances.”  
 
    I figured he was talking about the demon summoning, but there was no reason to bring up that I knew that. I didn’t want to share what info Levi gave me if I could help it. I still had no idea if this man was my actual uncle or not. Even if he was, I didn’t know if I could trust him. “So we all have to pay for his crime?” 
 
    “After that event your father started digging further into coven histories and languages.” Oliver tapped his fingers on the table and it reminded me of my own nervous habit.  
 
    “That was his job.” 
 
    He nodded. “Yes, but there are those who don’t want history to be recorded. The Cult used the mistake to go after him, but They killed your parents for your father’s research.” 
 
    Something clicked in my head. The picture of Michele at the crime scene. Fuck. They had been there, even if they weren’t the killer. They had been leaving me a message, not a clue to the murder. 
 
    “You’ve thought of something?” He asked and motioned to the coffee. “I didn’t drug it.” He added as an afterthought. 
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t trust you enough to share my thoughts…or drink your coffee. You had an ME drug me.” 
 
    “Precautions. I just wish he wouldn’t have done it while you were on the phone. Said it was a detective, but didn’t say which one.” 
 
    I wasn’t volunteering that information. “So what do you get from all of this?” 
 
    “I was hoping an ally. There’s a lot going on between us and the Cult of Ra, not a war, not yet. But it could escalate to that if they continue their vigilante ways against our kind.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I’m not interested in working with someone else. Sorry, I’ve got enough on my plate.”  
 
    “Oh, Abby I don’t think you understand. You are the first person in centuries to not die from one of their hexes. You are strong enough to take out the priest. You can end the struggle between us.” 
 
    “In exchange for me considering it, I want you to tell me how to get them off my back.” 
 
    “I’ll think about it.” He looked at his watch. “It looks like you’ve probably been gone too long. Shall I take you back to town?” 
 
    Fuck, I wasn’t even in town. I debated my options. He wanted my help. He needed me alive. “I just have one more question for you. You’re more powerful than I am. Why not just kill the priest yourself?” 
 
    “It’s complicated, but I can’t be the one.” He stood. “Come, I’ll get you back in town. You can call someone to pick you up, I’ll return your phone as soon as we arrive.” 
 
    I stood and followed him through the halls. They, just like the first room, were empty of anything that would have given him personality or painted him as humane. No family photos, no pets, nothing but blank wood walls. How odd.   
 
    He led me to a limo and I raised a brow. “You just have money to throw at a limo to take me back to the city?” 
 
    “I’ve made a pretty good living for myself, Abby. Don’t worry, we have plenty of time to get acquainted.” 
 
    I tried not to wrinkle my nose at him. The driver stepped out of the limo and opened the door for me. I slipped in and leaned back in the seat. I’d been in a limo a few times, occasionally Levi has press conferences or things that aren’t vampire related that we get to travel fancy for. However, I was never comfortable in them. I wasn’t made for the high life or the limelight.  
 
    Oliver climbed in the car after me and sat across from me. “It’s about an hour drive. I don’t live as far out as Levi does.” 
 
    That was good to know, I didn’t really want to talk for a two hour drive. “What do I do if I decide to take your offer?” I asked and crossed my arms.  
 
    “That means you’re considering it.” 
 
    “I don’t make any decisions without full consideration.” It was true. I weighed all my options unless it was something I had to do in a split second, then I trusted my instincts to guide me. “Also, I want my gun back when we get into town. It’s my favorite one.” 
 
    “I’ll give you a card when I return the gun and phone to you.” He chuckled. “I never thought I’d find little Abby carrying a gun.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I prefer my magic, but sometimes a gun is just so much easier.” 
 
    “Not with how strong you are. You could easily kill someone.” 
 
    I cringed. “I try not to kill, only in self-defense if I can help it and I never use magic to kill.” 
 
    “Never?” He asked and chuckled. “It only taints one’s aura for a little while. Your father could have told you that.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes. “I’ve never been forced to and I’d prefer to keep it that way. Temporary or not, I’d rather not have my aura tainted more than it already is. Besides, that would only give the Cult more reason to come after me.” 
 
    “That is true. You wouldn’t want that.” He leaned forward. “You have such potential Abby. Once the Cult is off your back then we can work on harnessing your abilities.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “I haven’t decided if I’m taking your deal and nowhere did I say I was considering becoming your apprentice. In case you haven’t figure it out from stalking me, I prefer to work alone.” And with that I turned away from him and watched the trees pass by as the car moved over dirt roads. 
 
    Eventually the wheels found pavement and the drive smoothed out. The trees gave away to highway and took me into the lights of the city. 
 
      
 
    Oliver dropped me off at my car and I sighed as I turned my phone back on. The screen lit up and then the notifications came. I called Detective Mason first.  
 
    “Abigail, are you okay?” 
 
    Was I okay? I wasn’t sure at this point. “Physically yeah, just exhausted. I see I’ve been gone for an entire day, but I’m back and safe. Will you do me a favor and run a name for me?” It occurred to me that Oliver could have bugged my phone. “Ah fuck it. I need to get a new phone. I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
    “Abby? I arrested the ME who drugged you, are we pressing charges?” 
 
    I rubbed my neck where I remembered the needle going in. “Yeah, aiding in kidnapping and drugging.” 
 
    “Big charges. The person you want me to run, they kidnap you?” 
 
    I nodded but then remembered that he couldn’t see. “Yeah, but I’ll worry about it in the morning. I need to call Simon and Levi before they decide to start searching for my body.” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s been breathing down my neck. I couldn’t find any clues of where you went. The only reason we got a confession out of the ME was because I threatened to hand him over to Levi.” 
 
    I laughed. “Aw, how sweet. Sadly, he was paid off and had no true idea of where I was going.” I started my car to ward off some of the cold air. “Thanks Mason, I’ll send that name to you as soon as I get a new phone. You run that for me then I’ll spend the entire day trying to lay out connections to the murders.” 
 
    “Sounds like I’ve got the easier part. I know you have your reasons, but you’re going to have to explain to me eventually why you want me to run it and not you.” 
 
    Part of it was I didn’t want Oliver to trace it, on the other hand I was scared of what I would find. What if he was telling the truth? I shook my head. “I’ll talk to you about it later.” But we both knew that I would avoid it until he pestered me enough. I hung up and decided who I would call next. The logical answer was Levi, there shouldn’t have been any debate.  
 
    Which made me wonder when I had started developing any feelings for Simon. I shook my head and punched Levi’s number.  
 
    “Hey, I’m heading home.” 
 
    “Where the hell have you been?” 
 
    I snorted. “For the record, you did tell me to stay away from the mansion while the event was going on.” 
 
    I imagined he was taking a moment and keeping himself from snapping back at me. “Abigail, I want you here at the mansion. You’ve been attacked twice since starting this case.” 
 
    I knew that I had the option of not going to the mansion, but I also knew that I didn’t want to go home. I could go to Simon’s but I thought I needed a bit of space. “I’ll be there in a couple hours. I’m in the city.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I knew he meant it. “I will see you then, drive safe.” 
 
    The line disconnected and I sighed. I knew he wouldn’t have panicked unless I was gone for more than one day, but it was nice to know that he worried a little bit. I called Simon and waited for him to pick up. 
 
    Luckily for me the voicemail picked up. “Hey, sorry that I didn’t come home. I got drugged, kidnapped, you know, a normal night in the life of Agent Abby. Give me a call and make sure you call off the search party. I’m going to Levi’s for the night.” I hung up and turned on the radio before pulling the car out of its spot. I was glad no one towed my car for being parked at a meter for so long, maybe Oliver had something to do with that.  
 
    The drive back to Levi’s was quiet, except for the radio. I was already tired of being in the car and was relieved when I pulled up to the mansion. I got out of the car and let myself into the mansion.  
 
    Simon stood there with his hands on his hips. Not who I wanted to come face to face with when I first returned, but hey fate was a bitch like that.  
 
    “So, I know I have a lot of explaining to do, but first I want some food.” I sighed and took off my jacket, putting it and my bag in the coat closet. “I’m sorry, I had no plans on being kidnapped last night and I know you were expecting me to be back before dawn.” 
 
    He laughed. “Yeah, I was, but maybe next time I should specify which dawn?” 
 
    I couldn’t help the smile that broke out on my face. “Next time, maybe. Let’s see what’s in the kitchen to eat and I’ll explain to you what happened.” 
 
    “I’d like to be there for that conversation too.” Levi stepped into the foyer and looked at me. “Are you sure you’re okay?” 
 
    “Other than starving, I’m fine.” I was a little shook up still, but it would pass, it always did. At least this time no one hexed me and I wasn’t lying in the hospital struggling for my life.  
 
    His gaze wandered over my body in a way that told me he was assessing me to see if there was any physical damage. “To the kitchen then.” 
 
    I let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding. Eventually one of them was going to pick up on my mood and my uncertainties, but it’d be better for them to hear what happened to me first.  
 
      
 
    Simon dug out a pizza from the freezer and popped it into the oven. “Okay so, you went to the morgue and what happened?” 
 
    “I got a call from Detective Mason, the next thing I knew I was on the floor looking up at the ME and then I went unconscious. When I woke, I was tied to a chair in a room with a fireplace.” 
 
    “Was there anything around to give you any clues?” Levi asked and sat down at the small table with me.  
 
    I shook my head. “Nope, nothing, no pictures or anything to give me a clue of what was going on. The man who took me said that his name was Oliver Macintosh.” I gave them the overview of what happened. By the time I was done going over all the details the pizza was ready. 
 
    Simon brought it to the table and my stomach growled so loud the two of them looked at me. 
 
    “What? I didn’t eat before I went to the morgue. So Simon, you might want to make another one, because I might eat this one all on my own.” 
 
    He raised a brow. “I already ate.” He sat down. “What do you think? Is he telling the truth?” 
 
    “I have no idea what to think. I was hoping Levi could shed some light on this and that if I run his name I’d pull something up.” I looked at the vampire and his eyes were closed. “Levi, do you need to feed?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Not at this moment. At this time I am debating on murdering your uncle or not.” 
 
    Ah, so that part was true. “Was everything he said true?” 
 
    “Yes, but I don’t know about him protecting you from the Cult. He didn’t want you trained in magic, he wanted to use a binding spell.” 
 
    That didn’t sound pleasant. Binding spells were on the border of black magic, depending on the person’s intentions. “Why?” 
 
    “Because he wanted to protect you. Your parents gave you to my custody in their will, my choice was to raise you as they would have. With your magic and the best training possible. Oliver didn’t agree so I cut him out of your life.” 
 
    I nodded slightly. “And now?” 
 
    “Now you’re old enough to make your own choice on that.” He shrugged. “I don’t rule your life, Abigail.” 
 
    And I appreciated that, but I wasn’t sure what I wanted to do about this situation yet. “Guess I should wait to see what my research turns up.” 
 
    “What about the Cult?” Simon asked. “And the murders?” 
 
    “I keep investigating the murders. I don’t think the Cult has finished their mission yet, so I just need to stay out of their way and hope that I’m not the mission.” 
 
    “Do you really think that they are after you?” Simon reached for a slice of pizza and I hit his hand.  
 
    I was in the middle of a bite and didn’t answer, but Levi nodded. “What Oliver told her makes sense, but it's strange that the Cult waited this long.” 
 
    “Fear maybe? Because we all know she’s one of the more powerful witches.” Simon winked at me. 
 
    I shook my head. “I may be more powerful, but I’m not the best out there.” 
 
    “Unless they fear you’re going to continue your father’s work.” Levi looked at me. “Which is a very real possibility seeing as it seems that the murders are connect to it.” 
 
    I chewed on my pizza and considered the words. I had managed to find my father’s research and it was only natural to continue it, after I used it to save my life of course. “Seems to me that most of this is connected. I don’t like it.” 
 
    “So what are you going to do about it?” Simon asked and leaned back in the chair. “You’ve almost been killed once, you’ve been kidnapped, now what?” 
 
    “Now I solve the murders, find a way to get the Cult off my case, maybe solve my parent’s murder and go on with my life.” I looked at Levi. “I don’t know anything about the murder of my parents. The only thing I learned at the house was that it wasn’t witch hunters, but the Cult. Oliver shed some light on it, but I don’t know how much I can trust him.” 
 
    Levi shrugged. “I wouldn’t trust him as far as you could throw him.” 
 
    Of course he wouldn’t. I nodded. “So now, I eat my pizza, I get a good day’s rest. I search for clues, talk to the coven, oh, and see if that freak of nature vampire is out there selling drugs.” 
 
    “You didn’t kill him?” Levi raised a brow and I shook my head.  
 
    “Wanted to give him a chance first.”  
 
    Simon snorted and I rolled my eyes. 
 
    “And we see how that ended, don’t we?” Levi shook his head. “You’re too trusting, Abby.” 
 
    We all knew I didn’t really trust that easy, but I let it go. It wasn’t worth arguing with him on. “I’m going to get some rest. I’ll see you all later.” I stood and stretched. Grabbing another piece of pizza, I left the room and headed to my room.  
 
      
 
    Not a whole lot had changed in my room. Nothing ever did. Levi wanted it to feel like home for me, so he never touched it. A purple bedspread was perfectly laid on the bed, folded just below the pillow, on the four-poster bed. There was a nightstand with one drawer and a picture of my parents on top of it. That was it. The closet held some of my clothes, but mostly because when I ended up here, I tended to need clean clothes. It was just the way things worked in my life.  
 
    I stripped my shirt and pants off and fell into the bed. I didn’t bother with the covers, I was exhausted. Too tired to bother with anything and too sore from everything to want to move. Now I wanted nothing but sleep. I closed my eyes and let myself drift off into dreamland.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
    I’d set my alarm the night before and the blaring tone now filled the room. I groaned, got up, and fished it out of the pocket of my discarded pants. I hit the dismiss button and sighed. I had work to do today. I needed to call Clarissa and speak to her about arranging a meeting with Michele, assuming the woman would meet with me. More often than not, the leaders tended to ignore me. My hope was now that one of the coven was dead they would listen.  
 
    I dialed Clarissa’s number and waited.  
 
    She answered on the third ring and I could immediately tell she already knew about Jade. 
 
    “Hey you…” Her voice was tired and a little rough, making it obvious that shed been crying for some time. “I’m not really in the mood to talk.” She sighed. “I lost a good friend. I just learned that her body had been found.” 
 
    It broke my heart to hear the tears in her voice. I wondered for a moment why I hadn’t been informed. “I know, that’s actually why I was calling. I was hoping we could meet up. I have some questions, I’m the one on the case.” 
 
    Silence on the other end. I wish I knew what she was thinking because I hated just waiting with nothing to say. 
 
    “This is related to your case then? They never give you two cases.” She sniffled. 
 
    She was wrong. If they were small cases, I often got two, but a serial case like this meant that it was supposed to have my undivided attention. “Yeah, it’s related to my case. I’m hoping that I can get some clues as to what is going on here.” 
 
    “The Cult is behind this.” She snapped. “That’s the only answer you need.” 
 
    I needed to remind myself that I was dealing with a grieving person and assumptions and cold -heartedness wasn’t going to get me far. “I don’t think it’s the Cult, which is why I’m digging further into this. I want to make sure we’re able to get whoever is doing this. She deserves that much.” 
 
    I heard another sniffle. “Do you want to come to the shop for tea then?” 
 
    “Sure, I’m at Levi’s so it’ll be a couple hours.” I needed to shower and eat something, too, just in case someone else decided to kidnap me.  
 
    “Okay, love. I’ll see you then.” 
 
    The line went dead and I sighed. I hated seeing Clarissa like this. Grief was not a pretty thing, but no one should go through it alone. I’m sure the coven had her back, but I wanted, no, I needed to be there for my good friend.  
 
    I stripped my bra and panties off and headed to the attached bathroom. A shower would do me good. I could wash the grime of the last couple days away... meditate, and get my head back on straight. I turned the water on and waited for it to warm up. There were too many thoughts in my head right now. I wanted to know exactly why my parents had given me to Levi instead of Oliver. It was years ago, but I still wanted to know. I had grown up thinking I had no blood family left. There had to be a reason why my parents wanted it that way. 
 
    There also had to be a reason why Oliver chose now to reveal himself to me. Was it the Cult? Was he behind everything? My paranoia started to creep up in my mind. The therapists from my childhood always told me paranoia was normal and it would fade in time. Levi always told me paranoia was what kept me alive. I was starting to believe Levi.  
 
    I got in the shower and let the steamy water roll over me. It eased my muscles and soothed my mind a little bit. I had a long day ahead of me and it wasn’t going to be easy. I wouldn’t have been surprised if the coven accused me of the murders. Clarissa first, then Michele, then Mason and research. Oh, and I needed a new phone in case Oliver had decided to bug mine. 
 
    Paranoia.  
 
    I sighed and washed my hair and body. I got out of the shower and went to the closet to find clean clothes. There was a small set of drawers in there with underwear, bras and socks. I pulled them out and put them on and then got a black shirt and a pair of jeans out. After dressing, I reached down and got my holster and belt off the dirty pair of jeans.  
 
    I was putting my boots on when someone knocked at my door. “I’m dressed, you can come in.” It wasn’t nighttime or anywhere near it so it had to be Simon.  
 
    He opened the door and peeked in. “Hey, thought I’d offer my company today.” 
 
    “Just going to be a lot of boring running around and a bunch of crying people. And maybe cell phone shopping.” 
 
    He smiled. “Sounds like a good day to me.” 
 
    Why on earth was he offering to come with me? I shrugged. “If you really want.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t have offered otherwise.” He stepped in the room. “Levi is worried about Oliver getting into your head.” 
 
    I finished tying my boots. “He didn’t get into my head. I turned down his offer. I don’t need any more ties to the past. As soon as I get this figured out I can bury the past forever.”  
 
    “Abby, you can’t just ignore it.” He sat down on the bed next to me. “The Cult obviously has something to do with your parents passing.” 
 
    “Passing?” I chuckled. “They were murdered, they didn’t just simply pass. And yes, I know, which is why I’m pursuing this.” I stood and stretched. “Look, if you’re coming along just to babysit, don’t bother. I’m a big girl. Stay here with Levi and discuss…I don’t know, whatever business you two have.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I’m not coming to babysit you. One, you still owe me a spell on the club. Two, maybe I’m curious about the Cult and the murders.” 
 
    “I’m going to have a hard time explaining why you’re participating in PIB business.” I went to the bathroom and ran a comb through my hair and a toothbrush over my teeth. “But I suppose I could use the company.” Part of me was happy he wanted to tag along; the other part of me remembered why I never went out to get drinks with a guy…they started to get weird.  
 
    “Thanks.” He snorted. “You’ll figure it out. You did when we were at the morgue.” 
 
    The first time that I was supposed to be snatched up. Oliver had mentioned it, the only reason Dr. Lambsburg didn’t drug me then was because Simon had been with me. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad to have him hanging around.  
 
    I came back out and then headed into the hall. “We have to go to Clarissa’s first. I’d appreciate alone time with her, just because she’s not going to appreciate you observing her grief and she’ll be less likely to be open with me if you’re around.” 
 
    He followed and I even heard him shut the door behind him. I shook my head. Maybe I could keep him around and train him? I imagined him as a big fluffy wolf with a cute collar on and laughed. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” 
 
    I grinned. “Nothing, just a funny image in my head. Let’s get going. It’s a long drive and I’d like to be back before sundown. I’ll drive.” 
 
    “Why do you plan on coming back here?” 
 
    “I need the chamber for a tracking spell. I know the hex is gone, but I think it might be safer for me to do it there.” I shrugged. “It’s either that or you start sniffing out our three legged werewolf.” 
 
    Simon shook his head. “I am not a blood hound.” 
 
    “Didn’t think so.” I walked out and smiled. The sun was shining, but the air still held a cold bite to it, even at this time of day. It’d be warmer in town, but this was the perfect weather for me. Cold, crisp air, my breath in a fog as I breathed. It was perfect. Something about this time of year just called to me and soothed my magic.  
 
    I unlocked the car and we both got in. I flipped on the radio and we started our long drive into town.  
 
      
 
    I parked in front of the shop and got out, leaving the keys in the car. “Go ahead and find something to do. I’ll send you a text when I’m done.” I shut the door and then went into the shop.  
 
    “Clarissa?” I called and she came out of the back room, her eyes all puffy. “Hey, honey.” 
 
    She came and gave me a hug and then locked the front door and flipped the closed sign. “I’m sorry, I’m a mess.” 
 
    “I know, and I’m sorry to have to ask these questions, but I figured you’d rather it be me than Detective Mason.”  
 
    “Detective Mason was the one who called this morning.” She sniffled a little and led me to the back room where she had tea waiting. Part of me was cautious about it, but I sat down and poured myself some anyways. “Can you tell me about Jade?” 
 
    “She was a sweet woman, a school teacher, and I don’t know why someone would want to murder her.” She sniffled. “She never hurt anyone.” 
 
    “Do you know if she was involved in any type of research? Something that may be dangerous to anyone?” I picked up my teacup and blew on it a little.  
 
    She shook her head. “No, she kept her head down, came to our meetings, and was quiet until you really got to know her. She’d come here often and we’d talk about life.” 
 
    This wasn’t getting me anywhere, but I had to remember to be patient. “Do you know if she was seeing anyone? Or mentioned anything about someone who was new in her life?” 
 
    “There was a man, she said he’d come to tell her about some documents her parents left her.” 
 
    Now we were getting somewhere. “Did she say what kind of documents?” 
 
    “Something about a lock box, but she never did go look. She’d gotten papers to claim it, but her parents have been dead for twenty years.”  
 
    I frowned. “How old was she?” 
 
    “She’s forty.”  
 
    So not my age, she would have been old enough to remember if her parents were working on anything in research. “Okay, thank you. I’ll inform Detective Mason to look for the papers, maybe we can get a warrant for the bank. I know this a loss for the whole coven, and I know Michele has her hands full, but—“ 
 
    “You need to ask her questions as well. She thought you might. She has reservations for you and her at Mona Lisa’s. Said it was her treat. Nine tonight.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure how I felt about Michele assuming I could and would meet up on her terms. I wanted to be back before then to do a tracking spell, but I would make it work. “Okay, thank you.” I sipped my tea and leaned back. “Did you know I had an uncle?” I asked suddenly.  
 
    Her eyes widened. “I didn’t. I thought all of your family was dead.” 
 
    “So did I. Levi knew, he hid it from me. I’m not too pleased.” 
 
    “Listen honey, Levi hides a lot of things from you. It’s not a bad thing, he’s just trying to keep you somewhat innocent.” 
 
    “He has me kill for him.” I laughed. “I think it’s far too late for me to be innocent.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Your aura is still fairly clean. You still have morals and that helps you out. A lot.” 
 
    “I know. Just sometimes I wish he would include me in things.” I shook my head. “Or at least not hide family members.” 
 
    “For your own good.” She said again. “Do you truly think this isn’t the Cult’s doing?” 
 
    I nodded. “I do. Some things don’t add up.” 
 
    “Like?” She asked and met my gaze. “Please Abby, ease my grief a little bit.” 
 
    “Like the fact that, though based on the same subtext, the runes were different. The ones at the crime scene were actually a newer version than the kind that tried to kill me.” 
 
    “Okay, that means that it’s someone familiar with the language.” 
 
     “But it’s not the Cult. From what I understand, they always use the older version, it’s kind of like their signature.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s what they say anyways. So do you have suspects?” 
 
    “No, the only other person I know who studied the language with my father is dead.” And I wasn’t even sure if that’s what the man had been studying with my father.  
 
    “What did Michele study with him?” Clarissa asked, sitting up straighter. “She said she knew him.” 
 
     “I don’t know what she studied with him. Research is a weird thing, my father did a lot of it, mostly with languages, but I didn’t know Michele until now.” 
 
    “There are a lot of people in your father’s past that you don’t know about.” She sighed and played with her tea.  
 
    I sipped mine and watched her. She had at least stopped crying, but I knew she was hurting. “I’ll call to check on you later. I need to call Mason and in order to do that, I need a new phone.” 
 
    “What aren’t you telling me, Abigail?” And just like that she was back to mother hen mode. Her eyes narrowed and met my gaze, her brows furrowed, and if she had been standing her hands would have been on her hips.  
 
    I shook my head. “I’m paranoid my phone was bugged by my uncle.” 
 
    “You’ll catch me up soon? It sounds like I’ve missed a lot.” 
 
    I nodded. “Of course. After I catch this killer, preferably before they blow anything else up or kill anyone else.” 
 
    “Of course, no more arms.” 
 
    Or hands, I wanted to add, but that wasn’t a good idea judging by her state. “Yeah, no more arms.” I pulled out a notebook from my bag. “Will you write down Michele’s number? Just in case something happens and I can’t make it tonight?” 
 
    She nodded and took the notebook and pen. She jotted down the number and then handed the items back to me. “I hope you can meet her. She’s not a patient woman sometimes.” 
 
    I got that impression at the time they undid the hex. “Yeah, but sometimes, I just can’t help it with my job.” I gave a small sigh. I finished my tea and then pulled out my phone to text Simon a simple ‘done’. 
 
    “You really need a vacation.” She stood. 
 
    I raised a brow, standing and going over to her. “How can you tell?” 
 
    “That little sigh you gave after talking about your job. Promise me that after this, you’ll take a vacation.” 
 
    I nodded. “I will. Don’t worry. I’m thinking somewhere warm and sunny, with an ocean.” I hugged her. “I have to go. Thank you, I know you didn’t want to talk.” 
 
    “I’m willing to do anything. If it’s not the Cult, the killer needs to be caught.” 
 
    I thought that was a strange way of saying it. “And if it is the Cult?” 
 
    “Then Abby, may the Goddess have mercy on your soul, because anyone who goes after them ends up dead.” She gave me a sad look and touched my shoulder. “I hope it’s not them.” 
 
    So did I, but either way they were out to kill me. “Thanks. I’ll call and check in on you.” 
 
    I walked back into the main part of the store and saw Simon pull up. I waved bye to Clarissa and walked out.  
 
    Simon got out and let me get in the driver’s seat. I got in and adjusted my seat. My head was leaned back as he got into the passenger side. 
 
    “Learn anything new?” 
 
    I nodded. “Michele wants me to meet her for dinner at nine tonight back down here. My victim was a teacher whose parents died twenty years ago and she received paperwork stating she was the beneficiary. Clarissa said she never claimed it because she thought it was a hoax.” 
 
    “Which means?” 
 
    “I think she was a researcher, but I won’t know for sure until I run a check on her.” I rubbed my eyes. “Either her or her parents were involved in the research though, that’s what my gut is telling me. If it’s not the Cult, it’s someone who’s got something staked on that research.”  
 
    “So the next step?” 
 
    “To get a new phone so I can talk to people without having to worry about it being bugged.” I muttered. “So shopping, for now. Then I’ll talk to Mason.” 
 
    Simon nodded and I backed out of the parking space and took us back to the main part of town.  
 
    After a few minutes of driving Simon let out a sigh. “Do you really think your uncle bugged your phone?” 
 
    “The man has been stalking me for twenty years, I’m pretty sure bugging my phone isn’t out of the question.” I laughed. “Precautions, that’s all. They’ll be able to transfer my number and contacts. It’ll be quick and easy.” 
 
    Simon laughed. “You sound like Levi, precautions. Not everyone is out to get you.” 
 
    “You’re right, not everyone is out to get me, just a lot of people.” I clicked my blinker on and switched lanes. “It happens in my line of work.” 
 
    “When do you retire again?” He asked.  
 
    I could tell he was joking by the tone in his voice, but I still shook my head. “This isn’t really a job one retires from.” 
 
    “Ah, a until–death-do-we-part kind of deal. No wonder you don’t date.” He turned to look out the window.  
 
    I tried not to roll my eyes. “Yeah, something like that.” He was right, I just didn’t really have the time between working for the state and working for Levi. Besides, most men turned out to be assholes.  
 
    I pulled into the parking lot for my cell phone service and threw the car into park. “Let’s get this over with.”  
 
      
 
    Two hours later I had a new phone, transferred numbers and photos and the same phone number I had before. I made sure to keep the old phone so the store wouldn’t have any chance of getting at the info there. They tried to up-sell me on everything possible, but by the end of it I got just what I wanted. The first call I made was to Mason, who didn’t answer. I left him a brief message about what I learned and told him that I was heading to the office. 
 
    Simon decided to continue tagging along despite the fact that he still thought I was crazy for switching cell phones. We got to the office without issue and walked into the building. 
 
    Our daytime receptionist looked at Simon. “Oh, he’s back?” 
 
    “Long story, I just need a visitor's badge for him.” I shrugged and Simon handed her his ID.  
 
    She clicked her tongue and looked at him. “Your boyfriend is going to be jealous.” 
 
    “Boyfriend?” Simon and I asked at the same time.  
 
    “Yeah, the guy who I just sent to your office. He said his name was Nicolas, wanted to leave you some flowers.”  
 
    What the hell? I glanced at Simon. “About Simon’s height, dark hair, dressed in a snazzy suit?” 
 
    “Yeah, and the most gorgeous green eyes I’ve ever seen.” She batted her eyes and I swore that Simon made a noise of disgust.  
 
    I guess I was going to have to deal with him sooner rather than later and find out why he came to visit my office again. “Okay, thanks. Has he come back down yet?” 
 
    “No, I figured he was just going to drop the flowers off and come back. It’s not like he can get in the office.” 
 
    That was true, not unless he had a copy of my magnetic badge. My mind drifted to the fact that I had the badge when Oliver kidnapped me. I didn’t think he had the equipment to copy it, but I wouldn’t put it past him. “Do me a favor and order me another key badge? I’ll need it recoded too.” 
 
    “Paranoid.” I heard Simon whisper and I rolled my eyes.  
 
    “Of course. Oh, Kathy said to give this to you. It came back from the lab.” She handed me a folder and the evidence bag with the shard of glass in it. 
 
    The bottle fragment from the vampire selling Thrills. “Thanks. We’ll see you when we get back down.” I smiled and went to the elevator. I didn’t like the fact that the man had shown up twice now. This time there would be no avoiding him so it was best to just deal with him. It wasn’t a coincidence that he was here two different times when I was and now I had this evidence to deal with. We went down the hall to the elevator and Simon put a hand at the small of my back. I instantly tensed when he touched me, my nerves still high. 
 
    “It’s really bothering you, isn’t it? Getting kidnapped? All these steps you’re taking after it happened.” 
 
    I nodded. “Yes, I don’t normally let people that close to me, but the ME got close enough to drug me. With something strong enough that I was out for an hour car ride and a few hours afterwards.” 
 
    “Okay, fair enough, but do you think he would have copied your key card?” 
 
    I nodded. “I think he’d do anything to keep me safe, or his version of safe anyways.” 
 
    “I wonder what it’s like being in your mind, always having to think that people are around you just to hurt you.”  
 
    It was the second time he brought it up. I turned to him as the elevator started going up. “I was four when my parents were murdered and I was taken into a world of supernatural creatures. A world that the public was barely able to understand. All my life I’ve had to learn how to control my abilities and told to limit them or I would attract unwanted attention.” 
 
    He kept my gaze even as the elevator dinged.  
 
    “When I was offered the spot on the PIB I knew that I wouldn’t have much of a choice in life. It was either take the job or hide behind Levi my whole life and work only for him. In my life, paranoia has saved me. Many times.” I stepped out of the elevator, not giving him a chance to apologize or explain.  
 
    He followed me and grabbed my wrist. “Look, Abby—“ 
 
    “You didn’t know, you’re sorry, yeah I know. But if you want to be part in my life, be it drinking buddies or to one day date me, then you need to understand that.” I met his gaze. “Got it?” 
 
    “Abigail, is this man bothering you?” The male voice that broke the tension wasn’t one that I knew. 
 
    Simon had the same look of confusion that I was sure was on my face. I turned to the man that stood in front of my office door. He held a vase of roses and looked like he stepped out of the CK model lineup.  
 
    “Um, no.” I met that incredible green gaze and had to refocus my thoughts. “Simon’s not a bother. Who are you?” 
 
    He frowned. “You don’t remember me? I used to come to your house all the time. I’m Nick Averin.” 
 
    The last name struck a cord with me, the name of the man in the picture, and my hand went to the small of my back where the gun was hidden under my jacket. “I’m sorry, the only person I know with that last name is dead.” 
 
    “Um, my father?” He guessed and ran a hand through his hair. It fell back down perfectly and it made me want to shoot it off. “Yeah, no, I used to come play at your house after that. My mom would bring me over because you were my only friend at the time.” 
 
    “I had to have been under four.” I looked at Simon, who shrugged. “Do you see what I’m talking about now?” 
 
    He nodded and motioned to Nick. “Out of the woodwork.” 
 
    “My timing is that bad? It’s taken me forever to figure out how to get a hold of you. I would have called, but your number isn’t listed.” 
 
    Did anyone actually list their numbers anymore? I shook my head. “I don’t make it public for a number of reasons.” I crossed my arms. “So why, after all these years, would you hunt me down now?” 
 
    “Because I heard about the murders and that you were in charge of the investigation. My mother and I left town after your parents were murdered.” He sighed and held up the vase. “I normally leave flowers on their grave every year, I have some company do it. But I’m back in town for business and finally got some idea of where you were.” 
 
    “My parents’ anniversary isn’t until next month.” I shook my head. “This is all too weird. Okay gentlemen, into the office so while we talk this all out, I can run a name.” I grumbled and swiped my badge. The light flashed green and I walked in, holding the door for the two men who seemed to be locked in a death stare. 
 
    They walked in and I let the door shut. I went to my desk and booted up the computer. I twisted in the chair while I stared at the two men. This was an unusual situation for me. Never had someone actually come seeking me out for friendly reasons. Who remembered friends from twenty years ago, from early childhood?  
 
    Clearly not me. Of course trauma would do that to a person. “Okay, Nick. So you came to drop flowers off in condolences for a twenty year old murder.”  
 
    “Pretty much.” He shrugged. “I always wondered what happened to you.” 
 
    “Forgive my paranoia, but do you realize that the Cult of Ra is in town?” 
 
    He paled a little bit. That gave me all the answers I needed to know. “Good to know, means you aren’t with them.” I muttered and Simon crossed his arms. He leaned back in the chair and had this stupid smirk on his face.  
 
    “Why would I show up with them? I told you, I’m in town for business.” Nick cleared his throat. “Your guardian kept in touch with my mother. She never told me where to find you or how to contact you, but he sent her pictures of you as you grew up.” 
 
    Weird, Levi rarely took pictures of me. Of course there were school pictures somewhere. He did try to seem somewhat normal. “That’s creepy.” 
 
    “Your mother was close to my mom.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I really don’t remember. I didn’t have a lot of contact with people that my parents knew.” The computer finally booted up and I typed in the name of my teacher victim and waited for the search to run. I gave the screen my attention because I didn’t want to see the pity in Nick’s eyes that often came with the mention of my parents’ murder.  
 
    Nick cleared his throat. “I don’t think I would have either, but I wanted to meet and catch up with you.” I looked up in time to see his gaze slide to Simon. “Maybe meet for coffee.” 
 
    “You told the receptionist that you were my boyfriend, you also talked the night receptionist into letting you past the desk. Why?” 
 
    “Because everyone I talked to said you were married to your work. What better place to find you than your office. With the murders, I assumed you were working late that night.” He shrugged and I decided it was time to rethink my habits.  
 
    Simon snorted. “Abby, I think you need a hobby.” 
 
    My thoughts exactly. I turned my gaze back to the screen and couldn’t believe what I saw. The victim hadn’t been just any teacher, she taught one of the paranormal classes at the college. I scribbled down some notes and then closed the program. “Okay. Well, Nick. Give me your number and I’ll call you once the murders are done and the Cult is out of town.” 
 
    “Those are taking up all your time right now?” He asked and reached for a pen off my desk.  
 
    I nodded and then opened the folder for the results from the lab. I tossed him a blank piece of paper. “As the rumors say, I’m married to my work.” I looked at the toxins that came back from it. Heroin was one of them. Lovely. It looked like it had been enhanced by magic too. Thrills indeed. 
 
    “Abby?” Simon asked and I looked up from the papers. “What’s on your mind?” 
 
    I shut the folder and leaned back in my chair. “I have to go hunting tonight.” I said simply and I knew Simon would catch on. “So it looks like I’m staying in town tonight.” 
 
    “Fantastic.” He grumbled and I knew now he was being the paranoid one.  
 
    Nick put his number and the vase on my desk. “I’m moving back for good. I’ve bought a house on the north side of town. I wrote the address down too if you want to stop by.” 
 
    I’d be running his name as soon as he left, but with my luck he’d turn out to be just like his father and have no history in the system. I had to focus on the case first though. “I’ll call once the case is over.” I said honestly. I wanted to bury the past, but maybe reconnecting to people in it was a way of moving on. If he checked out, I didn’t see harm in being friends. 
 
    “Thanks, I’ll see you around, Abigail.” He let himself out of the office and Simon shook his head. 
 
    “I don’t like him.”  
 
    I raised a brow. “Really? Why?” 
 
    “Just something about him feels off.” He sighed. “Stay away from him Abby, he’s trouble.” 
 
    I laughed. “Who’s being paranoid now?” 
 
    “Abby…” 
 
    I nodded. “Don’t worry, that’s why I told him I’d contact him after the case was over. If he’s connected, he’ll either be long gone, or he’ll be arrested.” Wouldn’t that give me satisfaction? I gave a happy sigh, but then snapped out of it. “Okay, we need to head to the college.” 
 
    “Teacher victim?” He asked and I nodded.  
 
    “She taught a paranormal class there and I’m hoping someone can shed some light on things for us.” 
 
    I grabbed my papers and put them in my bag before heading out. Simon followed and we headed towards the elevator, but we both slowed when we realized that Nick was still waiting for it.  
 
    My phone rang and both Simon and I stopped completely. I picked it up. “Agent Collins.”  
 
    “Abby, I got a warrant and got into the safety deposit box.” Mason’s voice sounded shaky. “You’ll want to get down here.” 
 
    “I was on my way to check out another lead, but I’ll head there. Wait, where is there?” I asked and met Simon’s gaze. I mouthed ‘something’s wrong with Mason.’ 
 
    “First National bank, Fifth and Main.” 
 
    I wasn’t far away. “Great, I’ll be there in just a few minutes.” I disconnected the phone and saw Nick staring at us. I grabbed Simon’s arm and led him to the stairs. 
 
    We took them two at a time. “What did you mean something was wrong with Mason?” 
 
    “He was shook up. I can’t imagine what he found in a safety deposit box that would affect him that much.” We came out of the stairwell, dropped his badge off at the desk, and ran to the car.  
 
    I wasn’t sure why we were running, maybe we both didn’t want to get distracted by Nick. Apparently I’d rather face a mysterious box than a boy from the past. Hell, I was four, there was no past there.  
 
    We got into the car and I gunned it to the bank.  
 
      
 
    There were no cop cars around the bank like I expected, so I assumed that Mason wanted to keep it quiet. I looked at Simon and he nodded. “Yeah, I know. I’ll stay here.” He cranked the radio up and leaned the seat back.  
 
    I jumped out of the car and moved my agent badge to the front of my pants so it was no longer hidden. I ran a hand through my hair, trying to make myself look a little more appropriate and then walked into the bank. The security guard’s eyes went straight to my badge and then to my face.  
 
    “Right this way, Agent Collins.” He led me to the backroom where I found Detective Mason and a man in a three piece suit standing over a metal box. 
 
    The security guard didn’t come in, but he shut the door behind me. I crossed my arms and looked at them. “You’re both pale, please don’t tell me it’s another body part.” 
 
    “No, no more body parts.” Mason motioned to the box. 
 
    I walked around the little square table in the room and looked down. In it was a picture of a little boy. I looked closer and saw the clear residue over the picture, the rune of a binding spell. They were all trained to see it, know it, in all languages if they were going to be anywhere near paranormal investigations.  
 
    My heart sank. I had no way of telling who this child was, how old the picture was. A binding spell was dangerous; it locked away the magic of a particular person. Normally you had to have something special to the person or a piece of them. And if left active too long it could cut the life of the person short. 
 
    There was just one thing about this spell. “It’s not active.” 
 
    “What?” Mason asked and he sounded relieved. I nodded.  
 
    “Whatever they used to draw the rune, it faded away, leaving just the residue behind. It was meant almost like a time release capsule.” I bit my lip and pulled the picture up out of the box. It came up with a sound that made us all cringe. The photo had stuck to the metal.  
 
    “Is there any history on this box? How long it’s been here? How often someone came to visit it?” 
 
    “I can get it for you.” The bank manager said and disappeared out of the room.  
 
    I looked at Mason. “You thought it was an active one.”  
 
    He nodded. “I did, we’re just taught what they look like and told not to touch it until someone from PIB came.” 
 
    “Yeah, luckily for us, this one wasn’t active. We need to know who the child in the picture is and then we need to find them.” My mind spun with the possibilities of what this could mean. “Figure out if they have any connections with our other victims.” 
 
    “What are you thinking, Abby?” 
 
    I took a deep breath. “That this might be a revenge killing.” 
 
    “And the others?” 
 
    “Same thing. Binding spells are not easy, we know all of our victims so far have ties in the magical world. It could have been a group effort.” 
 
    “What’s the advantage of that?” He asked and I flipped the picture over.  
 
    1989 was scrawled on the back in fading black ink. So the person would be my age.  
 
    “Sharing the tinting of the aura and to make a more powerful binding.” I showed him the back where the date was. “Luckily for us, I think this child grew up, which means we’re not dealing with a minor.” 
 
    “You don’t sound too relieved.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Just another piece of the puzzle and nothing is fitting together. We have people who are related to research on the Cult, a child who was bound, someone who is mimicking the Cult. Mason, we’re missing something.” 
 
    “You said you were going to go work a lead?” He took the picture from me.  
 
    “Our newest victim, the owner of the lock box, was a teacher at the college. I’m going to go talk to her colleagues and see if I can’t find something out.” I sighed. “We need a break.” 
 
    “What’s your next step after that?” He asked. “We’re chasing shadows right now, Abby.” 
 
    He didn’t have to remind me of that. “I’m going to do another tracking spell and I have a meeting with one of the coven priestesses tonight. I’m hoping she’ll be able to tell me something.”  
 
    I glanced at my watch.  
 
    “Okay, do what you need to do. We need to bring this person in.” 
 
    He looked down at the photo. “Who would bind a child?” 
 
    “Maybe they thought they were protecting him.” I shrugged and started towards the door. “Or maybe those involved didn’t really understand what they were doing.” I walked out without saying anything else. The bank manager walked up with the papers.  
 
    “The box was originally owned by a Kevin Smith, instructions were to give Ms. Maclamore the box upon his death.” 
 
    “Hand them to Detective Mason, I’m doing foot work.” I’d see if I could try to make a connection between Kevin and Jade. I tried to smile, but I didn’t feel it. All this case was giving me was confusion. It wasn’t often that a case had this many pieces and I needed to start drawing them out. Digging deeper, but I needed a name that went with that innocent face on the picture.  
 
    Who could bind a child? Morally? My mind drifted to Oliver and my heart fell. That child could have been me, if he’d gotten his way. I could have been powerless all through my childhood. Goddess only knew what would have happened if Levi hadn’t been the one to take me in. 
 
    Simon looked at me from the open car window “You look grim.” 
 
    “I can’t talk about it.” I shook my head. “Let’s get to the school and see if I can get any more answers.” Hopefully Detective Mason would call me if he found out the identity of the child in the photo.  
 
    A bad feeling crept through me. I tried to shake it off, but it didn’t want to leave me. It meant that something stuck to my aura and I had to wonder if it wasn’t a bit of magical residue from the binding spell. I started the car and headed out. 
 
      
 
    The school was like any other college. Students bustled around from place to place, some buried in books, others with their gazes glued to their phones, but they all carried big bags and walked with a sense of purpose. Simon and I finally found the administration’s office and stepped in. I took a deep breath, glad to be out of the fast paced crowd of students. 
 
    “Can I help you?” The woman looked up from the computer screen at the counter. 
 
    I pulled my badge off my belt and showed it to her. “I’m Agent Abigail Collins, and I’m looking into the death of one of your professors.” 
 
    “Oh poor Jade”, the woman sighed. “Yes, I was wondering how long until you came to talk to us.” 
 
    It was great when people actually worked with me and not against me.  
 
    “I suppose you’ll want to see her classroom? I’ll also have a list of students for you.”  
 
    She was almost too prepared.  
 
    “Ma’am, have you had to deal with something like this before?” I asked gently. No one was this prepared for me or any law enforcement for that matter. 
 
    She nodded. “I have. Not the same type of situation, but a few years ago one of our teachers was shot. I handled everyone who came in to talk to the students and staff.” 
 
    Tough job, but someone had to do it and this woman was perfectly calm and relaxed about it. That rubbed me the wrong way. “If you know which students have magical abilities, or if there was anyone who audited the class, please mark them. I need to know those in particular.” 
 
    That caught her attention, her gaze shot to mine and she nodded. “Of course.” She pulled out a map and a key. She drew two Xs on it. “You’re here.” She pointed to one and then to the other. “That’s her class room. She never switched rooms, she never shared it. It was part of her contract with the school.” She handed me the key. “This is so you can get in. I’ll have the list for you when you return.” 
 
    She sat back down and turned to the computer. I glanced at Simon who shrugged. He seemed to do that a lot around me. I was starting to wonder if he really didn’t understand. Of course the woman had caught me off guard too. I turned and left the office, the hall was still busy, but it seemed many of the students had cleared out and made it to their destinations.  
 
    I looked at the map and groaned. Why did campuses have to be so big? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
    We fought our way through the crowd and stopped halfway to the classroom for coffee. Simon and I stood in front of the classroom door sipping the mediocre brew. We stared at the door and I felt that we both were avoiding going in. I was physically tired, but I needed to get to the bottom, get a clue of something.  
 
    I slid the key into the lock and twisted it. The first thing I felt was a ward click into place. The magic marched down my arms and I found myself wondering how she managed to get one in place like that. Of course, she was dead, so I couldn’t ask her. I walked in and looked around. 
 
    Runes in our coven’s language covered the walls, purple light coming from them. My breath caught as I felt nothing but peace when I walked in the room. Wards, protecting wards. I felt the smile cross my face as I walked slowly to the middle of the room and closed my eyes. 
 
    “Abby?” Simon asked. 
 
    I opened my eyes and he stood right in front of me. “Can you see the runes?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No, but I can feel the effects. What do you think it means?” 
 
    “That she was powerful, but also that she was scared of something. I have a hard time imagining someone who was this peaceful had anything to do with what was at the bank.” But of course everyone had their pasts. I looked around the classroom. “There’s no way anything bad could happen in here, but I’m surprised the runes are still active.” 
 
    He nodded. “Your magic normally dies with you.” 
 
    “As soon as the soul abandons the body, but she did die only two nights ago.” 
 
    “What does that have to do with anything?” He crossed his arms. 
 
    I started to march up the stadium-like seating and look at desks for anything out of the ordinary. Even the desks had runes drawn on them. “The Irish believe that it takes three days for the soul to actually leave the body.” 
 
    “So her magic could still be active.” Simon caught on. “What do you think she was so scared of?” 
 
    “What makes you think she was scared?” I came back down and went to her desk, pulling out drawers and looking for something that would give me a clue.  
 
    “I may not be able to see them, but I know that there are protection runes all over. I can feel them. No one puts up that many wards without being scared of something.”  
 
    Paranoia. I clicked my tongue. “I don’t know, it might have something to do with that lock box. She would have been what in 1989? Twenty something? Young?” 
 
    “You’re twenty something, so am I.” He laughed. “You consider us young, that’s good.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “You’re twenty seven, I’m twenty four, my parents were killed twenty years ago. She would have been just about twenty.” I sighed. “Maybe she got mixed up in something stupid. Witches are just starting to discover their powers at this age.” 
 
    “Except for you, you seem to have mastered them already.”  
 
    The tone in his voice made me look up. “I have got to get you a book on witches.” I made my voice light, even though he had been serious. “I’m not even at the height of my powers yet.” 
 
    “No wonder why the Cult wants you dead.” 
 
    Yeah, no wonder. I flipped open a planner I’d found in the desk. My eyes grew wide as there was another picture of the child taped to the inside of it. My heart stopped beating for a moment. What the hell? 
 
    “You found something.” Simon came bounding over to me and I shut the planner. And got an evidence bag out of my bag. “Yeah, but I can’t show you.” She had known the child. Could the child have been hers? It was a possibility. The child would be only a couple years older than me.  
 
    I pulled out my phone and texted Mason about what I found. “I need to drop this off at the lab and then I need to try and get your club done.” 
 
    “Why now?” He asked as I slid the planner into my bag.  
 
    “Because I’m in the mood to do some blood magic tonight.” I had extra energy that I needed to get out and using a stronger form of magic would help “I have to do the tracking from the chamber so that’s out of the question.” I needed to do something that would ground me. I was taken aback by today. I needed to get myself back into the right headspace. “And I have to meet with Michele tonight, so I can’t go back to the mansion until that is done.” 
 
    “Okay, fair enough. Let’s go. There’s a bunch of students looking in the window.” He whispered.  
 
    I turned towards the door and saw it was true. Gawkers, seriously. I shook my head and walked towards the door, pushing my way through. I turned around and locked it. The ward clicked back into place. If our victim had still been alive, then she would have known when we got there and when we left. 
 
    The students were asking me questions as I pushed through and I ignored them. Simon followed me, but I didn’t dare look back at them. I didn’t want to look at the students just barely younger than me wondering what had happened to a beloved teacher.  
 
    I took a deep breath when we got out of the building and walked through the courtyard. My mind spun at everything; maybe Michele could shed some light on it for me. Simon and I walked to the car without questioning each other. We got in and my phone rang.  
 
    I looked at the screen and didn’t recognize the number. Frowning, I answered it.  
 
    “Abigail Collins, we need to meet. In person. Alone.” 
 
    I didn’t know the voice, but it sent chills down my back.  
 
    “Who is this?” 
 
    “I’m Merick, one of the members of the Cult of Ra. I know you got our message, but clearly you’re too stubborn to listen to a hex.” 
 
    I cursed. “It has to be a public area.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t expect anything less from you, Agent A.”  
 
    Only a few people called me that, it was odd hearing it from someone I didn’t know.  
 
    “I have a business meeting tonight, care to meet me for coffee after? Midnight Cafe is open late.” It was a cafe that a lot of supernatural creatures frequented because it was open 24/7. It would be public enough that if something went wrong I wouldn’t be alone, but private enough that we could discuss murders or trying to kill me. 
 
    “I’m familiar with it. I’ll see you there at midnight, will that give you enough time?” 
 
    “Should. No hexes?” 
 
    “Look at this as an olive branch. We can be reasonable when we want.” He chuckled and the line went dead. 
 
    Simon glared at me. “Please don’t tell me that you agreed to go meet with a member of the Cult?” 
 
    “Why would I?” I asked with a bit of sarcasm. “You already know the answer.” I started the car. “Wonder how the creep got my number?” 
 
    He shrugged and my phone rang again. I looked at it and saw Levi’s face pop up on the screen with his name. It dispelled the common myth that their pictures couldn’t be taken. He even had a reflection too. “What’s up, boss?” 
 
    “There was a person who died from an overdose on Thrills.” He growled “One of my people.” 
 
    Oh shit, this just couldn’t get any worse could it?  
 
    “You need to finish this. Tonight.”  
 
    I took a deep breath. “I’ll fit it into my schedule.” 
 
    “You will do it tonight, Abigail. I cannot have him killing my people with his stupid drug.” He snarled. 
 
    “I know, I’ll do it. I’m just…a bit overwhelmed right now. You know, other murders and all. But I’ll be close to his area of town tonight.” 
 
    “You never let me down.”  
 
    I could almost hear the grin in his voice, but I let it go. Before I had a chance to say something, he asked. “Are you coming back to the mansion tonight?” 
 
    “Yeah, apparently after I kill this drug dealer. Seriously, can’t anyone else do it?” I sighed. “I have dinner with someone who was close to the newest victims tonight. I’ll probably be back close to dawn.” 
 
    “It has to be you.” Levi snapped. “Don’t question why, just trust me on this matter.” 
 
    Of course, like everything else. Just trust him. “Okay, it’ll be done tonight. I really hate to have to kill him, but it’s not like there’s a vampire rehab.” I shook my head and he just laughed at me.  
 
    “I will see you if you get back before dawn then.” He disconnected and I banged my head against the steering wheel.  
 
    Simon patted my back. “Vacation.” 
 
    “What?” I asked and looked at him.  
 
    “I’m treating you to a vacation after this. I’m sure you need one.” 
 
    I laughed and sat up. “That sounds wonderful, but I don’t know if people could function here without me.” I joked. “Cause, you know, vampire drug dealers need to be killed. And though Levi has twenty other capable people, it must be me.” 
 
    “Yeah, don’t even think about involving me in that one.” Simon chuckled. “Let’s get to the club, you can do the runes before opening. I can work a few hours and you’ll pick me up? My car is still at the mansion.” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, it’ll probably be after closing time. You know, druggy vamp and all.” 
 
    “Working will do me some good. I’ve been missing the bar.” He shrugged. “It’s like home to me.” 
 
    A small amount of guilt came to me. He shouldn’t be running around with me. He should be living his own life. “Yeah, it’ll be good for you to get back.” I kept myself from apologizing because it meant that I had done something wrong, which for once, wasn’t the case. 
 
      
 
    We got to the club and he let us in. It was strange seeing the building this empty. I dug into my bag and found the blessed knife. Blood magic took more energy, but it would also help edge off some of the stress I was feeling. And I seriously needed the stress relief. 
 
    “You are paying me for this, right?” I asked over my shoulder with a grin. 
 
    “Woman, you’ve lived in my house for the last week, ate my food, I’m pretty sure that’s payment enough.” 
 
    It was true and I laughed. I conjured a circle around me before I started the spell. The runes were already there, so all I needed to do was push more power into them. I took a deep breath and sliced my hand. Muttering the Latin words I put my hand against the wall. The magic flowed through me and into the blood smear. I felt the magic hit each rune and I pulled my hand away as the spell closed itself.  
 
    The blood on the wall disappeared, taken by the magic as a sacrifice. I bowed my head in thanks to the Goddess and then closed the circle. I took a deep breath as the loss of energy hit me. I fished into my bag and pulled out a roll of bandages.  
 
    Simon came to my side and grabbed them from me. “Here, let me.” 
 
    I blinked at him, unsure how to react. Most people just let me struggle to wrap it myself. Blood magic was seen as contradictory, many thought it automatically meant black magic. Kind of like sex magic, it could be good or bad, but mostly it was associated as black magic.  
 
    I held my hand up and he wrapped the bandage around it tightly, tucking the ends away perfectly. 
 
    “The fact that you carry all these supplies in your bag makes me think that you have a Mary Poppins' bag.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Nope, just a really big bag. It’s not bigger on the inside. I don’t carry everything in it, just things I’m likely to need at a crime scene.” I shrugged.  
 
    “How long have you worked with the state?” He asked and then took me over to the bar. “Sit. I’ll get you a glass of water.” 
 
    I sighed. “A cup of coffee would be better.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll make a pot.” He chuckled and turned around to the coffee maker. 
 
    “To answer your question, three years.” 
 
    “That’s it?” 
 
    “I started when I was twenty-one. Newly recruited. Special circumstances and all that.” I laughed. “Boy was I naive then.” I shook my head. “I’ve learned a lot.” 
 
    “Do you like it?” He asked and turned around after starting the pot.  
 
    I nodded. “I do. I feel like it’s my calling.” I shrugged. “It’s dangerous and Levi hates that about it, but I don’t really mind that much. It’s no more dangerous than me going after random people in his territory.” 
 
    Simon looked like he was contemplating something, but I didn’t want to ask. I wasn’t sure I liked where the conversation was going.  
 
    “Do you want a family?” He asked after a couple of moments. 
 
    I almost fell off my stool. “Um? What?” 
 
    “I don’t mean right now. I mean down the line.” He scrubbed at his face. “Never mind. I sound like an idiot.” 
 
    “I feel like there’s something else you’re getting at.” I raised a brow. “What about you? Grand plans for the future?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Eventually I want a family, but really what kind of life is being a child of a werewolf? It’s not something I can really hide.” 
 
    “There’s a fifty-fifty chance you’d pass it to the child.” I studied the grain of the bar. “I guess knowing what’s out there, knowing how my parents died, makes me second guess bringing a family into this world.” 
 
    Simon went back to the coffee pot. “Glad I’m not the only one.” He fixed me a mug of coffee and bent behind the bar, only to return standing with a carton of half and half creamer.  
 
    “I never really said thanks for helping me out. I’m hoping Levi didn’t have to threaten you too much. Even for tagging along today.” 
 
    Simon shrugged. “He really wants us together.” He held his hands up in surrender before I could say something. “I told him that you weren’t interested and I wasn’t going to force anything. He made me promise that I’d at least ask you out for a drink.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes but smiled. “Levi worries too much. He forgets that I’m perfectly capable of taking care of myself.” 
 
    “Well, part of it is that he’s worried about you doing something rash and stupid with no one to talk you off the edge.”  
 
    I poured cream into my coffee and thought about it. Levi wasn’t the first one to mention something like that. This case alone had started to make me rash. “Fair enough, but I don’t think dating is the answer.” 
 
    “Neither do I.” He shrugged. “But we can be friends, or drinking buddies.” He winked at me. 
 
    I sipped the coffee and savored the warmth of it as it went down my throat. “Thanks for letting me deal with Michele alone.” 
 
    “I don’t think I want to be there. Besides I know the coven already has something against you, but you have to do this.” He laughed. “You sure you don’t want to have a shot before you go? Could help you.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Nope, don’t think I’d stop if I just had one.” I really didn’t want to do this dinner and after I had Merick from the Cult to meet with. “Keep your phone on though. My second meeting could get dicey.” 
 
    “I still don’t approve of you going to that one alone.” He scowled and I shrugged.  
 
    “Glad to know you care, but really, I think they’d kill you if you showed up and I don’t want that kind of blood on my hands.” I closed my eyes and cupped my hands around the warm mug. The heat burned the wound a little, but it wasn’t anything I was unfamiliar with. Just enough pain to let me know that it was still there and fresh.  
 
    We both remained quiet. I put my head on the bar. “Okay, I should go after I finish this cup.” 
 
    “Yeah, probably. She’s taking you to a pretty fancy place.”  
 
    I nodded. “And I’m going in with my badge clipped to me to remind her its business.” I sat up, drank the rest of my coffee, and stood. 
 
    Snatching my bag off the floor I headed towards the door. “I’ll text you when I’m done.” I gave him a little wave and left.  
 
      
 
    I walked into the restaurant and looked around for Michele. She was sitting back in a corner and waved at me. I took a deep breath and headed towards her. I noticed she seemed to be holding together a lot better than Clarissa, but of course, Michele was older and more practiced with grief, I was sure.  
 
    I sat down in the seat across from her. “I’m sorry that we have to meet under such poor circumstances. I’d much rather have come to you without someone dying.” 
 
    “Trust me, I would have preferred that too. Nonetheless here we are.” She motioned to the menu. “Feel free to order.” 
 
    My stomach grumbled and I reached for the menu. “You were my dad’s research partner at one point.” 
 
    I saw her nod over the menu. “Yes, like I told you, I knew him.” 
 
    “But you didn’t tell me how. Are you aware of the circumstances of my parents’ deaths?” I settled on the first meal with red meat that I saw. 
 
    She sighed and folded her hands on the table. “Does this have to do with Jade’s death?” 
 
    “Yes, it does, because we found her hand with a picture of you and my father.” I put the menu down and met her gaze. “We also found out what was in the deposit box at the bank. Did she have a child?” 
 
    Michele’s jaw locked and I knew she was about to lie to me. “No.” 
 
    “Don’t lie, please. I want to catch the person doing this. I need to finish this case.” I met her gaze. “If you want me to trust you, you have to tell me the truth.” 
 
    She raised a brow at me. “I’m old enough to be your mother.” 
 
    I hated when people brought that up. “I don’t care. She had a picture of a child in her planner, and there was a picture of him in the deposit box.” 
 
    “With a binding spell, or at least the evidence of one.” She nodded. “But it wasn’t her child. None of us are related to that little brat.” 
 
    Now we were getting somewhere. “None of you?” 
 
    “Abigail, you don’t understand what you are dealing with here. His father was a powerful warlock. If we were to let him run around without guidance then his power would have gotten out of hand.” 
 
    The waiter came before I could speak. I gave my order without losing contact with Michele’s gaze. I wasn’t going to give her a chance to wuss out on me. The waiter jotted it down and then walked off.  
 
    “So you put a binding spell on him. Let me guess, the werewolf, the witch, and whoever was in that barn. You were all in on it.” 
 
    She nodded. “Yes, his mother wanted us to do it. She was afraid that he would turn out like his father. When the father died, the child went to someone else. She only kept one of two. The older child was already in the process of being mentored, but no one wanted to take on the younger one.”  
 
    “That doesn’t give you an excuse to bind a child.” I shook my head. “Do you realize that it could be him out to kill you?” 
 
    “Better than you do. I can’t get ahold of Matthew but I know he’s alive. As for the person we bound, I’ve attempted a tracking spell and I can’t pin point him.” 
 
    Fuck, she had been tipping him off with her magic. “He’s always one step ahead of you. I have the same problem. Why did Jade keep a picture of him in her binder?” I gritted my teeth.  
 
    “She felt she needed to constantly be reminded of her guilt.” She shrugged. “People do strange things like that.” 
 
    “Thank you for the information.”  
 
    “You know you can’t win this fight alone, right? With the Cult here? They are after him and then they’ll be after you for interfering.” 
 
    I thought as much, but I was planning on taking care of that problem tonight when I met with Merick. “What do you suggest?” 
 
    “Let the coven take care of you, Abigail, you spend so much time away from us. We’re worried about you and the influences around you.” She cupped my wounded hand with hers. “Blood magic is dangerous, you’re not strong enough to control it. You’re too young.” 
 
    I chuckled. “I control it just fine. And that’s the reason I’ve never been interested in completely joining the coven. It’s a family, yes, but I will always be the misfit. I saw that when I registered in my teenage years. Everyone knows what happened to my parents and they expect me to be a healer like my mother.” 
 
    “You were raised by a vampire, we expected you to be out of control.” She admitted. 
 
    I shrugged. “I have perfect control. Especially for my age. I won’t allow you to try to mold me into something that I’m not. Levi knows what he’s doing and I’m my own person.” 
 
    Luckily for me, our food arrived and I found myself in awe of how fast a pricey restaurant worked. Quick, efficient. I cut into my meat. “I’ll consider it later, but I really don’t have the time to commit because of other obligations.” 
 
    “Levi.” She stated. 
 
    “Paranormal Investigation Bureau. In case you forgot, we have a serial killer that you and a few other people created.” I shot back. “I need to know who else was involved and if you want we can get you protective custody.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I’m not scared of him.” 
 
    “Jade sure was. She had protective wards all over her classroom. I’m sure if I was to go to her home, I’d find the same things.” 
 
    “She was paranoid.” She shrugged. “He won’t come after me. He doesn’t know that I was involved.” 
 
    I tried not to roll my eyes again. She was over confident and I didn’t like it. Many of the powerful people in the coven tended to be that way. “What was his name?” 
 
    “Devon Averin.”  
 
    I felt the color drain from my face. “You’re kidding me.” 
 
    “No, you can run it through any of your systems. I’m sure something would come up.” She fussed with her napkin. “His brother’s name—“ 
 
    “Nikolas.” I finished for her. “Fuck. I’d be surprised if I’m not on this guy’s menu.”  
 
    “Something you want to share?” She asked and started to eat her meal.  
 
    I shook my head. “Nope, just my own personal demons.” And the past coming back to bite me in the ass. I cut into my steak and started eating. The rest of the meal was awkward silence. I didn’t really have anything to say to her, nor her to me. My mind was occupied by the next meeting at the coffee shop with Merick. I could only imagine a man in a red cloak and sinister voice…except he didn’t sound that sinister over the phone. 
 
    I finished and went to take out my wallet. Michele touched my hand. “No, my treat. Good luck.” She left it at that and went back to what was left of her meal. 
 
    “Thank you.” I stood and grabbed my bag. I couldn’t ignore the feeling that she was watching me leave. Creepy, but I didn’t expect anything less of a person willing to bind an innocent child. I needed to talk to Nick, but that would have to wait. Surviving this night was my first priority.  
 
      
 
    I was early to the coffee shop, but I had nowhere else to be. I texted Simon to let him know that I was fine after meeting with Michele. I sat down with my coffee and called Detective Mason. 
 
    “You realize that it’s late, right?” He asked, but there was no sign in his voice that he was sleeping. 
 
    “Boy do I, but I have a name to go with that baby picture. Devon Averin. I also have a connection to him that I wasn’t expecting.” 
 
    “You going to get pulled off the case?” He sounded worried.  
 
    “No, because I know who his brother is and that his dad was one of my father’s research partners.” Just like Michele. I had a moment of terror wondering if my dad had been involved with the binding. “Everyone that has been killed so far has a connection to the binding.” 
 
    “Do you know what his connection to the Cult is yet?” 
 
    “Not yet.” I looked up as the door at the coffee shop chimed. I met the dark eyes of the man who walked in and I knew that it was Merick. “I have to go.” I hung up on Mason without another word. 
 
    The man walked towards me, his dark skin looked as if he’d been tanned by the sun, but a tan that dark came only from ancestry. His dark eyes held my gaze as he approached me. His black hair was slicked back and his suit made him look like any businessman. 
 
    Who wore a suit to meet for coffee? Seriously? I started to offer my hand, but thought better of it. “You must be Merick.” 
 
    “I am. It’s so nice to meet you in person, Abigail.” He couldn’t have been much older than me and his voice only held a hint of an accent.  
 
    “Can’t say the same, seeing as your people tried to kill me. What does the Cult want with me?” I asked. I cupped my hands around the mug and tried to look natural, but my nerves were on edge.  
 
    “We wanted you to stay out of our way, but it seems that you can actually help us.” He said and leaned back in the chair. “We were not aware that you were the best in the nation.” 
 
    I frowned. “The best in the nation for what?” 
 
    “Linguistics, paranormal investigation, you name it.” He shrugged. “You have quite the talents.” 
 
    “Someone is blowing smoke, I’m not top in everything. I struggle with linguistics.” I shook my head. “But how can I help you? You’ve gone from trying to kill me to wanting my help.” 
 
    “The reason we have come to your city is to find Devon, he is making a mockery of our Cult and has gone rogue.” There was no humor in his voice, but I found it funny. 
 
    I cracked a small smile. “A Cult that kills people, under what they believe are the true laws and the true way of the Craft, has a rogue.” 
 
    “You find it humorous?” 
 
    I nodded. “I do, seeing as your Cult killed my family, tried to kill me, and is very questionable…in general. Why should I help you?” 
 
    “For the reason you named, so we don’t kill you, Abigail. Your father and mother were very powerful. Your father stumbled onto some old magic, that is why he had to be killed. Your mother was killed for trying to defend him. Had you not been a child, you would have joined them in death.” 
 
    “You’re no older than me, how do you know so much about it?” 
 
    He leaned forward and flashed me a smile that, under any other circumstances, would have made me melt. “Because you’re in our history books. You’re taught to every new inductee as a person to keep our eyes out for. One that is bound to get into more trouble than they can handle.”  
 
    Sounded like me. “So I help you how? I’m doing my job, we know that he’s our murderer now.” 
 
    “You kill him.” 
 
    I jerked. “Why does everybody think that I just go around killing people? I’m not trigger happy. He’ll be taken to court and bound again if found guilty.” 
 
    “You know that’s not true, he’s using magic to kill.” 
 
    I cursed. It was a death sentence, either way he would die. “I’m not an executioner.” 
 
    “That’s not what I hear.” He chuckled. “He dies by your hand and you live to see another case. You fail and we kill you for your parents’ crimes.” 
 
    I shook my head. “You people are so screwed up.” 
 
    “Take it or leave it, Abigail. I’m sure Levi would mourn losing you.” He stood. “You have until the case is solved. We’ll be in touch.” 
 
    “One question. How long has Devon been part of the Cult?” 
 
    He chuckled, glancing back at me. “He found us when his binding started to wear off. We took him in and taught him how to control his abilities.” 
 
    He walked out and left me sitting there with my cooling coffee. My heart stopped. I could save my own life by taking another. When I signed up with the state there was a reason that I didn’t want to be an executioner. I didn’t have it in me to kill when it wasn’t self-defense, it’s why I hated when Levi sent me on missions to kill. Like tonight.  
 
    I leaned my head against the back of the chair. This was not the turn of events that I wanted or expected, but at least I didn’t have to worry about the Cult until after the case was over.   
 
    After the case I’d have to figure something else out. My mind went back to Oliver. How would Merick have gotten my number? I wondered for a moment if there was a connection and then decided it was probably best unknown. I had a drug-selling vampire to take care of. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    The dumbass vampire was on the same corner as the first night I found him. I took a deep breath. I could shoot him, but that was noisy and it didn’t promise his death. The only way to make sure he’d stay down was if I took out his heart and then took his head. I’d leave him to the sunlight and his body would disappear into ashes. It would be perfect. 
 
    I’d left my bag in the trunk of my car. Pulling out a long blade instead. I held the blade up to the moonlight and smiled. Some part of me enjoyed the hunt. I’d regret and mourn the killing after, but I told myself now that he’d killed someone.  
 
    I started towards his corner, sticking to the shadows. I had my gun at my back just to be prepared, but he was staring up at the sky when I approached him. He’d been that way too when I drove by.  
 
    Something wasn’t right here. I rushed up and came around him. My blade was ready to strike, but I stopped. My eyes widened when I saw that he’d been impaled on a stick and arranged to make it look like he was staring at the sky. There was a hole where his heart should have been.  
 
    My stomach churned. Impalement hurt, if done right death wasn’t quick as the spike slowly made its way through the body. He’d suffered. Around his neck a note was hanging.  
 
    You’re welcome. -Merick. 
 
    What the fuck? I just stood there staring at it. How did Merick know? Why did it suddenly seem like I had no privacy? I tore the note off the neck and ripped it up. I wanted to stomp and scream like a child, but I knew he’d just saved me from killing.  
 
    Just how much about me was in their history books? I ran a hand through my hair and walked back to the car. I was sheathing my blade and putting it in the trunk when John came up to talk to me. I hadn’t even parked near his motel this time.  
 
    “Hey, I’m off work, want to grab that cup of coffee?” He asked. 
 
    I shook my head. “I’m sorry, I can’t. I’m working on this huge case right now.”  
 
    “Aw, come on, you need a break.” He grinned at me. He was charming, he was human, and he wasn’t trying to kill me. “My treat.” He added, which made the deal that much better. 
 
    I sighed. “Fine. I’ve got an hour before I have to head back anyways.” 
 
    I craved something normal and he was willing to give it to me.  
 
    “Midnight Cafe?” He asked, like there was another choice. 
 
    I laughed. “Of course, I’ll meet you there.”  
 
    “Abby, promise you won’t stand me up?” 
 
    I glanced at my watch, I still had an hour before Simon’s bar would close. “Promise. I have time.” I got in my car and started the engine. I drove back to the coffee shop and looked around to see if I could see any sign of Merick or Oliver. I had a feeling the two knew each other, especially since the truce came after I’d met Oliver.  
 
    I got out of the car when I didn’t see either and walked into the shop. John had beaten me there and already claimed a set of chairs by the fireplace. I ordered my coffee and joined him.   
 
    “So, just like old times?” He held up his coffee. “Except during high school you were pretty much a hermit.” 
 
    Great way to start a conversation, really, someone should have given him lessons. “I had a hard time during high school. It’s when my magic truly started showing itself. It was an awkward stage for me.” I shrugged and watched the fire dancing.  
 
    “You turned out better than anyone else in the class.” He laughed. “State job, sweet SUV, anything else? I’m sure you have an amazing boyfriend, or husband at this point?” 
 
    I chuckled. “Nope, the amazing job pretty much takes up all my time. But that’s neither here nor there. What about you? How did you end up working at a hole in the wall motel?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Failed out of college, needed a job, I was a stripper for a little while, but then I needed to get out. Ducky took my spot and I found the job at the motel. It’s not fancy, but it works.” 
 
    “Ducky?” I raised a brow. “What kind of name is that?” 
 
    “A stage one.” 
 
    Well of course, but there was nothing sexy about the name Ducky. “I gathered that. Not one that I’d pick for a stripper.” 
 
    “Speak of the devil.” John said and stood, waving to someone else. 
 
    It was almost two am, there weren’t many people who were up this late and most of them were paranormal creatures. A man walked over and I knew exactly who it was before John introduced him.  
 
    “This is Devon.”  
 
    I stood and shook his hand. The moment our skin touched our eyes met and a shock went through me. Heat flowed through me and I tried not to frown at the sensation. “Nice to meet you Devon, please sit down and join us.” 
 
    We had no warrant for him yet, we had no verification that he was the child in the picture. I couldn’t do anything but sit there with him and have coffee.  
 
    Fate hated me, that’s all I could think. “Why out so late, Devon?” 
 
    “I had some business to take care of.” He shrugged and sat in the chair across from me. “What about you? Rare to find a witch out this late.” 
 
    “Had a meeting with an old friend and some business to attend to.” I shrugged.  
 
    “She works for the state.” John piped up. “She’s been downtown working on something.” 
 
    Luckily for John he didn’t realize I was on the main case that was all over the news right now.  
 
    “You’re powerful, I’m surprise they don’t have you on the serial case.” Devon met my gaze and I felt like he was daring me to lie to him.  
 
    I smiled. “There’s a lot about my job that I can’t talk about.” It was the truth and one I delivered to people I didn’t trust.  
 
    “I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name.” Devon still didn’t break away from my gaze. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye I saw the fire roar up out of nowhere. Suspicion rose in me, but I dared not question him at that moment. “Abigail Collins.” 
 
    His smile disappeared and the fire expanded in a loud pop. I didn’t move from my seat, though John jumped. Devon kept his eyes on mine.  
 
    “You can control fire.” I stated. 
 
    He shook his head. “No, my control is lacking. My apologies, the name caught me off guard.” 
 
    “Your father worked with mine. I’m sure that there are some ill feelings there.” I sipped my coffee. “I wasn’t aware you were still in town.” 
 
    He shrugged. “It’s been a recent move.” 
 
    “How long have you been back?” I asked and leaned back in the chair. Nothing to see here folks, just me talking to a serial killer with no warrant to arrest him. 
 
    “A few weeks. Why are you so interested?”  
 
    I shrugged one shoulder. “Just making small talk.” My phone chimed and I pulled it out of my pocket.  
 
    Bored, come pick me up. 
 
    I smiled at Simon’s text. I texted him back real quick and downed the rest of my coffee. “Sorry boys, I’ve gotta go. It’s time that I get home.” 
 
    “Your home or Levi’s?” Devon asked. 
 
    Interesting question. “Neither.” I winked and left. I looked over my shoulder to see a look of disbelief on John’s face. I felt bad, because he probably thought we were on a date, but in all honesty I wasn’t going to tell Devon where I laid my head for the day. The fact that he’d supposedly only been in town a few weeks and asked me if I was going home or to Levi’s threw me off. 
 
    Of course, if he was a rogue from the Cult he would know about me. I made a disgusted noise and got into my car. I would swing by and pick up Simon then go back to the mansion. I had enough caffeine in me to stay awake past dawn and work on the tracking spells. If I could hunt down my three-legged werewolf, I could confirm what Michele said.  
 
      
 
    I pulled up to the bar and Simon was waiting for me outside. He got into the car and leaned over the console, kissing my cheek. I froze until he whispered.  
 
    “Drive, drive fast and don’t look back.” I could hear the panic in his voice.  
 
    I nodded and pulled the car out of the parking lot, gunning it. I could put my lights on if I needed, but that would just make it easier for someone to follow us. I didn’t speak until I hit the highway.  
 
    “What is going on?” I asked switching lanes between cars. Aggressive driving wasn’t my favorite thing to do, but I could keep a clear head and do it without killing anyone.  
 
     “So a group of people came looking for you. Someone told them that I mentioned that you were going to be picking me up.” 
 
    Couldn’t be the Cult. I had a truce with them, Devon didn’t know I was on the case. I shrugged. “I have no guesses.” 
 
    “Coven. Said Michele sent them and that you were to be taken under protection.” 
 
    Like hell. “I’m a PIB agent, there’s not much that they can do to protect me.” I glanced in the rearview mirror. “There’s been a black car keeping up with me.” 
 
    “Told you to not look back.” He growled. “Keep driving, throw them off your trail.” 
 
    I switched lanes, cutting over three of them to get to an exit. I put my foot on the pedal. I glanced back and realized that they had managed to get to the exit. My heart pounded. The back roads were dangerous to take this time of night. Wildlife could kill you, or at the very least total your car, especially at high speeds, and we weren’t going slow by anyone’s definition. I knew the back roads though. I took them often when I wanted to do nothing but drive.  
 
    “Hold on.” I jerked my wheel and took a road and then turned onto a service road before the other car had the chance to turn. I tucked my car between trees and turned off the lights. 
 
    We waited. Nothing. I had seen them pass the service road, but never turn back. I relaxed. “They don’t know the roads, there’s no signs. They’ll be at it for hours.” 
 
    “Now what?” 
 
    “Now we get back on the highway and get to Levi’s. Once I know Mason is awake, I’ll call him and catch him up.” I kept my lights off and started back to the highway.  
 
    Simon sighed and put his head against the window. “This is crazy. Why is the coven after you now? I know they don’t like you, but damn.” 
 
    “Because Michele told me everything I needed to solve the case, but the problem is, she can be prosecuted for helping in a binding spell. Since they are illegal now.” Though not at the time she had helped perform it. “I wasn’t going to pursue it, but it seems she might be scared that I’m going to reveal her involvement in all this.” 
 
    I flicked my lights on when I merged back onto the highway. I drove at the speed limit. “I’m sorry that you got wrapped up in this.” 
 
    “You kidding me, you make my life look dull.” He chuckled.  
 
    I started to say something when the loud screeching of metal sounded and my car jolted to the left almost into another car. The car to my right hit me again and we spun until we were sideways in traffic.  
 
    A glowing rune appeared on the back windshield. “Fuck. Out, Simon. Out!”  
 
    I grabbed my bag from the floor and we both clamored out of the car, I pulled him close. Wrapping my arms around him I conjured a circle. My car exploded in a fiery blaze and a blast that echoed through the night. Cars screeched to a halt, some of them crashing into each other. Once the explosion was done, I pulled the circle back into myself.  
 
    “The bastard blew up my car!” I screamed. How the hell did he know it was my car? He was surprised to know that it was me at the coffee shop. Of course my license plate alone told people it was a government car. He probably did it just to piss someone off.  
 
    Though that didn’t answer the question of who the hell sideswiped me. I grabbed my bag from the ground and ran across the highway. I could hear the sirens wailing close by, on the other side of my car I saw the car who had hit us.  
 
    Two of the priests from the coven were standing nearby. I lost it. I rushed to them and clenched my fist. I was about to strike when Simon caught my wrist.  
 
    “Now is not the time.” He reminded me. I took a deep breath and the fire behind us seemed to lower. I glanced at it and then to Simon. No. I couldn’t be an Elemental. I already had too much on my plate. I swallowed and tried something I didn’t expect to work. 
 
    I took all my anger and propelled it towards the fireball that was my car. It creaked and crackled and then jumped. Simon and I jumped back, he put an arm out as if to protect me. It was a sweet gesture, but I suddenly felt like I was going to need protection from myself soon. Why hadn’t this surfaced earlier? Neither of my parents were Elementals. It would have had to be further in the past for me to inherit it.  
 
    I thought back to Devon. Did touching him bring on the talent? Was it just dormant? Now was not the time to think about this. I turned back around to the men. “What the hell?” 
 
    “You need to come with us.” Jack said and held his hand out to me. “Michele said your life could be in danger.” 
 
    I looked back to the car and then to Jack. “Ya think? Does anyone realize that I deal with this on a daily basis?” I took a deep breath and looked to Sean. “I’m not going back. You tell Michele that I have a job to do and a mess to clean up.” 
 
    “Our job is to protect you.” Sean met my gaze. “Please.” 
 
    “You hit my fucking car and activated a rune that tried to kill me.” I shook my head. “Not happening.”  
 
    A few officers walked up to us and I smiled politely at them. “Agent Collins. I’m sorry to cause such a mess. Someone cursed my car.” 
 
    “Happen often to you?” The officer raised a brow and looked at Sean’s car. “And you?” 
 
    “He side swiped me because he’s an ass.” I smiled sweetly. “That’s what activated the spell.” 
 
    The firefighters started to work on the fireball that was my car. I tried to focus on the officer in front of me as he talked, but my mind was focused on the fact that the fire seemed to react to me. Just like the fire at the coffee shop reacted to Devon. I didn’t want to admit that something else just landed on my plate and I didn’t know any Elementals to ask. They tended to keep to themselves because the government liked to study them.  
 
    “You have someone you can call to pick you up?” The officer asked and I nodded. “Yeah. Thanks.” 
 
    “We’ll talk to witnesses and get this mess cleaned up. If we need to talk to you, we’ll get ahold of you.” 
 
    It was going to take forever to get this mess figured out with insurance, thank the Goddess that Levi had another car I could borrow. I looked at Simon, who was watching me intently. “I’ll call Clarissa to take us home. Unless you have someone else we could call.” 
 
    “Nope.” He sighed. “You sure Clarissa won’t just take you right to the coven?” He asked and we walked further away from the officers talking to Jack and Sean.  
 
    “I trust her with my life. She wouldn’t dare take me there.” I called Clarissa and didn’t get an answer.  
 
    I frowned. “How far is your house?” I tried again, and it went right to voicemail.  
 
    “About five miles, give or take, but my car is at the mansion.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. Let’s see if the officer will give us a ride and then tomorrow we’ll have Levi come pick us up.” 
 
    Simon rolled his eyes. “Yippee. Two hours listening to you getting lectured.” 
 
    That was pretty much how it was going to go. “I could call my uncle.” 
 
    “Oh yes, because that’s a better alternative.” He shook his head. “I’ll talk to the officer. You stand here and don’t piss anyone else off.” 
 
    Yep, my life was so much fun. 
 
      
 
    The officer was nice enough to drop Simon and I off without any questions. I worried about Clarissa, but if the coven had given an order to bring me in, she was probably doing her best to not comply. I hated it, but I didn’t want to get her in trouble. Simon fell on the couch and let out a huge sigh.  
 
    I looked at him. “At least we weren’t driving your car.” I offered. “I mean, that would suck.” 
 
    “Isn’t your car government issued?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, I paid for it, I licensed it and everything. I was very specific about the car I wanted.” 
 
    “But you still had the special plates on it.” 
 
    “Which is probably why it was tagged.” I sighed. “I’ve had a hell of a night. I’ve had too much coffee to really sleep and I don’t want to work the tracking spell unless I’m at the mansion.” 
 
    Simon patted the couch next to him and I sat down. “Come sit down and we’ll watch some stupid TV. Unless you want to study until you fall asleep again.” 
 
    “Not tonight. I’ve had enough magic and runes for one night.” I sat next to him and snatched the remote up from his side of the couch.  
 
    My phone rang and we both let out a groan.  
 
    “Can’t you be off duty for one night?” He sighed.  
 
    I shook my head. “I’m never off duty, but it’s Levi.” 
 
    Simon gave me that look that told me I better answer it so he wouldn’t get in trouble. I slid the answer icon over and then put the phone to my ear. I didn’t even have to say anything before Levi snarled.  
 
    “Your car blew up!” 
 
    I blinked and flipped on the TV to the news. Sure enough my car was there. I wasn’t aware that there were reporters at the scene. I could be seen talking to the officers. I muted the TV so I wouldn’t have to hear the news anchor.  
 
    “Yeah, it’s gone. You want to know another fun fact? Apparently it was the murderer who tried to blow it up. Great, huh? Oh, better yet, he’s a rogue Cult member.” 
 
    “I’m being serious, Abigail, how did your car get blown up?” He snapped.  
 
    I rubbed my eyes. “As far as I can tell, the rune was scratched into my back window. It activated when I was side swiped by Jack and Sean.” 
 
    “From the coven?” Levi confirmed. “Michele called me looking for you. I had no idea where you were. She thought maybe you had made it back here.” 
 
    I wrinkled my nose. “Tell her to fuck off if she calls you back. I’m not going under their protection.” I glanced at Simon and then stood. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    I stepped outside. “Levi, we have a couple bigger problems.” 
 
    “What is bigger than someone trying to kill you?” 
 
    “The murderer is an Elemental.” I took a deep breath and leaned my head against the door. “I met him at a coffee shop by coincidence. He didn’t know who I was and I caught him by surprise. The fire flared.” 
 
    Silence on the other side.  
 
    “Levi?” The problem with vampires is they didn’t always breathe, I couldn’t hear even the occasional breath on the other end.  
 
    “Did you touch him?” 
 
    He knew. “Yes, and then something happened at the fire of the car. You’ve known all along that I could possibly hold that ability.” 
 
    “I did. It wasn’t something I was going to introduce to you until later.” 
 
    I wanted to scream at him, but that wasn’t going to do me any good. “This isn’t something someone can teach me to control.” 
 
    “I know, you’ll have to practice in the chamber.” He sighed. “You have too much on your plate.” 
 
    I closed my eyes. “Levi, I am not a child.” 
 
    “No, but you are still young, most witches don’t reach your level before the age of forty.” He growled. “I am doing the best I can to help you control your abilities.” 
 
    I knew he was, but it didn’t mean I couldn’t be angry with him. “If you had warned me, then I could have avoided shaking hands with strangers.” 
 
    “I know. We’ll deal with it when we can. Where are you now?” 
 
    “I’m at Simon’s, I couldn’t get ahold of Clarissa to drive me up to your place. I was hoping you could come get us tomorrow night.” 
 
    Silence again. “What are your plans for the day?” 
 
    “Some literal footwork, sleep, and wait for Mason to tell me we have a warrant on Devon.” 
 
    “I will be there after sundown.” He disconnected. He knew I wasn’t happy with him and wouldn’t want to talk any more.  
 
    I walked back in and Simon had put something on the television. I sat back down and laid my head on his shoulder. “You still going to buy me that vacation when this case is done?” 
 
    “Yep. Promise.” He laid his head against mine.  
 
    There wasn’t anything sexual in our motions. Just two friends leaning on each other. It was nice. I let everything fade away and focused on the action movie he had turned on. I needed just a night and a morning to relax and forget about everything.  
 
    Eventually my eyes closed and I let sleep claim my body and mind.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
    I woke up with a blanket wrapped around me and the smell of eggs cooking.  
 
    “Morning, sleeping beauty.” Simon called from the kitchen. I wasn’t exactly sure how he knew I was awake, but I assumed that it had something to do with being a werewolf.  
 
    “Morning. I fell asleep watching television, didn’t I?”  
 
    He chuckled and came in with a plate. “Sure did. You’re awfully cute when you sleep.” 
 
    I took the plate when he offered it. “What time is it?” 
 
    “It’s about noon, and don’t worry, your phone has been super quiet all morning. I’m assuming that they all saw your car on the news and decided that you needed the morning off.” He sat down next to me.  
 
    “You eat already?” I turned on the TV and found the news again with my car on the headline. I shut it off and closed my eyes. 
 
    “Sure did, I was hoping the smell of food would help you wake up. Which it did.” 
 
    I picked at the eggs. “I can’t believe he blew up my car, Simon. First a barn and then my car!” 
 
    “I’m just glad we got out of it and that you can conjure a circle without drawing one.” He crossed his arms. “Though you know who’s going to be all over this?” 
 
    I groaned. “Stephanie. Can’t someone eat that woman already? What’s the headline going to read? Youngest Witch in PIB loses control?” 
 
    “Nope. Youngest Witch in PIB has the hots for werewolf.” 
 
    I glared at him. “You better hope you don’t turn up in the headlines.” 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t want that kind of attention on me.” He nudged me. “Levi would love it though.” 
 
    I nodded. “That’s the truth.” Though I still wasn’t happy with the vampire. “I have to meet with Nick today.” 
 
    “You sure that’s a wise idea?” Simon turned to face me completely. “You don’t know that you can trust him.” 
 
    He was right, but it was really my only lead. “I have a feeling I know why he’s in town. Don’t worry, I can handle myself. I’ll shoot him if I have to.” 
 
    “Can you turn him into a frog instead? I’d like a new pet.” He winked at me.  
 
    “I can’t transform anyone, I’m not that powerful.” I laughed. “Though some days I really wish I could.” I imagined the collection of random little creatures I would have at my house. “And if I could manage it, I’d like to get to my house.” 
 
    Simon raised a brow. “And how are you going to do that without a car?” 
 
    “I could take the bus. Or maybe PIB would let me borrow one until I could get my insurance figured out.” 
 
    Simon shook his head. “Speaking of, you should call them and get that started. I’m not sure how exploding cars are covered.” 
 
    “I bought the extra insurance for magical interference and destruction, the car is totaled. I’ll get blue book for it and get to go car shopping.” Something I didn’t think was going to be fun, but at least I’d get a new car.  
 
    “You think of everything, don’t you? Well, I’ll be here all day. You need to handle Nick on your own, he’s not going to talk to you if you have me tagging along.” 
 
    Which sucked, because I needed the company to keep me out of my own head. “Yeah, don’t worry, I’ll text you if things get too bad.” 
 
    “I’ll be right there if you need me. Just let me know where you’re at just in case another kidnapping happens.”  
 
    I finished my eggs and laughed. “Let’s hope there’s no more kidnapping. I’ll take the bus to my house and then to a coffee shop or something.” I grabbed my phone off the table and messaged Nick, asking him to meet me at the shop down the road from my house.  
 
    “Do you think it’s safe to go back to your house?” Simon asked. “That was the whole reason you started staying here.” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, after meeting with Merick last night, I think it’s safe.” Now that they needed me alive to bring in this guy. I wondered if they had any other Elementals in their Cult that could help me.  
 
    No, not an option. I probably had to give a blood oath to them to get help and that wasn’t happening. I refused to join such an insane institution.  
 
    I got a text back from Nick. He was willing to meet and even added a smiley face to the text. I tried not to roll my eyes. I hope he didn’t think he was getting a real date out of this.  
 
    “I’m going to grab a shower, I think I still have a set of clean clothes.” I stood and took the plate to the kitchen. “Thank you for breakfast.” 
 
    He didn’t respond and I wondered what he was thinking about. Was he imagining what would happen when I went to coffee? Was he contemplating how he almost died? Or maybe simply what show he’d watch while I was gone. None of it was really my business so I continued to the bathroom.  
 
    I showered, dressed, and grabbed my bag. Simon was relaxing on the couch when I left. We gave each other a little wave, but that was it. Maybe he just needed a day to relax. 
 
      
 
    I had forgotten how much taking the bus sucked. Too many people and it was never on time, but I made it to my house with plenty of time to check in with Simon, grab some things, and walk to the coffee house. I hiked my bag up on my shoulder and marched up to my door.  
 
    I placed a hand on the door to see if I could sense any magic. Nothing. I relaxed and slipped my key into the lock, stepping inside. A sense of calm went through me at the thought of being home. I needed to get the stuff for insurance and take care of that. Then I just wanted to take a moment to be home.  
 
    I went to my filing cabinet and pulled out the insurance information. I dialed and waited. Once I navigated the automatic system I finally got through to a claims rep.  
 
    “How can I help you?” 
 
    “I need to make a claim,” I gave her my policy number. “My car blew up last night due to black magic.” 
 
    There was a pause on the other end of the line. “Blew up?” 
 
    “Yep, as in a great big fiery ball of doom. Is a rental covered in my policy?” 
 
    “Um, where are the remains of the car?” 
 
    “Impound lot, I assume. Probably the PIB impound. Could I get something that might have a protection rune?” 
 
    I heard furious typing on a keyboard. “Ma’am, there’s a full investigation needed for your claim and no, a rental is not covered. I have a case number for you and someone will contact you in regards to it.” 
 
    “Okay fine,” I hated that magic always had to be investigated. “I promise I didn’t blow my own car up.” 
 
    “Sadly, it happens too often. Ready for your case number?” 
 
    I chuckled. “Yeah,” She gave me the number and I wrote it down. “Can you do me a favor and put a note in there to leave me a message if I don’t answer? My life gets a bit busy.” 
 
    “Of course ma’am. That’s in there, is there anything else I can help you with today?” 
 
    “No, that’s it thank you.” I hung up and tucked the paper into my bag. I’d need it later and the car wasn’t a huge deal, I’d have another one tonight.  
 
    I glanced at the clock. I didn’t have to leave for a little bit longer, so I went and got my mail from the overflowing mailbox. I sorted through it. Nothing interesting. I walked through the house and made sure everything was in order. Nothing was out of place, no evidence that the Cult had been here. It might have been safe to come home all along.  
 
    Walking into the bedroom, I noticed something sitting on my dresser. A note with a single black rose. I sighed and grabbed it.  
 
    Abigail,  
 
    I have removed all runes and spells on your house because of our truce. I saw the news last night and I am sorry that your life is in such danger, but now you understand why he must be taken out. Do your part and you will never hear from me again. 
 
    -Merick.  
 
    I looked at the rose and wondered if he thought it a type of olive branch. I shook my head and put the note back. Creepy stalkers, exploding cars, and body parts. My life was getting weird even for me. 
 
    I went to the front door and grabbed my bag. I texted Simon that I was heading out and where I would be. I walked to the coffee shop without any issues. It was nice to get out despite the colder weather.  
 
    I walked into the coffee shop and saw Nick waving at me. I gave him a small wave back and then ordered my latte. I went and sat down with him. “Hey, thanks for meeting me on such short notice.” 
 
    “Of course. I, um…saw the news.” 
 
    I sighed. “Yeah, I had an adventurous night. Did you know that Devon was in town?” 
 
    His gaze shot to mine and he shook his head. “I didn’t. I haven’t had much contact with him. He, um…he kind of went off the deep end when he found out that someone had put a binding spell on him.” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, I ran into him last night.” 
 
    “Did he hurt you?” Nick took my hand and I was unsure what to do. There was a small flare of power to him and I remembered what Oliver had said about people being able to hide their powers.  
 
    “No, not really.” It was a lie, but I could lie with the best of them. “I just thought it was strange. I didn’t mention that I knew you were in town either, but I have some questions for you.” 
 
    He let go of my hand and smiled. “Ah, so this is for the case. Am I a suspect?” 
 
    I laughed and shook my head. “No, but I need to know if you know any of these people.” I pulled out the list of names from the victims. “They all have a connection to Devon.” 
 
    “So he’s the suspect.” Nick sighed and looked at the names. “I do, they were research partners with my mother, a couple of them were partners with your father.”  He leaned back in the chair. “Our father is the only parent we share.” He stated. “Rumors say that his mother couldn’t handle what he would become so she had people put a binding spell on him.” 
 
    “And your mother?” I asked gently. “I’m sorry, I don’t have a lot of memories from when I was four.” 
 
    He smiled. “Best damn witch there was. She wanted me raised right.” 
 
    “Good, that’s the best she could have given you.” I sipped my coffee. “Devon’s mother was human then?” 
 
    He nodded. “Any abilities he has he got from our father.” 
 
    The Elemental powers, which meant Nick could be one too. “Thank you for being willing to help.” 
 
    “Of course, but I was hoping this was a social call.” 
 
    I smiled. “Now it can be, I’ve gotten the answers that I needed.” 
 
    “I want an answer, or a promise really. You won’t go after Devon alone. If the binding spell has truly worn off he is more dangerous than people know. I don’t want you hurt.” 
 
    His concern for a childhood friend was touching, but… “It’s my job, but don’t worry. I don’t take on anyone without backup.” Most days. “And if it gets too out of hand the case is given to the executioners.” 
 
    “I know how this works.” He sighed. “I just never thought my brother would be a target.” 
 
    I nodded but I wasn’t sure what to say to smooth over the conversation.  
 
    He cleared his throat. “So, you work for PIB and Levi raised you. Is there anything else I should know about you?” 
 
    “I like to read and watch stupid television when my life calms down and allows it.” I shook my head. “There’s not a whole lot to know. I’m pretty much married to my work.” 
 
    “Such a shame. When was the last time you went out for fun?” 
 
    I thought about it. “A partner took me out for a drink the other night.” 
 
    “Nope, that’s work if it was a partner.” He laughed. “Movie and a dinner? After this case?” 
 
    I thought about it. What did I have to lose? “Sure. After I close this case.”  
 
    “Okay, don’t forget.” He smiled and it reached his green eyes. One look at him and you’d guess he was the type of person who had their life together. “I have to go, a business meeting. Do you need me to drop you off somewhere?” 
 
    “If you could take me to my partner’s house that’d be great. The bus system here sucks.” 
 
    “Maybe you shouldn’t have gotten your car blown up.” He winked at me.  
 
    We both stood and I saw Detective Mason walk in. I looked at Nick. “Looks like I won’t need a ride. Thanks.”   
 
    Nick nodded and left just as Mason walked up to me. “Detective,” I nodded. “What’s up?” 
 
    “Other than your car getting blown up?” He asked me and I sat back down.  
 
    I really wish people would stop that. “Other than that.” 
 
    He sat in the chair next to me. “I’ve put security patrol on Michele and I have a warrant for Devon.” 
 
    “So it was him in the picture.” I shifted in my chair to face him more. “They aren’t sending the executioners out for him?” 
 
    He shook his head. “They want to see if he could be reasoned with, maybe the binding messed with his head.” 
 
    “He’s using magic to kill people. That’s normally an automatic death sentence.” I sipped my coffee. 
 
    “The thing is, that this goes back farther than we thought. He may have evidence that connects to another murder.” 
 
    He probably knew about more than one. “So bring him in alive. Which means we’re going after him?” 
 
    “As soon as I have a location. When will you have a car?” 
 
     “Tonight. I’m working on locating a witness, so I really need to be able to work some magic tonight. I’ll have my phone with me though.” 
 
    “You going to be out of town?”  
 
    I nodded. “Up at Levi’s. Just as long as it takes to do the spell. Everything I need is still up there. Once it’s done, I’ll come back and go home.” 
 
    “You okay? After last night?” He asked. 
 
    ‘I’m a little shook up because the coven wants to place me into protection and they hit my car, which activated the spell.” I ran a hand through my hair. “I just want this all to be done. I don’t like it tangling up with my past.” 
 
    He patted my knee in a friendly gesture. “You’re our best. Past or not, I know you’ll close this case.” 
 
    “Of course I will, because it’s the only way to stop the killing.” I let out a sad laugh. “Why are you here anyways? Why didn’t you just call?” 
 
    “I was down the road checking out a lead on Devon’s location. Thought I’d check your favorite coffee shop.” 
 
    I smiled. “Thanks. I think I might go back home and take a nap until Levi comes to pick Simon and I up tonight.” 
 
    His phone rang and he let out an exasperated sigh. “I have to go and take this. Stay safe.” He answered the phone and walked out before I could ask him for a ride. 
 
    I finished my coffee. I dropped the cup in the trash on my way out the door. I went straight to the bus stop and texted Simon that I was on my way home.  
 
      
 
    Simon was asleep on the couch when I got back. I smiled and tossed the blanket on him before continuing to the room I had been using. I walked in to find all my clothes washed and folded on my bed. He’d been busy in the couple hours that I was gone. I put them away in my duffle bag and then lay down on the bed.  
 
    I closed my eyes and tried to picture my life going back to normal after this case. We’d catch Devon, take him in, and then I could go back to running errands for Levi. Maybe occasionally catch a paranormal criminal, one that didn’t blow things up. That’d be great. I could go out on a proper date, learn to control the elemental magic, and just be me for a little while. 
 
    Yeah, like that would ever happen. I rolled over on my side. I hadn’t realized that I missed having a normal human life until this point. There was no reason to lament something I never really had. High school was as normal as it could be, growing up with a vampire and being a witch. Was it John showing up that made me realize that I wanted something different? 
 
    No, maybe Simon was right and I just needed a vacation. I smiled. Somewhere warm. I took a few deep breaths trying to clear my mind. I really needed to get more sleep. At this point, exhaustion was going to kill me before the Cult could decide if I had completed their mission or not.  
 
    I let my mind wander and take me to sleep. The silence of the house and the slight chill in the air made it perfect for sleep.  
 
    A knock on the door woke me up and I groaned. “What? I’m napping.” 
 
    “Levi’s here.” Simon’s voice called through the door. “Just thought I’d let you know.” 
 
    I sat up. “Okay, I’m awake. Thanks.” I stood and fixed my shirt and readjusted my pants. I holstered my gun and then walked out of the room. Levi and Simon were sitting on the couch discussing something, but they both went silent when I walked in.  
 
    “Secrets don’t make friends.” I teased. “I need to get to the mansion and do a tracking spell. Then I need to come back into town. There’s a warrant out for our killer, I need to be close to help take him down.” 
 
    They both nodded. “Then shall we go? We have a long drive.” Levi stood. 
 
    “Sure.” I grabbed my bag and went to the door. I went straight to the SUV and climbed in the front seat. Whatever the guys were talking about they didn’t want me around for it, so I’d give them a moment to finish it up. 
 
    They both came to the vehicle looking a little more upset. I looked out the window when Levi got into the car.  
 
    “Simon has some pack stuff he needs to take care of, so you’ll be without him for a couple nights.” Levi said without anything to ease into the conversation. He started the car and backed out of the driveway.  
 
    I nodded. “That’s okay, he’s not going to want to be there for the takedown anyways. It could get nasty.” 
 
    “More nasty than the car being blown up?” Simon joked. 
 
    I gave a small laugh. “Let’s hope not. I don’t think I can handle anything else exploding.” 
 
    “Did you kill the drug dealer?” Levi asked.  
 
    I nodded. “He’s dead.” It wasn’t exactly a lie, but if Levi was allowed to hide things, so was I. 
 
    “Good.” He said and the whole car went quiet.  
 
    I hated when things were like this. It was never good when Levi was overly quiet and I’m sure that Simon’s mind was on the pack business.  
 
      
 
      
 
    We arrived at the mansion and I automatically headed towards the chamber. Levi followed me. “Abigail, I have something to give to you.” 
 
    I turned around and tried to keep my anger and frustration in check. “I have a three legged werewolf to find. Can this wait?” 
 
    “Not particularly. Please. I know you’re angry with me, but you need this.”  
 
    It wasn’t often that I heard a begging tone in Levi’s voice. I met his gaze. “Okay, but only because you said please.” 
 
    “Thank you, Abigail.” He motioned for me to follow him and I did. He led me through the main room and to the back where his office was.  
 
    “The day the murders started, I sent you to Clarissa to fetch a package.” He started and I nodded even though he was in front of me and couldn’t see. “You never asked what it was, which is what I taught you. To respect my business.” 
 
    Even though I was part of his business, I agreed. “I knew it was magical, that’s it. I could feel it through the box.” 
 
    “It was something your father had left for you. It’s meant for you and only you. It has been in storage and I sent someone to retrieve it. I was planning on giving it to you on your birthday, but, well, apparently things have changed from my original plans.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure I wanted to know what plans he was talking about, but I asked anyways. “What plans?” 
 
    “The plans for you to learn about your family, your genealogy, your abilities When you turned thirty. You’re a witch at your prime, but it’s time that you learned where you truly come from.” He opened the door to his office. On his desk sat an old leather bound book.  
 
    I didn’t remember the package being heavy enough to contain a book, but I wasn’t really paying that much attention to it when I brought it in. “Why have you been hiding so much from me? I thought we agreed when I turned eighteen that there would be no secrets between us.” 
 
    “This was part of your parents' will. I agreed with them that you needed to be introduced to things slowly. That being said, all of your father’s research that he did with those who have been killed along with your family history is in that book. Your father put a spell on it so only you could open it.” 
 
    That’s why I could feel the magic, because it was meant for me. “Clarissa acted like something would explode.” 
 
    He shrugged. “It's possible. I haven’t tried to open it, but many of the answers you seek are in there, Abigail.” 
 
    I walked over to the desk and ran my hand over the old cover. The magic seemed to reach out and caress me, call to me. I shivered and let my fingers explore the wrinkles in the cover. There were no words on it, nothing that indicated what was inside of it. Not even a rune. My father would have been smart enough to not put the runes in a visible spot. They were probably under the leather carved into or painted into the cover. 
 
    Placing my palm on it, I closed my eyes and let the magic engulf my hand. I felt comfort, love, and knew that it wouldn’t hurt me to open the book. I slid a finger under the cover and flipped it open. Nothing happened. 
 
    No grand explosion. No fire. No hex. I let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding. “Thank you, Levi.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. Now go find your three legged werewolf and close this damn case.” He smirked. “I know you’ll bring him down.” 
 
    I nodded and took the book with me. “Shame I don’t have time to start reading this tonight.” 
 
    He chuckled. “You will soon, now go. I’m hoping it will help you with this case and your new abilities.” He waved me off. 
 
    I wrapped my arms around it, holding it to my chest. The feeling of comfort rolled off of it and I found myself wishing that I could just ignore the case and read the pages. 
 
    No such luck though. If I didn’t at least find the killer, the Cult would make sure their next hex worked. I needed the werewolf to make sure we had a positive ID on Devon and a witness to the first murder. The only way to do that would be a tracking spell and I needed to do it in the chamber, since that’s where everything was from the last one. 
 
    I made my way down the staircase and into the room. There was no residue of the magic that tried to kill me. Nothing unnerving, just the sense of home that came with it. Perfect.  
 
    I went over to the table and set the book there. I picked up the pendant that I had used for the last tracking spell and went to the circle. I took a deep breath and conjured the circle. The map was still where I had left it. Though it drove Levi nuts that I left stuff out, he didn’t dare touch it. He respected it as my space. 
 
    I muttered Latin words that I needed and the dry blood started to drip as if it was fresh. It landed on the map and moved to a location. I cursed as I realized it was in the mountains and marked as werewolf territory. I’d have to talk to the alpha and I’d have to be escorted. But if my three-legged wolf was there, he could be under protection, which might have worked to my advantage if I could trust the wolf pack to keep him safe. 
 
    I let my circle down and grabbed my phone to call Simon.  
 
    “What’s up Abby, I’m driving.”  
 
    I could hear the background noise that his hands free system picked up. “I need to get ahold of Greg, it looks like my three legged wolf is in your territory.” 
 
    “I was worried that you’d figure that out.” He sighed. “We’re having a pack meeting. Think you can make it tonight? Greg wants you there.” 
 
    I clenched my jaw. “Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    “Because chances are someone is going to die tonight and I don’t want to traumatize you.” He didn’t sound irritated, but worried. “It’s not the full moon, but there’s still a chance you could be attacked.” 
 
    I knew that. Luckily for me, magic and lycanthropy didn’t mix. I could never be a werewolf. If I studied, I could learn to shape-shift, but it wasn’t like the lycans. “I’m willing to take my chances to get my witness.” I paused. “What do you mean someone might die tonight?” 
 
    “I’ll pick you up at midnight, Abby.” He disconnected the call and I cursed. What the hell was going on here? 
 
    I picked up my stuff and grabbed my book. I texted Mason my plans for the night and told him I’d be in town until that meeting. I got a quick ‘ok’text back. I walked out of the chamber and towards the front of the mansion.  
 
    Levi was at the front door and I raised a brow. “What?” 
 
    “Are you coming back here tonight?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, my house is clear. I just need to borrow a car until my insurance takes care of the investigation and gives me a new one.” 
 
    “Why didn’t your protection rune on the car work?” 
 
    I thought about it. “I honestly don’t know. I assume because Devon’s magic is much stronger than mine and more unwieldy so it can overpower my controlled magic.” 
 
    “Don’t blow this one up.” He tossed me a set of keys and I caught them.  
 
    “I’ll try not to.” I shook my head. “It’s not my fault that it blew up.” 
 
    He grinned and I could see fangs. “Keep telling yourself that. Keep me updated. I’ll let you know when I need you again.” 
 
    “Uh huh, thanks boss. I’ll stop by eventually.” I waved to him as I left. There was no hugging, no I love you, nothing that most kids would say when they left the house of a guardian or parent. It was just the way things were between Levi and I.  
 
    I grinned at the Hummer that he lent me. I loved the thing. It was a deep green, splattered with mud, which told me someone recently took it four wheeling, as it was meant to be. I climbed in, started it up and listened to the engine for a moment. For a split second, I wondered if I could get one to replace my SUV.   
 
    I shook my head and pulled it out of the drive and onto the road that would take me to the highway.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    There was no word from Mason for the rest of the night and I wasn’t going to go out hunting for Devon blindly. The coven didn’t try to contact me, and Clarissa wasn’t answering her phone, which told me that she still couldn’t talk to me. I spent my night poring over the book that my father left me. Names, family trees, abilities, everything was listed out starting from the 1500’s. I was so fascinated and drawn into it that I didn’t hear Simon knock.  
 
    Until he knocked on the window and scared the crap out of me. I ran around to the front door to let him in. He was dressed in a faded shirt and torn jeans and when I met his gaze he already looked tired.  
 
    “It’s not going to be a pleasant night, is it?” I asked. 
 
    He shook his head. “No, it’s not. I’ll catch you up on what I know while we drive.” He motioned to the car.  
 
    “Can’t I follow you?” 
 
    “No.” He left it at that and started to the car.  
 
    I didn’t like this change in his mood; I wanted my lighthearted Simon back. Not this grumpy one. I climbed into the passenger side and buckled up, throwing my bag on the floor by my feet.  
 
    “Have you ever been to pack territory before?” He asked. “Or one of our meetings?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I’ve hunted one of your rogues before, but nothing on your property. I know better. I don’t have a death wish.” 
 
    “Smart woman. Greg invited you, which is the only reason you’re coming. We’re interrogating the werewolf tonight.” 
 
    “He’s a victim.” Sort of… “Shouldn’t you hand him over to PIB?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No, this is werewolf business.” 
 
    Like vampire business. “You can’t kill him. I need him as a witness.” 
 
    “We won’t kill him, Abby, unless he refuses to work with us. Pay attention tonight and you might get everything you need to finish that case.” 
 
    I sighed. “We have our murderer, we just have to catch him. But to condemn him, I need a witness.” 
 
    “Can I ask you a question?” He pulled the car onto the highway and kept his gaze straight.  
 
    “Yeah.” I tried to keep myself in check and not panic. Hopefully Greg knew what he was doing and I wouldn’t end up dead nor would my witness.  
 
    “How do you handle being an agent and working for Levi? He works outside the law, you’re supposed to be upholding it.” 
 
    I bit my lip, trying to decide how to answer the question. It wasn’t something that was easy. “Growing up, I knew that there was only so much that the law could handle. It’s just recently that people have started taking paranormal crimes seriously and it’s only been in cases like this. They don’t care about the disputes between creatures. Levi does. In a way I’m still upholding a law.” 
 
    “But you don’t like to kill, Levi requires that if people don’t listen to the threats.” 
 
    I nodded. “I hate to kill. Normally it turns into them attacking first because they know Levi wants them dead. I’m not the first one he sends out. Mostly he has me do errands. The state doesn’t know that I work for him.” 
 
    “Tonight’s going to test that, so I want you to be aware. I’m not happy about bringing you.” He gripped the wheel. “I can’t allow you to take your gun because the pack gets nervous around them.” 
 
    I didn’t like that idea. “Then I want my blade.” 
 
    “Fine.” He agreed. “Keep it hidden and don’t draw it unless you have to.” 
 
    I knew the logic here. They moved faster than I did, they could easily stop the blade. The gun, however, was harder to stop. They were fast, but not all of them were fast enough to dodge a bullet. As a PIB agent, my ammo was the highest content of silver that could be used in a bullet.  The only creature it wouldn’t cripple was a Fae, and they were outside my scope of work even for Levi. No one messed with the Fae.   
 
    “I’m not stupid.” I muttered. “To show my blade in a group of werewolves would get me killed.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Smart girl.” He was silent the rest of the way, but I let it be. I knew that he was worried and he knew I was nervous. He wouldn’t give me false promises or fake words of confidence. I appreciated that because I didn’t like being lied to. Chances were, I’d be lucky to come out of this unscathed and we both knew that. I touched the silver pentagram around my neck and said a quick prayer to the Goddess for protection.  
 
      
 
    Simon pulled to a strange dirt parking lot on the side of the road. Cars of all kinds were haphazardly parked and I assumed it was other pack members. We got out and I looked around. A small trail led into the woods and suddenly there was a lump in my throat that I couldn’t breathe past.  
 
    “There’s magic around here.” I whispered. “Weres can’t be witches or warlocks.” 
 
    “Yes, but it doesn’t mean we don’t ally with them. Come on, follow me.” He held his hand out to me.  
 
    I looked at it for a moment before I decided to take it. I wanted the comfort he might be able to provide me. Our fingers interlocked and I calmed a little bit. I closed my eyes for a moment and focused. I could feel his wolf counterpart within him, another soul and another aura if I tried to see it.  
 
    He tugged on my hand and I followed him down the path and through the tall trees. I could feel others, I could feel magic below my feet. A witch had blessed the ground. It was supposed to feel like home, but since I was a stranger, it felt wrong for me to be here. It was used to welcome people and keep unwanted visitors away. It made me sick to my stomach, but I pushed on.  
 
    Simon and I came to a stop at a large cabin in a clearing. The fire department would have called the lack of trees mitigation, but I knew it was a circle, part of the spell a witch did for them. If I had to guess there was probably a mile on each side of the cabin.  
 
    “It’s beautiful.” I said and examined the logs and the design of the cabin. “How many can it house?” 
 
    “Twenty to thirty, depending on if we double up in the rooms.  Each room has two beds, but we have extra cots if need be.” He let go of my hand as someone walked out.  
 
    I’d never met the Alpha, but I knew this was him. His black hair was cut short and his brown gaze cut into me. He stood tall and demanded attention. Like Simon, he was dressed in older clothes, and I assumed it meant they wouldn’t care if they got ruined. The muscles of his arms were solid and his chest strained against the tight muscle shirt that he wore. Yeah, I wouldn’t stand a chance in a fight against this guy, even if he was human. 
 
    Simon bowed his head. “Alpha.” 
 
    “Simon, so this is her?” His eyes ran over my body and I raised a brow. I had dressed in my normal black clothes with boots. I had, as requested, left the gun in the car, but my blade was sheathed across my back, hidden by my jacket.  
 
    Simon put a hand on my back and urged me to step forward.  
 
    “I’m Abigail.” I offered my hand, but Greg grabbed my wrist and jerked me forward. I caught myself with a hand against his chest.  
 
    “You are a threat to my people, you offer me the back of your neck in submission.” He growled. “Do you understand that?” 
 
    I gritted my teeth and pulled my braid away from the back of my neck and bowed low enough that I offered it to him. My verbal answer wouldn’t have been good enough. He was trying to show off his strength, his power, and I was willing to bet other members of the pack were watching from the windows of the cabin. Arguing with him wouldn’t have done me any good. 
 
    I felt his teeth bite the back of my neck. It wasn’t enough to hurt, but enough that I knew he was trying to dominate me. The gesture felt strange in human form, but I let it go. He backed away and let go of my wrist.  
 
    I straightened up and met his gaze. I proved that I wasn’t there to threaten him, but I refused to act submissive to him in other terms. “I appreciate your invitation for tonight.” 
 
    “I figured I wouldn’t have a choice as soon as you realized that Matthew was here. You’re PIB, laws say I have to work with you. Instead, I invited you here.” 
 
    “So I’d have to follow your rules.” Smart. “If we’re playing paranormal politics, that means I must make you aware of my connections to Leviticus Felecos, ruling vampire of the Four Corners Territory.” 
 
    He bowed his head. “It is understood that you are to cause no harm while you are here.” 
 
    I had to choose my words carefully, they would bind me to the rules for the night. If I went against my word it meant that I could be killed. Levi had taught me well when it came to this. “I will not cause harm as long as my life is not threatened and I request that my witness remains alive so I can use him to close my case.” 
 
    I saw something flash in his eyes. He didn’t like my terms. Greg was silent for a few moments. “I will leave your witness alive if he provides us with the information that we need. If your life is in danger you may protect yourself physically. Magic must be restricted to protection only.” 
 
    It was the best that I was going to get; hopefully Matthew was willing to talk. “I understand your terms.” 
 
    “Good, now we can go inside.” Greg turned and started walking towards the cabin.  
 
    I looked at Simon and he gave me a small smile. I assumed it meant that I was doing a decent job at keeping myself alive. We walked in and I looked around. What looked like a cabin on the outside was a state of the art house on the inside. Everything was modern and not what I expected to find in a log cabin, there was a television on the wall in the main room. Men and women were gathered around, some were eating off paper plates, while others were drinking soda.  
 
    I hadn’t expected such a big crowd. They all turned to look at me when I walked in. A few growls trickled out of them. Simon put a hand on my back. “Keep following Greg.” He whispered. 
 
    I nodded and followed the Alpha down a hall to the right. He unlocked a door and opened it to stairs. I hadn’t seen a basement from outside, which meant that it was against code and had no windows. Fear gripped me. There would be no escape if I was walking into a trap.  
 
    “It’s okay, I’m right behind you.” Simon whispered and I followed Greg down the steps. I was going to regret this.  
 
    The stairs opened up into a large concrete room with a drain on the floor. Against the wall, in chains, was a man who was missing an arm. My three legged werewolf. His arm looked like a well-healed amputee, but he looked pretty beaten up. I wanted to ask if the local pack did the damage, but I knew the answer. 
 
    I stepped around Greg so that Matthew could see me. Greg motioned to me. “This is Agent Collins, she’s from the Paranormal Investigation Bureau. I’m sure you’ve seen her name in the headlines.” 
 
    The man nodded and then his green gaze turned to me. “So, you bring her here to torture me too?” 
 
    My heart skipped a beat, but I stayed quiet.  
 
    “No, she’s your ticket out of here. She needs you alive to be a witness to Kevin’s death.” Kevin must have been the victim in the barn and the owner of the bank box. Greg continued. “You see, if you give us the information, then you can go with her.” 
 
    “I didn’t kill him. I swear, it was a man.” Matthew gritted his teeth. “This man drew a symbol on the ground and it exploded. Kevin was right on top of it before we noticed.” 
 
    I glanced at Greg and then to Matthew. “Describe the man.” 
 
    “Tall, dark hair, insane green eyes. I don’t know what else to tell you, lady. We didn’t like the way he felt, we were both in shifted forms.” 
 
    I tried not to imagine an exploding werewolf. “How did you escape?” 
 
    Greg started to say something, but then shook his head. Matthew grinned. “He doesn’t like you taking control of this. I’ve told him the same thing over and over.” 
 
    I didn’t see why that amused him, but I pressed on. “That doesn’t answer my question. I am trying to see if what you say adds up to the crime scene. Then I can verify your story. You want to live and not be torn apart by a pack that you trespassed on, then you answer my damn questions.” I met his gaze. “You don’t answer them, then I walk away and let them do what they want.” 
 
    “As a PIB agent, you can’t do that.” He sounded so confident and a slow, deadly smile appeared on my face.  
 
    My mind was slipping into that place that it went when I killed for Levi. The part of my mind that allowed me to justify my paranoia and my actions. “Do you see a badge around my neck?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I lifted my jacket enough that he could see my holster was empty. “A gun?” 
 
    He started to look worried. “No.” 
 
    “I’m not here as a PIB agent, I’m here to verify your story. That’s it. And honestly, I hate being here where I know I can be ripped to shreds. So answer my damn question.” 
 
    “I got hit by a second blast, that’s when I lost my arm. It was about two miles away from the first. I fell into a ditch of some sort. Unconscious. I can tell you that there was a barn a few miles away, abandoned, because we didn’t smell any animals.” He shifted as much as he could in the chains, trying to get more comfortable. “When I woke, Kevin’s body was gone. I assumed that the man removed it.” 
 
    “Kevin’s body was in the barn, which exploded after we found it.” I crossed my arms. “You never thought to look or track the man?” 
 
    “Lady, I was missing an arm. My first thought was to get back home.” 
 
    I frowned. “You’re from the western slope. You didn’t go home. You stayed in town. I saw you at another scene.” 
 
    Greg rushed past me and grabbed Matthew’s throat. “Don’t you lie. Your heart skipped and your breathing changed.” 
 
    I glanced at Simon who had moved closer to the stairs as if guarding them. That shot my nerves up a notch. “Why didn’t you go home?” 
 
    “I caught the man’s scent on my way home and decided I was going to track him. I crossed pack territory and was taken.” He choked out. 
 
    I nodded and turned to leave. “Greg, if I may. I’d like to speak to you about Kevin’s murder.” 
 
    I didn’t even look over my shoulder. Simon moved in front of me and led the way upstairs. I could feel Greg behind me, he stayed close enough that his breath was on the back of my neck. I tried not to be affected, but the little hairs there stood up in attention. Simon led me to an office, he opened the door, but didn’t go in. I walked in and leaned against the bare wall.  
 
    Greg walked in and then motioned for Simon to leave. I didn’t give any sign that it bothered me. I was a big girl, I could handle a conversation with Alpha wolf on my own.  
 
    “Was Kevin associated with Jade Macklemore at all?” 
 
    “Yes, he helped the coven perform something, they used our land for it. It was before I was alpha, so I never asked.” 
 
    I shook my head. “He lent them the land to do a binding spell. The old pack leader had to have been in on it. You guys don’t let witches in here without knowing them first.” 
 
    “You’re saying that our pack aided in something illegal?” He snarled.  
 
    I held up my hands. “It was before binding spells were illegal. That being said, it wasn’t your whole pack, just the alpha and Kevin.” 
 
    “And Matthew?” 
 
    “He was part of the pack and a research partner with Devon’s father. I think it might have been his idea to use pack lands. He’s a witness to Kevin’s murder. Which will bring Devon to justice and probably get him to be condemned to an execution.” 
 
    “So you’ll kill him?” He chuckled. “You go from wanting your witness alive, to being willing to kill someone who was wronged.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, I’m not an executioner. I need my witness. I need him bound in chains so he doesn’t try to kill you, your pack, or me.” 
 
    “No.” Greg snarled. “We will deal with him. Illegal or not, he helped. That means death by pack law.” 
 
    I took a deep breath. “I need him alive. What happens to him after the witness account isn’t my business.” 
 
    “I don’t think you heard me, Abigail. You will not be getting him. He may not be accountable for Kevin’s death, but he did something against pack law.” He took a step towards me.  
 
    “You’re going against your word.” I remained calm. “That’s also against Pack law.” 
 
    He chuckled. “I am the alpha.” He jumped towards me and I dived for the door. He missed me and ran into the shelf. “You aren’t welcome here, Abigail.” A growl trickled from his throat. 
 
    I cursed and threw open the door. Simon was nowhere to be found, but there were a bunch of people there, many of them, their eyes yellow.  
 
    “Release Matthew! We shall hunt and have our vengeance. He has gone against pack law.” Greg grabbed my wrist and threw me away from the door. “Run if you dare, Abigail.” He rushed through the crowd and they all followed him out of the house. I stood there, shocked for a moment and unsure what to do.  
 
    To go into the forest blindly while the wolves hunted meant that I would be killed. To stay here would be essentially trespassing and Greg would have me hunted. My options were not looking great. I heard howling outside. Maybe if I stayed on the path I’d survive. I looked up to see Simon there.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Abby.” His face held sorrow and he moved his arm as if to reach out to me, but thought better of it. 
 
    “You let him use me to condemn Matthew.” I clenched my fist. “I have to depend on you to get me out of here. How can I trust you?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I didn’t know that’s what he was going to do, but we don’t have time to argue.” He tossed me keys. “I’ll catch a ride back to town. You get out of here.” 
 
    So I couldn’t trust him to get me out. Fucking fantastic. I grabbed the car keys. “Just follow the path?” 
 
    He nodded. “I’ll keep it as clear as I can for you. Greg won’t be happy that I’m protecting you, but he’ll have to get over it.”  
 
    His body started to shake and I could see the bones and muscles move under his skin. Snapping and wet sounds filled the room as his body changed. He hunched over onto all fours and looked at me as his face changed. It lengthened into a muzzle and a growl came from him. In a burst of energy black fur flowed over his body. His head came up to my chest and his yellow eyes met my gaze. He nudged me and I started out. The house was empty, the clearing was too, but I could hear the howls in the distance. Goddess protect me, I was going to try and make it past a bunch of werewolves on a hunt. 
 
      
 
    I took a deep breath and kissed my pentagram. I darted through the clearing and to the path. My feet crunched on the gravel and I found myself glad I’d worn my combat boots. They weren’t great for running, but at least they’d keep traction. The howls started to get closer, but I refused to look behind me. I had to trust Simon that he would keep the path clear and just look forward.  
 
    Footsteps came behind me and I risked a glance. Matthew, with his one arm, was gaining on me. Why the hell didn’t he shift? I picked up my speed, but should have remembered that he was a werewolf. My heart pounded and my lungs burned. I was pushing too hard for not warming up first, but my life was in danger. Warming up was not an option.  
 
    Something caught my hair and I was pulled backwards and off balance. I cursed as I landed flat on my back. His foot landed on my chest and I looked up into Matthew’s gaze. “We’re on the same side.” 
 
    “No, we’re not.” He snarled and pressed down harder. I grabbed his ankle and twisted it so he fell. I jumped back up, but he caught me around the waist with his one arm and slammed me back down on the ground. 
 
    I snarled and got myself up enough to grab the blade at my back. I sliced my side as I drew it, but it didn’t matter. I brought it along Matthew’s arm, causing him to cry out and let go of me. “Silver.” I snapped and jumped up. Running with the shallow wound in my side would suck, but it was possible. Except now the wolves blocked my path and the scent of blood was in the air. 
 
    Matthew laughed. “I hope you’re willing to go down with me.” 
 
    I wanted my gun, but it was in the car. Twenty wolves at least, all bent down and snarling, ready to attack. I shook my head. “You were trying to feed me to them.” 
 
    “To save my life.” He snapped. “Now you and I both have blood falling. They’ll eat us both.” 
 
    As if on cue the wolves lunged towards us. I had no idea if it was going to work, but I dipped my hand in my blood and slammed it on the ground. The purple circle closed around me, but Matthew was too far away and out of my reach.  
 
    The wolves hit the barrier. After two or three unsuccessful tries, they all turned to Matthew. They took him down, several of them at once. His screams echoed in the woods and I could hear the tearing of flesh. I swallowed and let my circle down. They didn’t notice me and I ran. My body ached and my heart pounded as I got to the parking area. I sheathed my blade and fished the keys out of my pocket. I opened the doors and a black blur ran by me.  
 
    I drew my blade to find Simon sitting in the passenger seat, in human form. His naked body covered in scratches and bite marks, his head leaned against the window. “I’m sorry Abby. I can’t stay conscious. I just…need sleep.” 
 
    I took a moment and tossed a blanket from the back of the car onto him. I wasn’t giving it a second thought. I jumped in the car and locked the doors. The engine roared to life and I spun the tires getting onto the highway. My heart didn’t want to calm down, the adrenaline continued to pump through me as I drove. It wasn’t until I saw the lights of the city that I felt relieved and loosened my grip on the steering wheel.  
 
    I’d have to give Simon first aid when we got back to my place. He’d need food and he’d need rest. I knew tomorrow we’d find the remains of Matthew dumped somewhere so that his part in the case would be closed. I just hoped that I wouldn’t throw up at the thought of the wolves tearing him apart.  
 
    I pulled into my driveway and put my head on the steering wheel. I’d make a note that the Alpha wasn’t a friend of mine. I shook Simon a little. “Hey, I need you to wake up long enough for me to get you inside.” 
 
    He opened his eyes and nodded. “I need help.” 
 
    “Yeah, no kidding.” I grabbed my bag out from under his feet, pulled my gun out and put it in its holster. I got out of the car and came around to help him out. 
 
    He leaned heavily on me and the wound in my side. I gritted my teeth and shut the car door. We moved slowly, but I got him to my front door. I unlocked it and walked in. I clicked the key fob and locked his car and then reached to turn on a light. The light flickered on and illuminated Michele and Clarissa sitting on my couch.  
 
    The look on my face must have been horrible because Clarissa’s face fell into a mask of sorrow. “I’m sorry, Abby.” 
 
    “I’m hearing that a lot tonight. I can only imagine why you two are here, but here’s the deal. Simon needs medical attention and so do I. Let me get us taken care of first and then I’ll sit down and talk. Like rational people.” 
 
    Simon stood straight and then leaned on the wall. “Damn, Abigail, your night sucks.” 
 
    “No kidding, but I’m still alive.” I sighed and looked at the witches on my couch. “Deal?” 
 
    Both of them nodded and Clarissa came to help Simon. She touched my arm. “Promise you’ll listen?” 
 
    “I can promise I will listen, but I can’t promise I’ll follow what you want.” 
 
    “Thank you.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
    Clarissa helped me patch up my side and I patched Simon up. I sat down next to him on the couch. He leaned his head back. “I’m just going to sleep here.” 
 
    “You deserve it.” I’d have to talk to him about tonight later. Clarissa and Michele took up the two recliners and turned them to face the couch.  
 
    “You look like hell.” Michele sighed. “How did you cut your side?” 
 
    “I drew my blade at the wrong angle, I could barely raise up enough to get it.” A small price to pay for me being alive right now. “Forgive my rudeness, but what are you both doing here?” 
 
    Clarissa pressed her lips together and I knew that I wasn’t going to like what she was going to say. “Michele thought you might listen to me.” 
 
    “Did Michele tell you that Jack and Sean almost got me killed?” I kept my voice even. “I don’t need the coven’s protection. I have a warrant for Devon now. They want to bring him in alive.” 
 
    “Devon is part of the Cult.” Clarissa stated. “They want you dead.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I currently have a truce with the Cult and no, I don’t want to go into details. Devon is a rogue from the Cult. He’s out for revenge. He’s also an Elemental without control.” 
 
    “We didn’t know that.” Michele stated, her face still calm. “Then you must come with us.” 
 
    Clarissa held her hand up to silence Michele. “Abigail, I know you aren’t a child anymore and I know you’re stubborn and want to do things your way.” She met my gaze and put her hand down. “But you cannot handle him. Let the executioners do their job and you come to the coven’s safe house.” 
 
    “I can’t. My duty above my safety. It’s my job to bring Devon in. I know the coven doesn’t agree with that and I appreciate you trying to help me.” I took Clarissa’s hand. “I promise I’ll do everything to protect myself.” 
 
    She nodded. “Levi told me that he gave you his gift early.” 
 
    It was such a strange change in conversation. “He did.” I tried not to let the confusion show on my face. 
 
    “Page six hundred and fifty, there’s a wonderful poem. I think it will help guide you through this time.” She squeezed my hand. “Come on Michele, she’s not going to fold. I think she’s had a long enough night. Let her be.” 
 
    “Your advice to her is a poem?” Michele stood. She clenched her hands into fists and locked her jaw. “Her life is on the line.” 
 
    “Levi gave her a wonderful book of poems.” Seeming oblivious to the look on Michele’s face, Clarissa nodded. “And it looks to me that she escaped death’s grip tonight. So let us remember that she is an adult, not a child witch that needs supervision.” 
 
    I wanted to laugh but I kept my face blank as the two made their way to the door. 
 
    Michele followed her out and I locked the door behind them. I had no idea why she would lie about the book. Once they were gone I went to the room where I had placed the book and flipped to the page. I wondered briefly how Clarissa got past the spell on it, but the thought disappeared when I reached the page.  There was no poem, but there was a note.  
 
    Michele is convinced you are working with Devon. She wants to bind you. Be careful. Here is the spell that will help protect you from a binding. She forced me to come here. 
 
    Which means Michele was forcing her to not answer her phone too. I cursed. I ripped the note up and tossed it in the trash. On the page of the book was a potion and I scanned over it. Luckily I had everything I’d need.  I needed rest first, then I’d worry about making the potion. 
 
      
 
    When I woke, I realized I’d only slept a couple hours. I wasted no time and went to gather what I needed for the potion. I pulled out a bowl and started mixing things. Hopefully this worked. If Michele cast a binding spell on me, I would be useless against Devon. I brought the bowl into the kitchen and pulled out the cast-iron pot I used for making potions. I turned on the gas stove and put it on. I slowly poured the liquid into it and let it come to a boil. It smelled awful, but if it would help, I’d take it.  
 
    Simon came wobbling into the kitchen. “I feel like I got hit by a truck.” 
 
    “You’ve only slept for a few hours, why don’t you go back to bed? I have a guest room.” I stirred the boiling liquid. “What happened? I thought you were the strongest werewolf.” 
 
    He chuckled and sat down on the stool at the counter. “I am, but that’s in terms of shifting. I can take on most wolves one on one, maybe three on one, but more than that I’m just overpowered. I’m sorry for last night. You never should have been used like that.” 
 
    “No, I shouldn’t have been. But Matthew was lying. There were no other signs of explosions out there. I think he was working with Devon. Betraying everyone. He deserved the death he got, but it still would have been nice to have a witness.” 
 
    Simon nodded. “What happened with you?” 
 
    “Matthew caught up to me and pulled me down in the path. He tried to use me as a distraction. I learned that my circle, when conjured with my blood, will keep wolves out of it. I ran to the car while they killed him.” I got a vial out of the cabinet. The instructions said to take at the sign of magic fading. I’d gotten smart at some point and bought plastic vials so it wouldn’t break. I’d have to keep it on me at all times and it wouldn’t do me any good to have it break. I took a glass eye dropper and put the liquid in the vial.  
 
    “What are you making?” He asked. “And can we order food?” 
 
    I looked at the clock. The sun was up, but nothing that delivered was open yet. “I’m making a potion to help defend against a binding spell. Do you have spare clothes in your car?”  
 
    He nodded. “I do, if you go get them for me we’ll go to breakfast. My treat. I am starving and it’s the least I can do after my pack tried to eat you.” 
 
    Wasn’t that the truth? “Okay.” I put the vial in my pocket and went out to his car. I opened the trunk and reached in to grab the bag there. I snagged it and then ran back inside. I threw the bag at Simon. “Now you can stop wearing a blanket and I don’t have to look at your naked ass.” 
 
    He slowly started to lower the blanket. “Come on now, you like my ass.” 
 
    It was true and heat rushed to my face. “Go get dressed.” I shoved him in the chest towards the guest room. “We can crash after we eat. I only slept a few hours.” 
 
    “Seriously witch, you need to take care of yourself more.” He walked into the guest room and closed the door.  
 
    I closed my eyes for a moment and my phone dinged. I pulled it out and saw a text message from Nick.  
 
    ‘Just saw my brother in the warehouse district downtown. Old factory with green walls, no signs. Wanted to let you know.’ 
 
    What on earth had he been doing down there? I realized that he had probably been looking for his brother. Maybe there was more of a past between the two of them than I thought. Could be a trap, could be a friendly note. 
 
    Simon came out and looked at me. “You got to go?” 
 
    “Yeah, but tell you what, we’ll grab something fast and I’ll drop you off so you can get some sleep. You can pick up your car later?” 
 
    He thought for a moment. “Why don’t I drop you off and you can have Mason bring you back? Or I can go get coffee until you’re done.” 
 
    “Only if you buy me coffee. It could be a couple hours.” 
 
    “Deal.” He looped arms with me and I groaned as it pulled on my side.  
 
    “Shallow cuts hurt.” I muttered and we walked out. We got in his car and drove off. I texted Mason on the way with a request for back up. He knew I’d go in first and he’d wait and get his men in position. If something went wrong then he’d send his men in. It’s how it worked, because we had no idea what we’d be dealing with. I grabbed my radio from my bag and clipped it onto my pants and put the wireless earpiece in.  
 
    “You aren’t going to investigate. You’re going in to take down Devon.” Simon growled. “Why didn’t you say something?” 
 
    “Because I had a feeling you’d try to talk me out of it. At least I was nice and let you drive.” 
 
    “You’re wounded.” He snapped.  
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, but I’ll have back up. Don’t worry about me, follow my directions and get me there.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” He said, but I didn’t miss the sigh that came after it.  
 
      
 
    I had Simon drop me off a block away from the warehouse. I clicked my radio on and I heard the chatter of Mason directing people to the warehouse. I had my blade on my back and my gun at my side. Taking a deep breath, I checked that I had the cuffs. They were enhanced with magic, they would block his magic as long as they were on him. With one last check, I made sure that the vial was still in my pocket. I was good to go.  
 
    “Going in.” I said into my earpiece. 
 
    “Good luck, you know the word if you’re in trouble.” 
 
    That’s right. I watched my steps as I approached the warehouse back door. I stayed against the building and said a small prayer before I checked the handle of the door. It swung in without me even twisting the knob. I gave it a quick examination and the mechanism had already been compromised. Fantastic, at least I knew someone was in there.  
 
    I walked in, trying to keep to the shadows. In the middle of the abandoned warehouse was Devon standing around a small fire. I didn’t know what the extent of his powers was and made note to stay away from the fire. I looked around. Other than beams in the ceiling and some discarded boxes and pallets, there wasn’t much there. I didn’t sense any other witches or warlocks.  
 
    “Devon Averin, you’re under arrest for the murder of Jade Macklemore and Kevin Smith. For use of magic with lethal intent and tampering with a crime scene.” And blowing my fucking car up, but it’s not like I could add that to the official list. I held my gun up. “I suggest you come with me willingly.” 
 
    He turned around and laughed at me. “Oh Abigail, we could have been such good friends and wonderful allies.” An insane smile crossed his face. “But you just have to be a good little girl and use your powers for the best of humanity.” 
 
    “Must have been raised right. Turn around and put your hands behind your back.” 
 
    He slowly turned towards the fire. “Abigail,” He held his hands up and put them behind his back. “You really shouldn’t have come after me.” 
 
    I kept my gun steady as I approached him. I grabbed my cuffs just in time to see a rune on the floor glow. I grabbed his wrist and pulled him away from the fire and the rune. I threw up a circle just in time for the rune to explode. The flames caught one of the rafters and I cursed. I cuffed one of his hands and slammed it down on the other. Flames danced along the beams, but I let the circle down and shoved him towards the door.  
 
    “I am not dying in here with you.” I snapped. He walked towards the back door without any more urging, but he turned around and grinned.  
 
    “I only plan on you dying.” He kicked me in the stomach and I fell back, but not before I got a shot off. He fell off balance and crashed through the back door, but another beam exploded and fell in front of the entrance. Fuck.  
 
    “Mason, I’m trapped.” I put up a circle, but I felt something weakening. Oh fuck. My heart pounded and my body started to shake. I focused the magic tried to figure out how to get out of the warehouse without being burnt alive.  
 
    I could feel my magic draining, heard Mason on the radio giving instructions.  
 
    “Abby, you okay?” 
 
    No. I was starting to panic as the purple around me began to fade. I couldn’t figure out what was going on. 
 
    The binding spell. I got the vial out and drank it. I made a face as the liquid went down my throat and burned a pathway in me. Gross. “I’m having technical difficulties, but I see a path to the front door. Make sure it’s clear.” 
 
    Meaning hopefully it wasn’t locked. I could feel the heat of the flames through the circle. I was going to lose it any second. I didn’t know how long the potion would take to work, but I needed my magic. I cursed as the purple faded all the way. I ran and it seemed like every step I took something else was exploding. The beams fell and I heard the building creak. I was going to go down in flames.  
 
    Panic went through me as I jumped over fallen beams and pallets. The flames licked at me and I patted out the small singe on my pants. I couldn’t allow him to win. I would not die in here. I cried out as a blast knocked me over. I tried to keep the fear down. My lungs burned from the smoke.  
 
    A flame wrapped around my arm when I pushed myself up. I screamed and it danced away from my body. What the hell? I didn’t take a moment to figure it out. I continued my rampage to the door. I channeled my emotions and what energy and magic I had left. The flames started parting for me, swaying away from me. I didn’t want to second-guess myself in fear that the ability would just disappear. I got to the exit and relief filled me that another beam hadn’t fallen in front of it. I shouldered it open, ignoring the burning hot metal and hoped my jacket would be enough to keep me from burning something else. I never thought I’d be so happy to see the sun. 
 
    Mason was standing there directing his crew to put on gear. A group of firemen and an ambulance pulled up just as I got through the door. Mason grabbed me as I coughed and gasped for clean air. He handed me to someone ready with an oxygen tank. I put the mask on and took a few deep breaths as they steadied me and sat me on the bumper of a truck. I felt like I was going to throw up. 
 
    Someone else grabbed my left arm where the flame had kissed my skin. They started applying something cool on it and then wrapped it in a bandage. My mind couldn’t keep up with the chaos. My magic was flooding back into me and I was starting to hyper focus on the one thing I wanted most. Devon.  
 
    “Abigail?” Mason’s voice broke through the random chatter around me.  
 
    “I’m fine. Sorry, something happened and I can’t explain it. But Devon’s wearing my damn cuffs and I’m going after the ass.” I took the mask off and thanked the EMT and firefighter. “I’ll have my radio.”  
 
    I took a deep breath to make sure I could breathe right again and then I took off in a dead sprint. I could hear Mason cursing behind me and barking directions at his crew. It didn’t matter. Devon was mine. Devon wouldn’t be far, he’d want to admire his handiwork and would want to confirm my death, not to mention he didn’t have use of his magic as long as he was in those cuffs.  
 
    I ran through the maze of abandoned warehouses trying to find any sign of him. Maybe I had been wrong in my assumption that he would stick around.  
 
    I rounded the corner of a building and I found him trying to break the cuffs by sawing them against a piece of broken metal. There was no way that was going to work. “Why did you do it, Devon?” 
 
    He didn’t look up at me as he answered. “Did you know that when you spend too much time without your magic you start to go insane?” There was something in his voice and I couldn’t tell if it was grief or pain. I drew my gun and took aim. 
 
    “When it starts to come back to you, in a trickle or a rush, no matter which way then it eats at your mind. You have no control with all these abilities suddenly at your finger tips.” He looked up at me and I saw the madness in his eyes. “Those who did this to me needed to pay.” He held his wrists up to show me the cuffs had snapped. Luckily for me, it was just the chain, he’d still be without magic. 
 
    He rushed me and I shot, but it went into his shoulder and he took me to the ground. My gun fell and I could feel the pain starting in my left arm and my side. Yep, I was going to need a vacation after this shit. Devon head-butted me and I cried out as starbursts blocked my vision. He got up to run, but I tripped him and pulled out my knife. I was done playing games.  
 
    He started to get up but I shoved my foot into his back, stepping on where the bullet had exited, and held the point of my blade at the base of his neck. “Don’t move.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t dare kill me. You don’t have the guts.”  
 
    “Mason, I’ve got him. I’m six buildings away, catty corner. I can see the flames.”  I could already here the sirens in the background and it gave me a bit of comfort even though I knew it’d take them a few minutes. A boom echoed and I knew that the warehouse had finally caved to the fire. My heart skipped a beat at the thought that I could have been in there. 
 
    Devon rolled and caught my foot with his hand. I fell on my back, but kept the dagger still. I kicked Devon in the head as he stood, but it didn’t faze him. With the way he moved unhindered by the gunshot, I would have said he was running on pure adrenaline. He stood and picked me up by my throat. I don’t know what he was expecting, but I shoved my dagger into his stomach and pulled upwards.  
 
    His eyes widened in surprise and he dropped me. I landed on one knee, catching myself in a crouch. Devon’s body dropped to the ground and twitched a couple of times as the light faded from his eyes. Relief swept through me. 
 
    “Damn it, Abby, did you have to kill him?” 
 
    I glared at him. “He tried to kill me first.” It sounded like something a child would say, but it was true. I looked at the blood on my blade and cringed.  
 
    Mason threw me a rag. I didn’t question why he had it. I cleaned my blade off and sheathed it and then retrieved my gun. I holstered it and listened to the sirens in the air. I felt like a weight was lifted off my chest and I could breathe easy for a moment.  
 
    “You getting out of the building was nothing short of a miracle, especially with just a burn. What happened in there?” 
 
    I looked at him. “Someone tried to perform a binding spell on me while I was in there. It drained the magic from me and my circle. Adrenaline carried me through the rest of the time.” I wasn’t going to share. Elementals were considered dangerous. “We have one more person to take care of today. I promise I won’t shoot her.”  
 
    “The person who put the binding spell on you.” Mason stated easily. 
 
    I nodded. “We need to move now, before she realizes what happened.”  
 
    “And how do you expect to find her?”  
 
    I smiled. “I have my ways.” 
 
    He nodded. “Don’t do anything stupid, Abby.” 
 
    “I won’t. I’m just going to meet up with an old friend.” I smiled and stepped away from him, pulling out my cell phone. I dialed Clarissa first. 
 
    She answered on the first ring. “Abigail, are you okay?” 
 
    “Ask her if she changed her mind!”  
 
    I heard Michele in the background. I took a deep breath and forced myself to sound panicked. “Something just happened, I can’t explain it. My magic is gone. I can’t feel it, I can’t do a spell. I just about lost my life in a burning building. I think it might be the Cult.” 
 
    “Oh Abby, come here baby, maybe we can figure out what happened. Michele was afraid that was going to happen.” 
 
    “I know, I should have listened to her. Where are you? Can you pick me up?” 
 
    “Are you with Detective Mason? Can he drop you off?”  
 
    So she had caught on. I smiled. “Yeah, where you at?” 
 
    “I’m at the shop, Michele is too. We’ll get you taken care of.” She disconnected the call.  
 
    I looked at Mason. “I need a ride. Clarissa will be there as a witness. The person we’re after is Michele.” I looked at Devon’s dead body and looked at the broken handcuffs.  
 
    Mason followed my gaze. “I have an extra pair in the cruiser for you. Magical and everything.” 
 
    I laughed. “Always prepared.” 
 
    I tossed the rag down on Devon and turned to walk away. There were other people to deal with his body. I didn’t kill him with magic, so I wouldn’t be under any type of investigation. Mason saw me kill him in self-defense.  
 
    I sent Simon a quick text to tell him to hang tight. I took my radio off and handed it to Mason. He shook his head. “You can’t go in there alone.” 
 
    “I have to, if I have my radio on she’ll know something is up. As it is I have to act weak and scared. I have my gun, cuffs and blade. I’ll be fine. Clarissa can act as my back up.” 
 
    He led me to the cruiser. “And if this is a set up?” 
 
    “Then I’m stupid for walking into it and you can lecture me later.” I got in and shut the door. We were only a few minutes away from the shop. I had no real plan. At this point my actions were fueled by anger. She had created the monster who tried to kill me and brought to the surface an ability I never wanted.  
 
    “I’m trusting you with this, bring her in and the case will be closed.” She’d be the last straw. Karma would come full circle for her.  
 
    “Just be ready to put her in the cruiser.”  
 
      
 
    Mason pulled up to the shop and then circled around and parked out of sight. He didn’t want to ruin it. I stumbled to the door and banged on it. She’d locked the shop up.  
 
    I made sure to keep my emotions in check to make it harder to sense any of my magic. Clarissa answered the door and helped me in.  
 
    “Clarissa, it’s gone. I can’t feel it.” I gasped. “It’s not like the hex. This, this is worse.” 
 
    She helped me to the back and into a chair. Michele was sitting across the table from me. On the table was a photo of me with a strand of my hair. I wasn’t going to question, she’d been in my house. The binding rune was drawn over it. “I had to, Abigail. You’re just too strong for your own good.” 
 
    “Why are you doing this to me?” I asked and met her gaze. “Were Sean and Jack in on it too?” 
 
    “You’re too strong Abby, your father never wanted this life for you. Binding you was the only way to make sure you didn’t bring the Cult to the coven. Jack and Sean didn’t know my intentions, no one did except for Clarissa and I threatened her to help me. I thought you’d listen to her.” Her voice was perfectly controlled and she even smiled at me. Nothing about her would tell an outsider that she was evil deep inside. 
 
    Poor Clarissa. I shook my head. “And you people wonder why I don’t trust the coven. Unbind me, you’ve performed an illegal spell and you can be tried in aiding multiple murders since you made the monster who did this.” 
 
    “You’re powerless without your magic. Weak, stumbling. You won’t be bringing me in.” She stood. “You’re coming with me.” She stood and grabbed my wrist. 
 
    I looked up at her and I knew I had a smirk on my face. With my other hand I grabbed my cuffs and slapped them on her wrist. Jumping up, I spun her around and grabbed for her other wrist. She pulled out a knife and slammed it into my injured arm. I cursed, but got the other cuff on her as she held the hilt of the damn knife.  
 
    I pulled the knife out of my arm. “If I have to go to the hospital, I’m going to be pissed.” I shoved her towards the door.  
 
    “Don’t you have to read me my rights?” She snapped as I shoved her out. 
 
    I shook my head. “Nope, not my job.” I shoved her outside where Mason was waiting. I got her in the cruiser and slammed the door shut. Mason raised a brow. “Clarissa will have to come down to make a statement. Any evidence?” 
 
    I had all the stuff from the case, the lock box, and now I had a witness to put Michele away. “I’ll send everything over I have. Clarissa needs to patch me up first.” 
 
    “Good deal.” Mason got into the car and drove off. I gave Michele a little wave as they passed by.  
 
    “You’re bleeding on my sidewalk.” Clarissa sighed. “And you already have a bandage on that arm. What happened?” 
 
    I chuckled. “I don’t even know where to start. Let’s have some tea and you can patch me up. I need to tell Simon where I’m at.” 
 
    We walked back inside and she flipped the lock. I went to the back room and sat down. Clarissa brought in the first aid kit and a jar of something white.  
 
    “I’m sorry that you got pulled into this.” I sighed. “I don’t know what the hell happened this month.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I’m sorry. Michele shouldn’t have been able to use me against you.” She unwrapped the bandage on my arm and I cursed as it pulled against the burn.  
 
    “Thank you for the potion. It saved my life.” Granted, the binding spell still almost killed me. “I never want to feel my magic being locked away like that again.” 
 
    She looked at the burn on my arm. “This is nasty. Burning building?” 
 
    “Devon was an Elemental. He was trying to use it to his advantage. Judging by the way the beams exploded, they all had runes on them.  He got out the back just before a beam fell.” I closed my eyes and took a deep breath as she put more salve on the burn and the wound from the knife. 
 
    “You’re lucky you were able to get out.” She got fresh bandages out of the first aid box and started wrapping my arm again. “Abby, I’m so sorry—“ 
 
    I held my other hand up to cut her off. I could hear the remorse in her voice. “Don’t, sometimes people get in tough spots. You did what you could to protect me.” I met her gaze. “No true harm done.” But it was why I kept people at arms length. I didn’t like them being used against me. 
 
     “So Simon’s going to pick you up?” 
 
    “Yeah, long story.” I chuckled. “Promise, if there was more than friendship going on, you’d be the first to know.” 
 
    “Uh huh, sure.” She laughed and my phone rang. 
 
    “Agent Collins, I need you at the office.” My boss’ voice came over the phone. It was rare that he called me and I’m pretty sure I’ve only seen his face twice. 
 
    “I’ll get there as soon as I can.” I muttered. “I’m waiting on a ride, I can’t really move my left arm right now.” 
 
    “Step it up.” He snapped and the line went dead.  
 
    I texted Simon with my right hand. “I’ll have to take the evidence with me and you need to go down to the station.” 
 
    “I know. I’m a big girl. I can handle it myself.” She gave me a hug. “After this, we need a date. Just the two of us.” 
 
    I nodded. “I agree.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
    I hopped in the car and put the items from the binding spell as evidence in my bag; lucky for me Clarissa had Ziploc bags that I could use.  
 
    Simon just stared at me. “You sure you want to go to the office?” 
 
    “Do I look that bad?” I pulled down the mirror and sighed. My hair was frizzy and apparently no one felt the need to tell me that there were black smudges on my face or that I looked like I’d been used for a punching bag. 
 
    I pulled out a wet wipe and cleaned off my face. “Yeah, boss called, I have to go in. I need my lab to send over all the evidence from the case too.” 
 
    I finished cleaning up and closed the mirror. Simon was oddly quiet as we drove. Finally he sighed. “Did you get him?” 
 
    “Depends on what you mean.” I rubbed my eyes. “He’s dead.” 
 
    “You killed him.” He stated with a bit of disbelief and kept his eyes on the road. “Abby, I thought they wanted him alive.” 
 
    I nodded and looked out the window as the downtown businesses gave way to little houses. “They did. But he trapped me in a burning building. Then he tried to strangle me when I took him down.” I shrugged. “I didn’t have much of a choice.” At the moment, I didn’t regret it, I was alive and I’d see tomorrow. I’d worry about guilt later, if it popped up. 
 
    “So where do you want to go on your vacation?” He asked and just like that his voice was lighter and back to his normal self.  
 
    I closed my eyes. “Somewhere warm, sunny and with sand. Surprise me.” I laughed. “You don’t really have to send me on vacation.” 
 
    “Maybe I want to, because you need it. When you get back we can go out for another drink.” 
 
    I liked that idea. I remembered that I owed Nick a date too. Apparently I was just going to turn into Ms. Social after the paperwork was done on the case. “You know, that sounds great.” 
 
    He pulled up to the office building and I hesitated. “I can’t decide if I’m in trouble or if there is just news I’m not going to like.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll chill out in the lobby and wait for you.” He laughed. “Beats hanging out in the car.” 
 
    I got out and then looked at him over the top of the car. “How long did Levi convince you to watch me for?” 
 
    “Until the case is over. Which seems to me you closed it, so I promise after this I’ll take you home and get out of your hair.” 
 
    I’d miss the company, but I nodded. “Sounds good.” I walked into the building with him behind me. He went and sat in one of the leather seats. I went to the desk and was surprised to see Kathy there.  
 
    “Hey hon, you’re in early.” 
 
    She shrugged. “Mandy called out sick, so I thought I’d fill in. What’s up?” 
 
    I handed her the evidence in the bag. “I need this and everything associated with the Barn case sent over to Detective Mason.” 
 
    “Not a problem. I’ll get it taken care of right away. Oh, I saw that handsome man again. Boy does he seem to like it here.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “You guys have got to stop letting him through.” 
 
    “Why? He has an access badge now, he was cleared.” She shrugged. “Not our business after that.” 
 
    A sinking feeling claimed me. What the hell was I about to walk into, then, if Nick was here? I sighed and went to the elevator.  
 
    The contraption took me to the third floor and I walked into my boss’s office.  
 
    “Ah, Abigail.” He smiled at me. His face was slim, like a rat, and his balding black hair didn’t help the look at all. His eyes were small and beady and he gave me the creeps.  
 
    “You wanted to see me, sir?” I asked and then looked to my left. Nick stood there with his arms crossed. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Agent Collins, meet Agent Averin, your new partner.” 
 
    Nick looked about as happy as I felt. “You said you were here for business. Why didn’t you mention you were an agent?” I asked. 
 
    “Because I was told not to. It would tip off the investigation.” He shrugged. “The Cult didn’t know I was an agent.” 
 
    “Speaking of the Cult, good job closing the case with their rogue. I see you didn’t come out uninjured.” My boss motioned to my arm. 
 
    Anger crossed Nick’s face and I had to wonder if it was because his brother was foiled or because I got hurt. I shrugged. “All in a day’s work I suppose. Why am I being assigned a partner?” 
 
    “It’s temporary. Nikolas needs to learn how things run here. He’s transferring. He was sent here to investigate what they thought were Cult killings. He specializes in the Cult of Ra.” 
 
     Lovely. “Guess we’ll have a lot to talk about then.” I turned to leave. “I’m putting in for vacation time. I’ll be gone about a week.” 
 
    “It’s about time you used some of that.” He laughed. 
 
    I left and Nick followed me. I spun around and stared at him. “What do you want?” 
 
    “I didn’t want to be partners. I work alone.” He held his hands up. “I tried to talk him out of it, but he insists that you’re the best.” 
 
    Shame my boss didn’t pay much attention, because I wasn’t really a by the book kind of person. “So I hear, but I’m not a teacher. You lied to my face when I first met you.” 
 
    “No, just about the business part. I’ve been looking for you because I’ve worked a lot on the Cult, and your family keeps coming up.” 
 
    “My father was a linguist.” I sighed. “Look, all I want to do right now is to go home and get some sleep.” I could deal with everything after. “I just ran out of a burning building, chased down a criminal, killed someone, and arrested a priestess of the local coven. I think a nap is in order.” I turned and went to the elevator; he, of course, followed me. 
 
    We stepped in together and he pressed the ground button. “So, I guess that date is out of the question?” 
 
    “Yes, Agent N, it is.” I laughed. “Guess you should have told me in the first place, then you wouldn’t have gotten your hopes up.” 
 
    “Agent N?” 
 
    I nodded. “Your new nickname, it’s fun between agents.” 
 
    “At least I know you don’t hate me.” The little bell dinged as the elevator arrived and the doors opened. “After you, Agent A.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes and walked out and down the hall. Simon stood to greet me. His eyes went to Nick and then to me. “Simon, you remember Nick. He’s my new partner.” 
 
    Simon’s look said it all. His eyes narrowed and then he offered his hand. It wasn’t a pleasant look at all, but it was all Nick was going to get from him. “Nice to see you again.” 
 
    “Likewise.” He shook Simon’s hand and then pulled back. “I’ve done my research on you. A werewolf. Abigail should be more careful of the company she keeps.” 
 
    Simon was about to say something, but I put my hand on his arm. “I can trust Simon with my life.” After last night I knew it was true.  
 
    “I’ll see you around Abby, give me a call when you’re off vacation.” He walked out.  
 
    Simon shook his head. “They are giving you a partner?” 
 
    “Yep, not thrilled about it either. My life just got about ten times harder. I’m supposed to be showing him the ropes, so he’ll be with me every hour of the cases.” I walked out. I flexed my hand and sighed. The pain was not pleasant and I wondered when I’d be able to use my left arm fully. I should have probably gone to the hospital for it.  
 
    “Let’s get you home. I’ll buy dinner, you can grab a nap in the car.” 
 
    I nodded. The sun was already sinking behind the mountains. “I’m sure this will be all over the news.”  
 
    “Are you going to have to answer to the press?” He asked. 
 
    I shook my head. “No, Mason handles that. He’s better at it than I am. At this point, I’m more likely to kill a reporter than talk to them.”  
 
    Simon and I got in the car and I pulled out my phone and texted Levi.  
 
    ‘Got my man, going home for a nap.’  
 
    I leaned my head back and closed my eyes. It wasn’t long before sleep claimed me. I didn’t even hear when Simon ordered food. 
 
      
 
    Simon woke me up when we got back to my house. The smell of fast food filled the car. “Forgive me for not inviting you in, but seriously, I’m going to scarf my food and then crash.” 
 
    “It’s not a problem. I’ll let you know when I get your plane tickets for your vacation.” He grinned. “Least I can do, since I know you don’t like having a shadow. And there was that whole business about my pack trying to eat you.” 
 
    Yeah, there was that. “Hey, what happened to Matthew’s body? We never got a call about it.” 
 
    “We have our ways of taking care of things Abby, go get some rest.” He smiled. I got out of the car and grabbed my bag, the bag of food and the soda. He waited until I unlocked the door and got into the house before he drove off. 
 
    I locked the front door and then went to the kitchen, flicking on lights as I went. I put my food on the table and saw a shadow in the hall move. I turned and drew my gun.  
 
    “I will shoot, I am in no mood for caution tonight.” 
 
    Merick came out, his head covered in a red hood. He held his hands up to show he was unarmed. I made a note to invest in a security system or a dog. Something to keep people from coming into my house. “I’m here to talk.” 
 
    I holstered the gun and motioned to the kitchen. “I’ve only eaten once today. How the hell did you get into my house?” 
 
    “A simple spell to unlock a door. You should guard your house better.” 
 
    Yeah I should have. “Devon is dead, by my hand.” 
 
    “He threatened your life. I saw the fire and when you came through the door.” He sat down and I dug into my fast food bag.  
 
    “I wasn’t aware that you were there.” Of course I wasn’t aware of much if it wasn’t concerning my immediate survival.  
 
    He nodded. “I had tracked him there and I knew it was just a matter of time before you found him. You also took care of those who put the spell on him.” 
 
    “Michele is still alive.” I didn’t plan on killing her either. “The wolf was torn apart by the local pack. So now you guys can leave me alone.” 
 
    “That was the deal. We have decided that you are no longer a threat nor our concern, for now.” 
 
    “What the hell is this for now shit?” I sighed and met his gaze.  
 
    He pulled his hood down. “You see, we were worried you’d go down the same path as Devon. But you have a better head on your shoulders; you aren’t blinded by your power. You show more restraint.” 
 
    “Devon had his powers bound for most of his life. I had a great teacher, a few of them.” I sighed. “I don’t like you people. I know that your Cult killed my parents.” 
 
    He smirked. “We don’t like you either, but we tolerate you unless you step out of line.” He stood and started towards the front door. He stopped and turned around. “We’ll be watching you, Abigail.” He let himself out and I sighed.  
 
    He was creepy, even if he was good looking. I got up and locked the door after him and put the security chain on. Tomorrow I’d call about getting a security system put in. Right now I needed to eat and then sleep. 
 
    I scarfed my food and checked my phone. Levi had told me good job and that was it. I threw my trash away and then went to my room. It’d be nice to sleep in my own bed. No Devon to worry about, no Cult, no Michele, no hexes. It was going to be a great nap. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t wake until my phone went off. The sun was shining and the numbers on my phone said it was noon. Well crap, I had slept the entire night away. I looked at the message that made my phone chirp.  
 
    ‘I got your tickets, you fly out on Friday and you’ll come back the following Friday. Hope you enjoy. I sent the itinerary to your e-mail.’  
 
    I smiled. Simon really didn’t have to buy me plane tickets. I pulled out my computer and checked my e-mail. I looked through until I found the forwarded e-mail from him.  
 
    He’d outdone himself. Plane tickets to Florida, hotel, car rental, and tickets to Disney. I couldn’t believe it. Another text chimed through.  
 
    “Thought you needed to go to the happiest place on earth.” 
 
    I chuckled and sent him back a giant thank you with lots of exclamation points.  
 
    I flexed my arm and noticed that it was starting to feel better. Plus one for me, but it’d be awhile before it was back to being normal. My mind traveled back to the thought of the fire and how it moved out of my way. I needed to find some one who could teach me how to control it.  
 
    Elemental abilities were hereditary, but neither of my parents had them. I got up and went to find the book from Levi. I pulled it off the desk and went to the living room to read it. I flipped through the pages of generations until I found the more recent ones. My grandparents were long gone, but according to the list, my grandfather on my mother’s side had the abilities.  
 
    My finger went over the list and then I moved to the children. My mother had the ability to heal; it was rare enough that it would skip several generations. Which was why I hadn’t gotten it. My finger stopped at Oliver. 
 
    He was an elemental. Holy shit. I shook my head. I didn’t want to believe it, but he could help me. I would need his help to learn how to control this. It wasn’t something that I wanted to admit.  I sighed and picked up the phone to call him.  
 
    He answered on the second ring. “Abigail, I saw on the news that you had an eventful day.” 
 
    “I’m surprised that you weren’t there. Look, I need to speak to you.” 
 
    “I’ll send you the address, come over and we’ll have a nice little chat. I’m sure you have plenty of questions.” 
 
    Wasn’t that the truth? “Thank you.” I hung up the phone and looked at the book in my lap. How many more secrets did it hold? What all had my parents hidden from me by their deaths? 
 
    I got up and went to the bathroom to shower. I let the water warm up while I unwrapped my arm. The skin was starting to blister and split, but the stab wound was starting to scab over. That was a good sign. It was one of those moments that I wished I did have the healing ability.  
 
    I tested the water with my right hand and made sure it was warm enough before I got in. I stepped under the spray and let the water coat my body. I closed my eyes as it cascaded over my face and started to wash the grime of the last few days off. I couldn’t believe what I was about to do, but Levi had acted as if he didn’t know anyone that could help me. 
 
    I wasn’t a child, I didn’t have to depend on his help. I put soap on my hair and washed it the best I could with only one arm. The left one hurt like a bitch to move under the spray. I finished washing my body and then got out of the shower. I dealt with the agonizing pain of wrapping the towel around myself. 
 
    I dressed in jeans and a long sleeve shirt after I reapplied the bandages. I grabbed my boots, my gun, and my badge and put them all on before leaving. I had an hour drive ahead of me and I wasn’t looking forward to it. Nerves fluttered in my stomach at the thought of going to Oliver for help. 
 
      
 
    I pulled up to the massive house and sighed. I wondered what he did that he could afford one that was at least a million dollars, but then I reminded myself I probably didn’t want to know. I got out of my car and strolled up to the door. There was no doorbell for me to ring, no intercom, nothing, so I assumed that I was probably on a security feed. I knocked and waited. 
 
    After a few moments the door opened and Oliver stood there. He looked like the last time I’d seen him. Sharply dressed, maybe a little more rested, but maybe it was the lack of stress now. After all, kidnapping your niece must be stressful.  
 
    “Abigail, I’m glad you’ve decided to come to me. Have you thought about my offer?” 
 
    I smiled. “I’d prefer not to discuss this in the foyer. Tea or coffee?” I asked. I hadn’t eaten on the way up because I felt like I was going to throw up everywhere. It wasn’t in my nature to ask for help unless it was a life or death situation.  
 
    The slight pull on my skin from the bandages reminded me that it could turn into a life or death situation if I didn’t get the help I needed.  
 
    “Of course, how rude of me. Please follow me.” He led me through the halls that were still void of pictures or art. We walked into a small room, different than where we had met before.  
 
    “Wait here.” He left the room and shut the door. 
 
    I took a deep breath, trying not to panic. I was in control here. I could say if I wanted his help or not and what price I would pay. I wasn’t drugged this time and I didn’t depend on him to get me home. There were two windows against the far wall that I could use as escape if I needed and the door hadn’t been locked. My mind said I was fine, shame my nerves didn’t want to listen. 
 
    I sat down in one of the leather chairs and looked to my right to find some magazines neatly stacked. The top one made me groan. It was a picture of my car and me talking to the police.  
 
    “Out of Control Witch?” was the headline. I picked it up and read it. According to Stephanie, I had been driving and lost my temper. The entire car exploded. She hadn’t explained how someone wasn’t killed in it or the fact that the other car had sideswiped me. She did however mention that I was apparently clinging to the new love of my life and telling the officer someone was out to kill me. 
 
    One day I needed to pay her a visit and scare her out of putting me in the headlines. It was a wonder that Levi hadn’t called about it. The door opened and I put the paper down.  
 
    Oliver came in with two steaming mugs and set one on the table for me. “Three spoonfuls of sugar and a bit of creamer.” 
 
    “It’s creepy that you know that.” I muttered and picked up the mug. I cupped my hands around it, enjoying the warmth, but could only hold it that way for a couple of seconds before my arm started hurting.  
 
    “I’m sorry that this was so last minute, but I needed to talk to you.” I put the mug down.  
 
    He nodded and kept his mug in his hands. “You’ve had a rough week and I expect that you changed your mind after the second attack on your life.” 
 
    “You were right that the murderer wasn’t exactly Cult. He’d gone rogue and was out for revenge of his own. He didn’t want to leave it to be handled by the others.” I laid my bad arm on the arm of the chair. “He was an Elemental and had he been raised properly, he would have been more powerful than me.” 
 
    He watched me closely. “You said that all in past tense.” 
 
    “I had to kill him. He trapped me in a burning building and then tried to strangle me.” I kept my hands from shaking. “Before I keep going, I have to ask you something.” 
 
    “I know what you’re going to ask me Abby, and the answer is yes. I arranged the truce between you and the Cult. It was the least I could do. I realized that I went about telling you in the wrong way. Trust to you is sacred and I started out on the wrong foot.” I heard the honesty in his voice, but I still wasn’t comfortable with him keeping things from me. 
 
     “What is it that you want in return? I didn’t ask you to put that truce in place, but you went ahead and did it.” 
 
    “I simply want to be a part of your life. It’s something that can happen now. You are an adult. Levi doesn’t control you, even if he employs you.” It sounded like he spoke from the heart, but it also sounded like he’d practiced his small speech. 
 
    It was true. I wasn’t sure if I wanted him completely involved in my life. It seems to me that the more people I had in my life, the more people I put in danger. “Then let me continue with the reason I’m here.” I felt like I was stalling for time. I wasn’t sure what I wanted to say or how I wanted to approach the situation.  
 
    “There’s nothing to be nervous about, Abigail, it’s just you and I having a conversation.” He sipped his coffee. “You’re still shaken up from yesterday.” 
 
    I nodded. “Something strange happened to me in the building. Something that I hadn’t been expecting.” 
 
    “What is that?” He asked and put his mug down on the table next to him. “If you want my help with something you have to be completely honest with me.” 
 
    I took a deep breath and thought about the best way to word it. “I fell when I was in the building. The fire caught my arm, but after that, after I lost control of my emotions and my adrenaline took over. My magic came back from a binding spell and the fire…” 
 
    “Just parted for you.” He smiled. “I was wondering what element was going to end up being yours.” 
 
    So he had known about it. “What is yours?” 
 
    His face closed up and he growled a little. “What makes you think I’m one?” 
 
    “My father left me a book. It’s like a Book of Shadows mixed with genealogy. It dates back to the 1500’s and has all known abilities listed.” 
 
    “I was wondering where that book went.” He sighed. “Mine is water, but you haven’t explained why this has brought you here.”  
 
    I picked up my coffee with my right hand and focused on the liquid. “Levi knew it was a possibility that I was an Elemental. The government takes people like that and locks them away for studying. I can’t let that happen to me.” 
 
    “I can’t protect you from the government, especially since you work for them. I wanted to bind your magic, not for you to grow in power with it.” 
 
    I knew that and I wasn’t happy with it, especially after dealing with Devon. “I don’t expect you to keep me safe from them. I know how to do that.” 
 
    “Then what do you expect?” He met my gaze.  
 
    I took a deep breath. “I want you to teach me how to control it. That’s it. I don’t want to be able to use it, just control it.” 
 
    “You’re worried about the government finding out.” 
 
    I nodded. “I’m the best in my precinct and they just stuck me with a partner. I can’t afford to lose control and have him notice the abilities.” 
 
    “You don’t trust him. Isn’t that cute. Levi has taught you how to be paranoid enough to keep people around you in the dark. Your partner, what kind of supernatural is he?” 
 
    I sipped my coffee. “He’s a warlock, related to Devon.” 
 
    “Ah, Nikolas.” He chuckled. “I’d received word from his mother that he joined the state. Wonder why he transferred here.” Oliver set his mug down. “But back to you. You need my help?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yes.” I didn’t want to end up like Devon. Accepting Oliver’s help meant that I could keep both the Cult and the coven off my back. I refused to become a victim just because I didn’t learn control. I’d worked too hard to make sure my life went smoothly. Levi had done too much to raise me how my parents wanted to have me locked up and be studied. 
 
    “Then I will help you. We start after your vacation.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to ask him how he knew about it, but he held his hand up. “I have my ways, Abigail. I have my ways.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 EPILOGUE  
 
      
 
    I got off the plane and sighed when the cold weather hit me. Even in the tunnel I could feel the icy air. Winter had finally set in and I wondered if it was possible for me to go back to Florida.  
 
    I got into the terminal and took my phone out of my pocket. Switching the setting from airplane mode back to normal, I looked to see if any messages or calls popped up. It took a moment, but then in flooded ten text messages, four voicemails, and twenty e-mails that I had received while I was in flight.  
 
    I knew that my vacation was officially over when the first text message was from Nick.  
 
    Murder in the park, looks like shifters. Need you ASAP. 
 
    Yep, it was back to the life of blood, magic, and criminals. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Deathly Magic 
 
    Here Witchy Witchy 
 
    Book Two 
 
    A.L. Kessler 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
    I swiveled in my chair, swinging from left to right over and over. It had been six months since my last big case. Sure, my new partner Nick and I had solved small cases since, but I was starting to think the big bad supernatural creatures in the world were either plotting something huge or they were all too scared to try anything.  
 
    "Abby, you're making me nervous." Nick's voice drew my attention from my screen He’d slicked back his brown hair into a business style and his green eyes would have any woman swooning. Honestly I’d have fallen for him, if he hadn’t lied when I first met him. He’d been working on his own mission as a PIB agent, but had told the office that he was my boyfriend. He thought I had something to do with his case but told me the reason he sought me out was to reconnect with an old friend. It turned out I was hunting his brother. After my case was over, the department decided to make Nick and I partners. Great…except for I killed his brother.  
 
    I stopped rotating in my chair. "Sorry, the paperwork was so fascinating I needed something else to do." Not that there was paperwork on my screen. He was working in front and to the left of me. He faced me from behind his desk so we could see each other. Our partnership was supposed to be temporary, which is why he was sharing my office, but we'd yet to figure out when he was moving out.  
 
    "Right. I'm going to go grab lunch. You want something?" 
 
    "No, thank you. I think I'm going to go take a walk." My phone went off and I swept it up. Nick had paused halfway out of his chair.  
 
    "Agent Collins speaking." I said. I knew the number on the screen. It belonged to Detective Mason, which meant something had happened. Finally.  
 
    "Hey Abby, we've got bodies down by Memorial Lake. It's not pretty, can you get down here?" 
 
    Bodies? Multiple. "Nick and I'll be down there as soon as we can." 
 
    "I'd prefer if it was just you." He sounded irritated, but there wasn’t much I could do about bringing Nick along.  
 
    "Can't. Rules are rules." I sighed. "Give us fifteen minutes, we're at the office." I motioned for Nick to continue to get ready. 
 
    "Hope you haven't eaten yet." Were Mason's last words before the call ended. I looked at Nick. "We have multiple bodies, Mason sounds shaken." 
 
    "It's noon, how did no one find them until now?" He shrugged his jacket on.  
 
    I grabbed my jacket off the back of my chair and pulled it on. "I don't know, maybe they've been working on it all day. Mason doesn't call unless he's sure it's supernatural. He's seen the darker side of human nature, he'd rather it be that."  
 
    Nick nodded. "Back home, we'd be lucky to get a call before the body count hit five." 
 
    I snorted. "Luckily for me, Mason's damn good at what he does."  
 
    "Ever gotten a case outside his jurisdiction?" Nick asked and held the office door open for me.  
 
    I smiled, because that could mean so many things. I've worked cases for Levi, the vampire who raised me, that were outside of Mason's jurisdiction. Nick didn't need to know about that. "I've gotten called to consult once or twice, but never have I gotten a case specifically handed to me."  
 
    "It can get tricky." Nick shrugged. "I'm driving." 
 
    I wanted to drive my nice new SUV, but since my last car blew up, I couldn't blame him for wanting to drive. We got into his shiny new black Charger and he took off for the crime scene. "I really wanted lunch." 
 
    "I'm sure lunch before a multiple body homicide is a bad idea." I chuckled. "But if it's not gruesome, lunch is on me." 
 
    "And if it is?" 
 
    "Lunch is on you." 
 
    "Deal." 
 
    We fell into an easy silence. Working with Nick wasn't bad, but I had to be more careful about how I did my job. I wasn't exactly "by the books" and used my other contacts when it came to cases sometimes. Many of those contacts were supernatural creatures who knew me because of my association with Levi, either as his adopted daughter or his killer— a title I haven’t earned. Rumors, all rumors.  
 
      
 
    Nick and I both groaned when we saw the crowd at the lake, including news vans and camera crews. Human curiosity at its finest. Nick parked and I got out.  
 
    "You're thinking about something, I can see your brain working. What's up, Abby?" He looked at me over the hood of his car.  
 
    I pulled my brown wavy mass of hair out of its ponytail and tied it up tighter, giving me just a couple more seconds before we had to work our way through the swarm of onlookers. "I'm wondering if Stephanie is in the crowd." 
 
    "The supernatural tabloid reporter?" He chuckled. "Have something against her, do you?" 
 
    I shrugged. "Doesn't matter." I pulled my badge out and held it up as we made our way into the gawkers. Most people parted for us while some tried to stop us for questions. Nick and I we were both taller than the majority of the people in the crowd and made our way through without a problem.  
 
    No one I recognized greeted us at the yellow tape, so Nick and I ducked under and went in search of Mason. I froze when I saw the line of bodies, three of them, lying on the dirt near the lake.  
 
    Nick stopped next to me. "I love the smell of multiple bodies first thing in the afternoon.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes and studied the victims. There was a gray tone to their bodies, all their eyes were shut and they were all male. At least they weren't dismembered. I knelt down for a closer look. All three of them had their throats torn out.  
 
    "Lycanthropes," Nick said.  
 
    He'd taken the thought right out of my mind. "That's what it looks like, but in animal form they aren't coherent enough to dump the bodies." 
 
    "Even your friend Simon?" Nick asked. "He's pretty strong.” 
 
    I shook my head. "There's nothing saying that these are wolves." I knew that Simon was more himself than animal in his wolf form, but there was no need to go into that. Besides, dumping the body was a lot more work than, say, eating it. "Besides, they wouldn't dump it off of pack grounds." 
 
    "How do you know that?" 
 
    I raised a brow. "How do I know what?" 
 
    "Where pack grounds are. They don't normally share that information." Nick's brows furrowed and I managed to hold back a growl of irritation.  
 
    "I just know they are in the mountains, not close to town." I shrugged. It wasn't a lie; I probably couldn't pinpoint the pack grounds on a map, even after Simon had taken me there. The drive back had been too full of adrenaline to make a mental map of where I was going, but Nick didn't need to know that I had been there at all. "It's part of my job to know things like that." 
 
    He made a noise that sounded like he didn't believe me, but it didn't matter. "I wouldn't rule out wolves yet." 
 
    "We'll see what the medical examiner says." I stood and dusted my knees off. "Assuming we've gotten a new one." 
 
    Mason walked up, looking through his notebook. "We did, his name is Jason. Try not to get this one fired. I hear he's good. What do you think?" 
 
    "At first glance it looks like lycanthropes, but I can't know for sure until the bites are examined. Where were the bodies?" 
 
    "In the lake, they floated up this morning and were called in by some runners." He flipped through his notes. "They said they thought the bodies had been drowning victims. They went to pull them out to see if there was any chance."  
 
    This lake was a popular running spot, the path around it was exactly a mile and in the mornings no one was usually there except for runners. During the day the two parks on either side of the lake were filled with laughing children and the banks of the lake were dotted with fishermen.  
 
    "What took you so long to call us?" Nick asked and I wanted to smack him. I knew why, but I'd let Mason enlighten him on how he worked things.  
 
    "I wanted to make sure it wasn't a human case. I hate to waste Abby's time with such nonsense. I'd rather make sure she gets cases that belong to her." 
 
    I pressed my lips together; trying not to smile at the way Mason excluded Nick. It wasn't fair, but I had a feeling that Mason wasn't happy about me having a partner.  
 
    "Fair enough." Nick said without missing a beat.  
 
    I pulled a pair of gloves from my pocket. "I'm going to take a closer look at the bite marks and see if I can at least rule out wolves." 
 
    "You just want to—" 
 
    "Don't even say it. Even if I'm trying to protect Simon, he deserves it; he stuck by my side when I had to deal with your brother and had a hex." Any time that I had attempted magic while under the hex it had tried to kill me. Simon stayed with me so I wouldn’t be alone in case the hex took me down. "Now you can either help me examine the bodies or see if you can get any useful information from the runners." 
 
    Nick made a noise that I had learned meant he didn't agree with me, but he'd listen to me since it was my jurisdiction.  
 
    I put on my gloves and went back to the bodies. I was just thankful nothing had exploded yet. I'd gladly look at a bloody wound instead of explaining why magic blew something up...again.  
 
    "What are you thinking?" Mason asked after a moment.  
 
    I wiped some of the smeared wet blood away the neck and only revealed untouched dried blood, but the dried blood at least let me see the shape of the bite. "This isn't a wolf bite. I'm not sure what it is, but the punctures aren't deep enough to be anything canine." I felt around the wound hoping to find something, but I couldn't find anything.  
 
    "Do you think I was right in calling you?" 
 
    He was second-guessing himself. I looked at the other two victims. There was a lot of blood and sediment smeared on their bodies from the lake. They all had similar marks and I was sure we'd find some type of defensive wounds once the bodies were cleaned. "We're facing something that overpowered and tore out the throats of three humans. Yes, I think you were right. If I find something else that says otherwise, I'll call your best team." I promised.  
 
    "How much longer do you have a partner?" He asked suddenly.  
 
    I snorted. "I don't know, but my boss is determined to keep Nick by my side. I don't know why." 
 
    "I'm sure it has something to do with his brother's case." Mason said.  
 
    I stood and crossed my arms. "All I know is that it's making me nervous, I don't like having someone at my heels every case. We get along well enough, but he doesn't like Simon and I know he's not a fan of vampires. He made that pretty clear."  
 
    "Which means he doesn't like Levi." Mason laughed. "What does Levi think?" 
 
    I shrugged. "Oh, you know, he doesn’t like anything that might hold me back." I joked. Levi stayed out of my state work, most of the time. He knew I was a big girl and could take care of my own cases.  
 
    Mason chuckled. "I'll call the M.E. and get the bodies taken care of. Let me know if anything comes back on prints and I'll help start building a case."  
 
    I took my gloves off and stuck them in a nearby biohazard bag. "I'm hoping we didn't lose much in the water." 
 
    "I have people canvassing the waves and walking the shores. I'll let you know if anything turns up." He said easily and walked off to talk with one of his officers.  
 
    There was nothing left for me to do here. I had expected the scene to be more gruesome than it was, but maybe Mason was getting soft in his old age.  
 
    I started towards Nick, but shouting made me turn back towards the lake. I saw a crew in scuba gear pulling something out of the lake. 
 
    I didn't have to be close to see what it was. Four limbs, something that resembled a head, but all the flesh was torn off leaving only muscles and bones. I felt my stomach drop and my gag reflex activate. I refused to throw up or even dry heave. The body was completely different from the others.  
 
    "Agent Collins," Mason called and waved me over.  
 
    I steeled myself and walked over to our newest corpse. "What the hell happened to this guy?" 
 
    We both took a second and I wondered if Mason was thinking the same thing that I was. Was it actually a guy? My eyes drifted towards what was left of the pelvic area. Looked like a guy to me. Poor bastard looked like he was eaten alive. I hoped that wasn't the case. "I need the water canvassed for flesh and anything that might belong to any of these victims."  
 
    I looked around for Nick. He was supposed to be talking to the runners, but he wasn't with them. I tried not to growl. I hated that he tended to disappear during crime scenes. It made me nervous even though nothing bad had come from it.  
 
    "Agent Averin," I called hoping he'd hear me. I didn't see him running right away, so I pulled another pair of gloves from my back pocket. I had learned a long time ago to carry a second pair. I looked at the body and moved pieces of torn clothing out of my way, being careful to keep the soaking fabric connected.  
 
    The victim's chest cavity was empty, most of the flesh was gone and the muscles, organs, and some of the bones were missing. I didn't see any teeth marks on the bones, or in the flesh. I moved my gaze up to the face.  
 
    "The eyes are gone." Nick's voice caught me off guard.  
 
    I made sure not to snap at him. "There's something off about the body. It's not the same as our victims. No teeth marks, organs removed, flesh is torn, but again no teeth marks." 
 
    "Could still be a lycanthrope." Nick said easily. I was starting to think that he had something against any non-warlock creatures. A lot of warlocks from old lines had prejudices against anything different than them, and Nick came from an old line.  
 
    He was right, it could be, but I'd never seen one that could do this to flesh. I could see where the water had already started to wear down the skin. I leaned closer to look at the rips. "No marks, no claws, no teeth, no tool." 
 
    "M.E.'s here. Let him take the bodies and we'll catch back up with him after the autopsies." 
 
    It was most likely a supernatural murder case, which meant that our bodies would have priority. If the M.E. was good, he'd be done before Nick and I went home for the day. I had a date tonight. It would be nice not to have to cancel on Simon.  
 
    "Okay, lunch is on you." I said and stood. I took the gloves off and started towards the crowd. The cameras focused on Mason as he told them the typical story about not being able to release details and he couldn’t confirm the cause of death at this point. As an ongoing investigation, statements would be made when the department would be able to release them.  
 
      
 
    Nick and I made it through the gawkers without a problem, but we both groaned when we saw Stephanie leaning against Nick's car. Her long legs were held up by her stiletto heels. The shapely limbs were topped by a black pencil skirt that had a white blouse tucked into it. The top was sleeveless and dipped down to show her cleavage. Her look was complete with her red lipstick and hair tied back in a tight bun on her head.  
 
    I glanced at Nick. "Her heel is on your tire." 
 
    "Yep," He said.  
 
    I wondered for a moment if he found her attractive, but pushed the thought away. "She's yours to deal with." 
 
    "Who's the new partner, Agent Collins? A romantic relationship? Have you given up on your werewolf?" Nails against chalkboard was the only way I could describe her voice.  
 
    "I don't have romantic relationships with my business partners. Now if you would excuse us." I motioned for her to move away from the car. I hated dealing with the tabloids. They could bring all kinds of nasty attention to me. She seemed oddly focused on me, and it bothered me how much information this one woman was able to get.  
 
    "But you have given up on the werewolf, oh what will the pack think? Many of them loved you." She feigned a sigh and I wondered how much trouble I'd get in if I shot her. 
 
    Nick cleared his throat. "Certainly you have better things to report on than Agent Collins' love life. Now if you would please step away from the car so we can get on our way." 
 
    "Oh, I do have more interesting things, like how it was your brother blowing people up six months ago." She put her foot on the ground and pushed away from the car. She walked towards Nick with a sway in her hips. "Or that you transferred here after you were taken off a case that dealt with the Cult of Ra." 
 
    Both Nick and I tensed at the name. I hadn't known that he'd been taken off the case I just knew that he had been transferred. I almost felt sorry for him being the focus of Stephanie's attention, but on the other hand, I was glad it wasn't likely that my romantic life would be in the limelight. 
 
    Not that romantic life was an accurate description. I’d promised Simon we'd try a couple of dates. If it worked out, then fine. If not, then we would be friends. He agreed, and Levi stayed off our backs. It was a win-win situation. Sadly, this date was the first chance we had since I'd arrived home from the vacation he sent me on.  
 
    "No comment," Nick growled out and side stepped to move past her. I ignored her as I walked by and got into the passenger side of the car. 
 
    Nick got in on the driver's side and slammed his door a little too hard. Stephanie had hit a nerve. Nick took a deep breath and started his car. "Where to for lunch?" 
 
    He'd composed himself in an instant, it was impressive. "Pizza place on Barnes."  
 
    "You've got it, partner."  
 
      
 
    "You've been quiet." Nick said over his pizza. 
 
    Truth was I had been zoning and my mind was on that last body pulled out of the lake. "Sorry, my mind is on work." 
 
    "Because that's all Abby Collins thinks about." Nick snorted. "You really want to discuss bodies over lunch? Or do you want to wait until we get back to the office at least?" 
 
    I didn't want to go back to the office. I wanted to go see the bodies at the morgue. Of course, they just hired a new M.E. and I wasn't sure if this one was nice or not. Over the course of six months various medical examiners filled in, ever since Dr. Lambsburg had been arrested for drugging me and aiding in my kidnapping.  
 
    Needless to say, I didn't really feel like making a trip to see the new M.E. alone.  
 
    "I want to know why that fourth body was in so much worse shape than the other three." I grumbled.  
 
    "The M.E. will let us know when he finishes the autopsies." Nick leaned forward and took a bite of his pizza. "I think it's a pretty open and shut case." 
 
    "It's not lycanthropes, the injuries don't match up." I rolled my eyes. "Did you get anything from the runners?" I took a bite of my own pizza.  
 
    Nick finished his mouthful and shook his head. "No, just the same thing that Mason told us, they thought the bodies were drowning victims. They saw them when they were running around the lake." 
 
    Nothing new to go on. I didn't like it. "When we find out who they were, run them through the system and let me know if anything pops." 
 
    "I'm not your lackey, Abby." Nick raised a brow. "You can do your own research." 
 
    This was one area of our partnership that needed work. Nick and I were supposed to be equal, that much was true, but I was supposed to show Nick the ropes and this was what happened when I asked him to do something.  
 
    "No, you’re not my lackey, but this is our case. The least you can do is help out with research. The first thing Boss Man wants us to do is find out if the victims are in the system for anything. The system will tell us if they are associated with any paranormal groups. I'm supposed to show you how things go. Do the first damn step."  
 
    Nick folded his arms and leaned forward and I saw a bit of Devon, his brother, in him. It made me nervous. "So you can go warn Simon or Levi and tell them that we have a paranormal murder?" 
 
    "So I can go see the M.E. and talk to him about the bodies, then get home in time to shower for my date tonight. And because all you've done since you've gotten here is ride my ass about my methods and bitch about having to have a partner." 
 
    Nick snorted. "I saved your ass last case." 
 
    He'd shot the suspect before I could turn around. It wouldn't have been a fatal shot for me, but Nick hung it over my head. "I thanked you for that. You don't want to do the legwork, fine. You go see the M.E." I held my hands up in surrender. If he wasn't going to do the research, I would, but I couldn't do it until we got identification back on the victims.  
 
    I considered canceling my date with Simon for a moment, but shook my head.  
 
    "What are you thinking?" 
 
    "Nothing I really want to share with you." I finished my pizza. "I want to know why you're so against doing the research." 
 
    He raised a brow. "I'm against being told what to do. We both have our own way of doing things." 
 
    Which meant he was tired of having me as a partner. I understood that, but... "We're stuck with each other right now. If you’d rather have the M.E., go ahead." 
 
    "Weren't you abducted by the last M.E.?" Nick asked.  
 
    I wondered if everyone knew about that, but I let it go. "Yes, he drugged me and kidnapped me. It was a great break from work, really." 
 
    "And yet you're willing to go meet the new one?"  
 
    It was like he picked the worry right out of my head. "You can't avoid everything you fear." 
 
    "I didn't know the great Abby feared anything." Nick grinned. "But here you are, afraid of M.E.s." 
 
    I glared at him. "I fear a lot more than I let on. Now, which is it, the M.E. office or research?" 
 
    My phone rang right before he answered. I looked at the screen, and an unknown number crossed it. I frowned and slid the unlock icon to answer. "Abigail Collins speaking." 
 
    "Hello, Abigail."  
 
    I knew the voice, the pack leader. I kept my face blank so Nick wouldn't catch on to my displeasure. "What can I do for you?" 
 
    "I need to meet with you." He didn't sound pleased about it and I wasn't either. I'd almost been killed last time I met with him. Of course, we'd been surrounded by werewolves at the time.  
 
    I was silent for a moment, trying to think of the best way to respond that wouldn't get me killed or put on some to-kill list. "At my office. I just had a meeting open up. My partner will be at the morgue, but I'll be more than happy to meet with you." 
 
    "Your office is a public place. You're worried I'm going to kill you, that's fine. I wouldn't expect anything less of you. What time?" 
 
    I glanced at my watch and looked at Nick. "In an hour." I hung up and looked at Nick. "Looks like you're going to meet the new medical examiner." 
 
    Nick raised a brow. "Looks that way." 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nick dropped me back off at the office and rushed to the medical examiner's office. I hoped he'd be gone long enough for me to get my business settled with Greg. The last time I'd seen Greg he'd literally thrown me to the wolves. I'd escaped, but only because I used my magic and there was someone else to distract the wolves. We never did find the body.  
 
    I shook my head and tried to focus. I couldn't understand why Greg wanted to meet with me, not after he had made it very clear he felt he was my superior. The door to my office opened and I met Greg's brown gaze. 
 
    He hadn't changed much in the last six months. His black hair was a little longer, but it was still cut close to his head. He wore a pair of jeans and a polo shirt, a big difference from the old clothes he'd worn the first night I met him.  
 
    I stood and offered a hand. "Welcome to the local PIB office." I gave him a forced smile and resisted any sarcastic remark about how he needed my help.  
 
    To my surprise he took my offered hand and shook it. I motioned to the seat in front of my desk and moved my chair so I could see his face instead of the computer monitor. "What can I do for you?" 
 
    "One of our own has gone missing." He swallowed. "Simon doesn't know, so I request you don't tell him." 
 
    A red flag went off in my mind. Simon was only a step below Greg in the pack. "This is a missing person's case. I'm not missing persons." 
 
    "No, but Levi owes me and sent me to you." 
 
    Levi and I were going to have to have a chat about who he sent to me as clients. Of course I wasn't sure if I had filled Levi in on everything that had happened with Greg. "Lovely. What does he think I can do?" 
 
    "Find her." Greg said easily. 
 
    I blinked. "It's really not as simple as that, but I'll see what I can do. Who was the last person to see her? Where was she seen at?" 
 
    "She was last seen at the pack meeting." He put his head in his hands. "We were attacked and she disappeared. No one has seen her since." 
 
    "Attacked by who?" I didn't like the sound of this.  
 
    Greg squirmed in his chair. What was he hiding? "There was a squabble in the pack two months back." 
 
    I kept my face blank. Simon hadn't mentioned any pack problems. "Some of the members split off and we were attacked by them."  
 
    "You're alpha, you are supposed to be able to control this shit. Don't they take an oath to you or something?" I leaned back in my chair. "Do you have something that belonged to her? I might be able to do a tracking spell. If you happen to have any blood, that would be good too, but I don't expect you to actually have that on hand." 
 
    He nodded. "I can get you the things tonight. You have to find her." 
 
    I felt like there was more going on, but I'd question him more when I didn't have to worry about Nick walking in. "I'll be out tonight, but you can swing by in the morning and we can talk more then." 
 
    "It needs to be done as soon as you can." He snapped. "Social life be damned." 
 
    I locked my jaw. I was not about to tell him I was going on a date with Simon. If Simon hadn't mentioned it, then there was a reason. "How do you know it's a social call? I just had four dead bodies dropped on my plate. Even if it is a social call, I’m not one of your pack members you can order around."  
 
    He looked apologetic for a moment. "Fine. First thing tomorrow. I'll meet you at your house." 
 
    I scribbled down the address. "Fine." 
 
    I wasn't worried about what he would do to me. The house was my territory and he needed my help.  
 
    "Thank you, Abigail." He said as he stood up. 
 
    I nodded. "Don't think this makes us friends."  
 
    "Of course not. It would take a lot for that to happen." He walked out without another word. I put my head on my desk. When it rained, it poured. It would be hard to do the extra work with Nick always with me. I turned my head to the side as my phone vibrated on the desk. The screen told me I had a text message from my uncle. I could only imagine what he wanted.  
 
    I swiped the phone off the desk and looked at the text.  
 
    "Reminder: We have an appointment tomorrow night." 
 
    I wrinkled my nose. I forgot that he still wanted to see me once a month to work on controlling my abilities that manifested when I met Devon. Elemental abilities. They were rare and hard to control. The government didn't appreciate people who had them, so I had to learn to control mine as soon as I could and not be anywhere near fire when I lost my temper. It was something that had a long learning curve.  
 
    I texted him back. "Got it." 
 
    I spun in my chair, waiting for any word on our victims. I needed something to put in the system to find out about them and why someone would want them killed.  
 
    Finally, my phone rang and Nick's face showed up on the screen. I unlocked it. "What do you have?" 
 
    "Nothing came back from the fingerprints on the first three." 
 
    Well, shit. 
 
    "They are human as far as we can tell. No reaction to silver, obviously no burn marks from the sun."  
 
    I let out a huff of air. "Any runes?" 
 
    "Nope." 
 
    So that ruled out the Cult of Ra, that was a relief. They were a nasty group to deal with and I didn't want any surprise visits from them again. "Anything at all to go on?" 
 
    "The bite marks are human." 
 
    I sat up in my seat. "What? Like vampires?" I would have seen fang marks. "I didn't see any punctures and there was plenty of blood left." 
 
    "No, I didn't say vampires, I said human." He said again. "As in, no fangs." 
 
    I couldn't fathom a human doing that kind of damage. "And the fourth corpse?"  
 
    "Belongs to an already deceased Martin Nipper."  
 
    "What do you mean already deceased?" I growled. I should have just gone to the M.E..  
 
    Nick snorted. "The guy already has a death certificate, dated two months ago." 
 
    Two months ago, the same time that the wolves were attacked. I didn't think they were related, but I wondered what the hell I had been doing two months ago. "How did he die?"  
 
    "Torn apart by something. Jason is trying to figure it out. He's also eager to get out of here though." 
 
    "Hot date?" 
 
    "Sounds like it. Bank teller, redhead. Sounds pretty hot to me." Nick laughed. "I'll be back to the office in a bit. You still going to be there?" 
 
    I glanced at the clock. "I'm going to run the name through the system and see if I get anything that comes back."  
 
    "That doesn't answer my question." Nick said, his voice light.  
 
    I knew he was teasing. "The answer is it depends on the system." I shook my head. "You'll just have to get back here to find out." 
 
    He disconnected the call and I turned back to my computer. I booted up our system. The system was composed of a database created by those who gathered information on supernatural creatures. I never questioned how they got their information and I probably didn't want to know.  
 
    I typed the name in, not expecting much to come up. They had one file on our Martin. The man had died drained of blood. I wrinkled my nose. That screamed vampire victim. I wondered why we weren't given the case, and then I saw the city of death. Wasn't my city, perfect. Means that it wasn't Levi or any of his people.  
 
    I located the name of the agent that had taken the case and sent them a quick e-mail. I printed out the file and put it in a folder on Nick's desk. I wasn't going to hang around. I wanted a shower before I went out with Simon tonight.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
    I got out of the shower and wrapped a towel around my body. Gathering my hair, I wrapped another towel around that. The thick brown waves seemed worse when they were wet, making my hair even harder to tame. I looked in the mirror and noticed that the shower had helped the exhausted look. A little bit of makeup and the circles under my eyes would disappear. My phone rang and I cursed. I ran to the room and stumbled over my own feet to get it. 
 
    I snagged it off my dresser and answered without even looking at it. "Agent Collins." 
 
    "Abigail, I need you to come up here tonight." Levi's voice greeted me.  
 
    I glanced at the clock and noticed it just after sun down. He wouldn't have had a chance to feed before calling me, which meant something potentially serious. "I have a date, can this wait?" I knew I was using it for my own leverage knowing that he wanted me to date, but I really wanted to go out tonight.  
 
    "No. We have something to discuss in regards to your job." He didn't sound happy and that normally meant trouble.  
 
    I had a choice; I could piss Levi off and go on my date. Levi was an employer, yes, and some days I felt like I owed him for taking me in, but he didn't own me. Or I could suck it up and cancel my date. I pressed my lips together. "On a scale of 'Stephanie put me in the tabloids again' to 'someone is killing your people' how important is this and why can't we discuss this over the phone?" 
 
    "Because Oliver has your phone bugged."  
 
    I was going to have to talk to my uncle about his trickery. I had never left my phone in his possession and it wasn’t like I knew how to prevent him from bugging my phone. Hell, I didn’t even know how one went about bugging a phone. "And the scale?" I asked.  
 
    "Top priority." 
 
    "Fine. I'll cancel my date with Simon." Damn it. I guessed it was a good thing I hadn't put make-up on yet. "Let me get dressed and I'll be up there in a couple hours." 
 
    Levi was quiet for a moment. "Bring the wolf." 
 
    I counted to ten in my head. Levi was a grumpy vampire until he fed. "I'll see if he wants to tag along. Go eat." I hung up the phone and let out a sigh. 
 
    I called Simon as I went to my dresser to find some clothes. I dug through the drawer while the phone rang. 
 
    "What's up?" Simon answered.  
 
    "We have a change of plans." I grumbled, and pushed another black shirt to the side. I started to wonder if I had anything that had color. Probably not. "Levi needs to speak to me about something he claims is top priority." 
 
    "And he can't discuss it over the phone?" Simon groaned. "So we have to reschedule? Again?" 
 
    I felt a bit guilty, but he knew that my job took up most of my life. "Yes, but Levi said to bring you. Maybe we can do something after." I finally found a baby blue shirt hidden under the black ones. I pulled out a pair of jeans and under garments and dropped the towel.  
 
    "Okay, I can do that." Simon said. "I'll still pick you up?"  
 
    I smiled. At least he was willing to bend a bit for my life. "Yeah, that sounds good. Since we're going to Levi's, I'll be ready in about fifteen minutes."  
 
    "No dressing up for the vampire?" Simon teased.  
 
    I laughed. "No, especially if it's work related." I wiggled into my clothes, balancing the phone on my shoulder when needed. "I'll see you in a bit. I'm going to eat a quick snack before we go." Since dinner wasn't happening.  
 
    I hung up and pulled the towel off my hair. I went into the bathroom and ran a brush through the waves. I dumped some hair product on my hands and ran them through the locks. It was something that helped tame the waves, I wasn't sure what it was, but it worked. I went back to my room and pulled my shirt on before going to the kitchen. I opened my fridge and looked at my choices. There wasn't much in there, I made a note that grocery shopping had to happen at some point.  
 
    I opened the freezer and same thing, empty. I'd have to ask Simon to stop somewhere to eat. My phone buzzed and I looked at it.  
 
    Nick messaged me and I opened it, expecting something sarcastic.  
 
    "Three victims have been identified, going to talk with families tomorrow, want to tag along?" 
 
    "They're all yours." I'd leave the hardest part of the job to him. Three victims, three families, three separate grieving situations. I knew how the meetings would go; they would refuse to admit that their precious family member could be involved with anything supernatural or paranormal. They wouldn't want to work with us and we'd have no true answers for them. Yeah, Nick could handle that on his own.  
 
    I located my sneakers and my gun. I put the shoes on and holstered the gun on my side. The last thing I added was my badge. I clipped it on the back of my belt. It'd be covered up by my jacket, but I learned early to never leave my house without it. It'd saved my ass too many times.  
 
    There was a knock at the door and I peeked out the security hole and saw Simon standing there. I swung the door open and grinned at him. "You're early." 
 
    "I live ten minutes away." He shrugged.  
 
    I grabbed my jacket off the hook by the door. "Let's get this over with. We have to stop for food. I'm starving." 
 
    "I thought you were going to grab a snack." 
 
    I nudged him. "The grocery fairy hasn't stopped by, there's nothing here to eat except a can of tuna."  
 
    "Abby..." He started. 
 
    "Yes, yes, I know, I have to start taking care of myself." I didn't often think that way. There were days I skipped meals because I forgot to eat. When I stayed with him six months ago, he had made sure I ate.  
 
    He shook his head and started towards the car. I shut and locked the door behind me before I followed him. 
 
    He opened the car door for me and I got in. He shut it and then went to the driver's side.  
 
    "How was your day?" He asked as he started the car. 
 
    That was a doozy of a question. I tried to decide if I needed to tell him about Greg, but I knew that I couldn't. "It was interesting, full of dead bodies. Apparently a new M.E. was hired. Nick is being odd and Mason still doesn't like him." 
 
    Simon laughed. "So a typical day in the life of Abby?" 
 
    "Pretty much." 
 
      
 
    The drive was filled with easy conversation and fast food as we drove the two hours to Levi's property. I hated that he lived so far away, but if I was honest with myself, I felt at home there. He was one of the only vampires I knew of that had embraced technology. If he didn't want to talk about something on the phone then I needed to respect that.  
 
    "You nervous?" Simon asked as he pulled into the driveway.  
 
    I shook my head. "Just deep in thought. You know how Levi is; he plays everything close to his chest, only letting us see glimpses of what is going on. He didn't want to speak on the phone for fear Oliver would overhear since he apparently bugged the damn thing." 
 
    "Again?" 
 
    I nodded. "And with it top priority that normally means someone has died." Or that I was in danger, but I hadn't done anything crazy the last few months.  
 
    "Well, let's go find out what it is and then maybe we can catch a late movie." He got out of the car and I followed. The car honked as he locked it.  
 
    I walked up to the large door of the mansion and put my hand on the scanner. We waited until the tumbler clicked and the door unlocked.  
 
    Simon opened it for me and we walked in. I took my jacket off and hung it by the door. I knew Simon was doing the same behind me. The sound of a sheep baaing echoed through the entry way and I looked behind me. Simon shrugged as an indication that he'd heard it too. I shook my head walking into the foyer, and sure enough there was a sheep in front of the fire. I blinked to make sure it was there, but it didn't disappear. Well, wasn't that interesting? 
 
      
 
    Levi walked in and followed my gaze to the sheep. "Don't question it. It's vampire business." 
 
    I opened my mouth to say something, but then just shook my head. "I don't even think I want to know."  
 
    The sheep bleated at me and I had a suspicion that it was telling me off, as much as a sheep could.  
 
    Simon snickered behind me and I wondered what he was thinking. Maybe he saw the sheep as dinner? I wasn't going to ask.  
 
    "We have other things to speak of right now, come along." Levi walked back through the hall he'd come from. I was hoping he was going to lead us to coffee or maybe alcohol because if my night was going to start with a random sheep it wasn't going to end well.  
 
    Levi led us into the kitchen where there were two beers sitting on the island. Simon sat down on a stool without being prompted. I followed, but I met Levi's gaze as I sat down. "So what's so important that we had to cancel our date?"  
 
    "You found a body today, a vampire victim, it came from another territory." Levi said without missing a beat. "You're not pursuing that case, are you?" 
 
    "As far as I know that case was closed, but we need to know why the body was floating in the lake." I hated when he wanted to mess with my job, but knowing that the person was a vampire victim and knowing that Levi was worried about it made my instincts stand up.  
 
    "He was buried two months ago. His body shouldn't have been near a lake." Levi crossed his arms. "Other than the agent who had the case, did you tell anyone else?" 
 
    "Nick." 
 
    Levi clenched his jaw.  
 
    "He's my partner, I can't hide things from him without the boss getting suspicious. I have to be careful, especially while I handle other issues." I hadn't let Simon in on my secret about being an elemental. I'd let him in on it if things got more serious between us, but now was not the time. I caught Simon raising an eyebrow at me.  
 
    "Look no further into that case, it's out of our territory and is closed." Levi shook his head. "That's all I'm asking, your job and your life could be at stake if you dig into that case too much." 
 
    I considered him for a moment. It was rare when he asked me to step away from jobs or not to look into particular things. I always agreed to do what I could, but still do my job. With this victim being a vampire victim, I wanted to know more. "Did you have anything to do with his death?" 
 
    "No, but I had to help clean up the mess. You can confirm that with the agent that took the case."  
 
    That was comforting. Chances were the agent worked with or for the vampire of that territory. Our department always used resources that we had access to, sometimes that meant working with the supernatural creatures. That was different than taking jobs from them. I never thought I was the only one, but it always raised a red flag, not everyone had the morals I did.  "I just need to figure out why the body was in the lake. Hopefully that doesn't turn out to be a big can of worms." It was the best answer I could give him.  
 
    Levi nodded. "All I ask is if you think it will then stay away from it." 
 
    "Fine, fine." I took a drink of my beer. "Why couldn’t we talk about this over the phone?" 
 
    "I don't want Oliver listening in on our conversations." Levi shook his head. "Your uncle is much more of a pain in the ass than I expected." 
 
    It didn't help that I was working with Oliver to control my abilities, I hadn't told Levi that though. Keeping that secret was getting more and more complicated. "If you're done being paranoid, I'd like to go out for a late movie." 
 
    This conversation wasn't really worth the two-hour drive up to the property and hell, by the time we arrived back in town I didn't think Simon would be up for a movie. 
 
    "No, we need to talk about Greg." Levi stated and turned his gaze to Simon who was in mid-drink.  
 
    I downed half my beer in a couple of gulps. I had told Greg I wasn't going to let Simon in on the job. "You're breaking my word if you tell Simon." I warned Levi. 
 
    He put a hand up to stop me from speaking. I threw my hands up in the air and grumbled.  
 
    "Greg is searching for a missing pack member, I sent him to Abigail for help." 
 
    A growl trickled out of Simon's voice. "Greg doesn't like Abby; he must be desperate for help to go to her. Who is the member?" 
 
    "He didn't give me a name, but for some reason he thought I could help. What I need is for you to make sure that if Abigail goes to any pack event that she doesn't go alone. She doesn't go unprotected." 
 
    It was probably a good thing that Levi didn't know exactly what happened on pack grounds the last time I was there. I kept my emotions off my face to not give anything away. "It'll be a simple tracking spell, nothing to worry about. There's no need to make Simon babysit me." Though I was starting to wonder what kind of connection the wolf pack had with Levi. Why would Greg come to Levi for help? He had said Levi owed him a favor, but I doubt either one of them would tell me what it was. 
 
    "I would never let Abby go to a pack event alone, are you crazy? They could eat her alive." Simon put a hand on my knee and I wondered if he knew what I was thinking.  
 
    Levi nodded. "The woman Greg is looking for seems to hold some importance to him. He mentioned an attack." 
 
    Simon tensed. "We were attacked, there's a coup starting." 
 
    "I'm well aware of that. It was one of the reasons Greg came here. He was looking for support. I don't choose sides because pack business is pack business. I did tell him flat out that I thought you'd be a better Alpha." 
 
    Simon sucked in a breath and I took another swig of beer, wishing for something stronger.  
 
    "Hopefully that doesn't cause problems. That attack was brutal. We lost a couple of our younger members." Simon hung his head. "I wasn't aware that one of our members wasn't accounted for." 
 
    Levi nodded. "Greg made it clear he wanted to keep it quiet. I don't trust him." That made two of us. "I'm sure he has his political reasons of keeping her disappearance quiet. He didn't want to go to the human authorities, but since we're known to the human world, he was supposed to." 
 
    "Then how did he end up in my office?" I tapped my fingers on the island.  
 
    "I sent him there because it was better than him not going to the authorities at all. Did your partner find out about him?" Levi asked and turned his attention back to me.  
 
    I tried to imagine how Nick would react if he knew I was taking on non-official jobs. "No, he was with the medical examiner checking on our bodies."  
 
    "That is a relief. I don't want him digging around in pack affairs. He made it clear he didn't like wolves when we first met." Simon reminded me. It wouldn't help the situation to tell Simon that Nick automatically wanted to blame werewolves for the deaths.  
 
    "Nickolas is on the same list as Greg when it comes to my trust." Levi stated.  
 
    Levi didn't trust many people, which was where I learned my own paranoia. It had proven useful at some points and at other times it hurt any relationship I had, friendship or romantic. Six months ago, one of my close friends was used against me. It had worked out okay for the both of us, but it was a good reminder of why I kept others at arm's length.  
 
    "Nick just tends to do things by the book." I shrugged. "And he worked on cases concerning the Cult of Ra, he can't be all that bad." 
 
    Both men went quiet at the mention of the Cult. I rolled my eyes. "Next time, call Simon's phone if you want to interrupt a date. It wasn't worth driving up here for that information." I slid off the stool. "Come on, let's go, maybe we can still catch a late show." 
 
    My phone rang and I took a deep breath. I wanted nothing to do with anything else right now. I gave Simon an apologetic look and stepped out into the hall to answer it. "Agent Collins." 
 
    "You hear back from the Agent who handled the vampire victim?" Nick's voice asked and I wanted to scream at him.  
 
    "How do you know I emailed him?" I asked, trying to keep the sarcasm to a minimum.  
 
    "Because you're good at your job. Now have you?" 
 
    I wondered how pissed he'd be if I hung up on him. I was supposed to be on a date, but apparently that was never going to happen tonight. "No, I haven't. I'm out of the city right now. I'll check my e-mail when I have better service." I had great service where I was, but again, I was supposed to be on a date.  
 
    "Let me know when you do. I'd like to know what was going on. I'd like to get this one solved and done with." 
 
    His comment made me realize he had no patience for longer cases. He would have been a mess on Devon's case when we had multiple bodies pop up at different times. I snorted. "And you say that I'm married to my work. Good night Nick." I disconnected the call and heard the hushed words of Levi and Simon. They were probably discussing some supernatural politics, but I didn't play that way. I tried to stay out of the rules of vampires and werewolves, and Levi tried to keep it that way. He'd always kept me in the dark when it came to the events of the vampires. If he hosted parties or meetings I was hidden away like the unwanted child. He did it to protect me, and I was okay with that.  
 
    I gave them a minute and went down the hall. I opened the door that led down the stone stairwell. The stairs led to what was considered my chamber. It was the place where I learned how to practice magic since it was protected and reinforced. In case I lost control the mansion wouldn’t be destroyed.  
 
    It was the one place that always made me feel like I was at home. I hadn't needed it since I worked on Devon's case.  I felt at peace even when I was hexed and had to track a three-legged werewolf that very nearly got me killed on pack grounds. I wasn't even sure why I had gone down here but I felt like it had called me. I stood in the center of the chamber and took a deep breath. I could feel my magic, the residue of it, around me.   
 
    I sat on the floor, cross-legged, and closed my eyes. I'd let Levi and Simon talk while I meditated and then maybe I'd be in a better mood. Maybe I wouldn't feel like my plate was getting full again. Oliver always told me the key to control was in controlling your surroundings, emotions, and heart. Though normally he had no trust in my abilities of control, since he always stood with a fire extinguisher.  
 
    The thought made me smile. It was always a funny sight and it gave away more than he intended. He was scared of me, of my abilities, of my power and my lack of control. He knew that I was more powerful than my parents and if I continued to grow the way I was I'd be more powerful than him. Which is why he wanted me to be the one to kill the priest of the Cult.  
 
    I took a few deep breaths and forced my mind to clear. I pushed away all thoughts of my uncle, Simon, bodies, and all other things. I let my magic and my energy flow through me to create a feeling of calm. I smiled as I felt my body start to relax muscle by muscle.  
 
    I wasn't sure how long I'd been sitting there, but I opened my eyes when the door opened. Simon stopped at the doorway.  
 
    "Safe to enter?" He asked and I nodded. "I was wondering where you ran off to." 
 
    "Nick called, so I thought I'd let you and Levi talk business while I calmed myself." 
 
    Simon sat down next to me. "You know, this wasn't how I wanted our night to go." 
 
    "I'm sorry you're stuck babysitting me again." I laughed a little. "Hopefully I'm not going to have to attend any pack events. I'm sure no one was thrilled last time." 
 
    Simon nudged my shoulder. "Some of them are fairly impressed. You made it out alive." 
 
    After having to essentially sacrifice my witness. "They are impressed because I chose my life over another." 
 
    "That's how the supernatural world works." Simon wrapped an arm around my shoulder.  
 
    I knew that, but I didn't have to like it. "So now what? We drive home?" 
 
    "Watch some late night stupid television?" He suggested and stood up. He held out a hand to help me up and I took it.  
 
    "Sounds good." I dusted myself off and started towards the stairs. I stopped and turned to face Simon. "What were you and Levi talking about?" 
 
    "Oh, you know, the typical threats on what will happen if you get killed while under my watch." Simon smirked. "And he wanted to know how our dating was going." 
 
    I rolled my eyes and made my way up the stairs. "What did you tell him?" 
 
    "That it'd be going better if he hadn't forced us to cancel our first date." He gave a dramatic sigh and I laughed.  
 
    "I'm sure Levi appreciated the not so subtle hint to not bother us again." I shut the door at the top of the stairs once Simon was up. "Let's just go back to my place and enjoy each other's company." 
 
    Simon's phone rang and I raised a brow. He dug it out and glared at the screen. "It's Greg." 
 
    "Do not tell him you know. He made it very clear that I wasn't supposed to tell you." I gave him a death glare.  
 
    He nodded and answered. "What's up? I'm on a date."  
 
    We started down the hallway towards the foyer. Simon paused. "Um, maybe."  
 
    I turned to look at him and Simon mouthed, "You don't want to know." I huffed and crossed my arms. Simon made a series of noises that I assumed meant he was agreeing with whatever Greg was saying.  
 
    I checked my own phone and saw that I had an e-mail from the agent I’d contacted about the case. I debated on checking it while Simon had his conversation. 
 
    "Does it have to be tonight?" Simon asked, he snarled. "Yes, I know my duties." He hung up and gave me an apologetic look. "I can't stay tonight." 
 
    "The pack calls, eh?" I shrugged. "I understand duties. Don't worry about it, just drop me off at home, I'll be fine." 
 
    He nodded and we went outside. I didn't bother saying goodbye to Levi, he was probably buried in work somewhere. We didn't have that kind of relationship. He no longer needed to monitor me on when I left the house like he did when I was a child. As an adult, he only worried about hiring werewolves to babysit me when needed.  
 
      
 
    Simon dropped me off at my house and I firmly planted my ass on the couch to catch up on some DVR’ed shows. If he had pack duties to attend to that was fine. I had an e-mail waiting for me and plot lines to catch up on. I pulled my laptop to me from the other side of the couch. The nice thing about living alone was I could leave my stuff where I wanted and that meant where it was most convenient. I was sure my laptop lived on the couch.  
 
    I opened the screen and sighed as I heard the rain outside start to fall. Another noise followed and made me pause. A meow? I didn't own a cat. I didn't know my neighbors well enough to know if they had one. I heard scratching at the door and tried to ignore it, but my heart wouldn't let me leave a cat out in the rain. I sighed and went to the door. There sat a mass of wrinkles and skin that would be a cat if you put fur on it.  
 
    Weird black marked its face. I blinked a few times. Sphinxes were expensive cats and I couldn't fathom why someone would let theirs wander without a collar. The cat just walked in as if it owned the house. I swooped down and picked it up and flipped him to look at me. "And just what do you think you're doing."  
 
    I swore he glared at me. I lifted him up a bit and saw his manhood dangling there. He wasn't neutered. Shook my head and put him down. "Just don't spray anything." I would put a lost and found ad up later, right now I needed to focus on my e-mail. I don't know why I was dreading it, the worst the agent could tell me was no.  
 
    I put the computer on my lap and the cat jumped on the couch and curled up on the back of it. I shook my head. I had been contemplating getting a cat; maybe I would keep this one if no one claimed him. Some witches were granted a familiar and the creature normally chose the witch, not the other way around. Clarissa had taught me to always be open to that thought.  
 
    I could hear him purring from where I sat and shrugged. Having company could be nice, I'd have to see.  
 
    Reverting my attention back to my screen, I opened my e-mail program and clicked on the one from the agent. I wondered what he had to say about our vampire victim.  
 
    "Dear Agent Collins, I know that you spoke with the vampire who helped us close the case. I will restate what he said, it's closed and there's no need to look further into the matter. However, I do not know how the victim's body ended up in your lake. I'd like to discuss this further. I assume you'll be in the office tomorrow. I will be there a little before noon."  
 
    Well, wasn't that short and to the point? I opened a reply email and typed a response that was just as short and sweet.  
 
    "See you then."  
 
    I wasn't going to put more thought into it. I knew that his vague wording was meant to keep Levi out of this. I had a feeling neither one of us wanted Levi involved with the case, which made me wonder why Levi had been called into a case that was out of his area in the first place. He wouldn't discuss it with me, very much like the sheep wandering the mansion.  
 
    I groaned and the cat meowed in turn at me. I raised a brow and wondered what he might be saying. It didn't matter, he was a cat. I rolled my eyes and took a picture of him with my phone, posting it on a few lost and found groups on social media. Someone would claim him if they knew him since he had pretty distinct markings. I'd set up a spell to tell me if people were lying if someone came to claim him.  
 
    I shut the computer and leaned my head back on the couch. The damn creature came up and head-butted the side of my head. I glanced over at him and he meowed.  
 
    Aw fuck, I bet he was hungry.  
 
    I put the computer on the coffee table and went to the kitchen. I pulled out the only can of tuna that I had and looked to see that he'd followed me into the kitchen. I opened the can, poured the shredded fish onto a plate and put it on the floor for him. I also put a container of water down for him.  
 
    I realized one very important thing was needed.  A litter box. I glared down at the cat and sighed. I didn't want to go out in the rain, but there wasn't anything I could do. Nothing that I could use as a makeshift litter box until tomorrow. And I needed groceries.  
 
    Glancing at the clock I knew I could go to one of the twenty-four-hour super stores and it wouldn't be too busy when I got there. I sighed and grabbed my coat. "I'll be back, cat."  
 
    I locked the house up behind me and got in the car. Navigating the rain made me think back to the bodies. Had they been swimmers who got caught in the current of the lake? Maybe they had taken a corpse as a joke? Neither of those made sense. I pulled up to the store and got out. I ran through the rain and stopped as soon as I was out of the drops.  
 
    "Abby?" 
 
    I heard Nick's voice. I turned to find him standing behind me, also drenched from the rain. "Yeah, what are you doing here? I thought you lived on the other end of town?" 
 
    "I was out and realized I needed to grab something before heading home." He shrugged. "What about you?" 
 
    I took the hood of my jacket off. "Apparently I'm taking care of a lost cat until I can find the owner." 
 
    His eyes widened. "A cat?" 
 
    "Yes, a Sphinx. You know, a naked one."  
 
    His eyes got bigger and I laughed. "He was outside in the rain, I wasn't going to leave him there." 
 
    "Maybe he's your familiar." He said, "But just be cautious." 
 
    I raised a brow. "He's safe and means no harm." 
 
    "How do you know that?" 
 
    "Because I made sure to put up a protection spell on my house last year after the Cult waltzed right in, oh and after Michelle waltzed in too. I decided it was the best type of defense." 
 
    He pressed his lips together and gave me a disapproving gaze. "You never told me the Cult paid you a personal visit." 
 
    Aw crap, I'd screwed up. "It doesn't matter. It wasn't any of your business anyways. The point is that they backed off."  
 
    "You're just a magnet for trouble, Abigail."  
 
    We walked further into the store and I had no idea why he was staying next to me, but I let it go. "Don't I know it?" I laughed. "You've gotten the mild end of it. Just wait, if Boss Man makes you shadow me much longer you could start to see the really weird shit." 
 
    "For our sake, I hope we only have to partner until the end of this case. Because it's only a matter of time until your bad luck starts to rub off on me." 
 
    A shriek came through the nearly empty store. Nick and I both cursed and headed towards the sound. People were running the other direction, one screamed 'vampire' as they passed us.  
 
    Well, crap. Nick and I drew our guns and continued to where the people were running from. Sure enough, a vampire stood there with his lips sealed to the woman's neck. His red gaze flickered to me.  
 
    "He's blood starved." I told Nick and we both moved closer. We took aim. "Let the woman go." I didn't have to technically warn the vampire, but I wanted to give him a chance. Reasoning with a blood starved vampire was kind of like reasoning with a toddler, they may not realize what they are doing is wrong and need to be told to stop. 
 
    He ignored me and went back to the woman. His blond hair fell in front of his eyes and he started to turn. I didn't hesitate. I shot his leg. I couldn't shoot him in the head without risking the woman, so the leg was going to have to do.  
 
    He snarled and threw the lady away. Nick went to her without me having to prompt him. The vampire turned his gaze to me and rushed me. The problem with vampires was that they moved fast. Inhumanly so. I took two more shots in hopes of slowing him down, but I ended up pinned to the floor.  
 
    He bared his fangs at me. I didn't have any desire to be a meal. I brought my hand up and slammed the butt of my gun into his temple. He reared back and I scurried away and shot the moment I could. Blood and vampire brains exploded all over the floor and me.  The body fell and I wiped the blood off my face and stood. "What the fuck." 
 
    "Don't put your gun away Abby." Nick called. "Two more!" 
 
    Seriously, two more? What the hell was going on tonight? Buy two get one free on blood-starved vampires? I saw the two as they made their way towards me. I shot one and the vampire jerked, but kept coming forward. I put a bullet in its chest and Nick’s shots echoed mine. The bodies dropped to the ground. We both held our guns up, waiting for anything else to move. Nothing but silence surrounded us. We’d have to take the hearts and heads later, but for now the vampires were down. Judging by the state of blood lust, they weren’t going to be able to heal a direct shot to the heart. 
 
    Nick turned to the victim and started talking to her. I assumed he was giving her instructions on what to do. Vampires, depending on how strong, could have a connection to the victim after feeding from them. That connection didn't matter once the vampire was dead, but bites, no matter the type, could get infected. Antibiotics were needed for the poor woman.  
 
    Security came running towards the mess and Nick and I both pulled our badges out. One officer approached me while the other went to Nick. "We're lucky you were here. We aren't equipped to deal with vampires." 
 
    Most stores weren't, but it needed to start becoming more commonplace. "No kidding. Call the biohazard crew, they can clean up the messes." I wiped more blood off my cheek and growled. "All I wanted was cat litter, seriously, can I not have a quiet night?" 
 
    The security officer chuckled and then the manager came running up. I could hear sirens wailing and I assumed she'd managed to get through to the paranormal emergency hotline.  
 
    "We're thankful for your presence." Her voice shook a little. "Who knows how many people they would have killed." 
 
    Nick cleared his voice. "If you'd excuse us we need to walk the store to confirm that there aren't any deaths." 
 
    I was hoping we wouldn't have to handle this case, but clearly that wasn't going to happen. I holstered my gun and looked at Nick. "An exciting trip to the store, eh? Glad I had my partner for back up." 
 
    "Yeah, me too. Neither of us was going to be able to take on three blood-starved vampires." He spat the word vampire out.  
 
    I could almost see the venom in his eyes. I knew that the moment I was out of earshot he'd be cursing Levi, because naturally it'd be his fault. I'd have to call and ask him or at the very least tell him about it, before the news got to it.  
 
    "Let's split up, search the grounds. Yell if you need help." He muttered and walked off.  
 
    I sighed and went down the aisle that the two vampires had come from. I paused and pulled out my phone. I shot Levi a quick text letting him know the brief details and that I couldn't call right that moment. Once the text sent I continued on my search.  
 
      
 
    Two hours later, Nick and I had searched the entire store and found no bodies and no other vampires. Levi had called me three times to see if I was done yet and each one I answered with a 'no' text. We were an hour away from sunrise. The press showed up, but a detective handled them. Nick and I made our report with the crew on the case and told them to call us if they needed anything. The crew would take care of removing the hearts and heads of the vampires. It was part of their job description. 
 
    The manager was nice enough to let me buy food, a litter box and litter for the damn cat. Nick walked me out to the car. I threw the items in my trunk and turned to face him.  
 
    "You tell Levi yet?" He asked and met my gaze. "This is state business, not vampire." 
 
    I clenched my jaw. "I know what's state business and what is not. I didn't tell him, but I'm sure he's seen it on the news." 
 
    "One day, Abigail, you're going to have to choose what side you're on." Nick shook his head.  
 
    I smiled at him, and I knew it had a bit of evil to it. "Our job is to protect and uphold the law and defend those who are innocent, human or not. It's not to choose sides of human or supernatural." I wondered what had happened in his past for him to think all supernatural creatures were evil. I never saw the black and white line between the two. Maybe because I was always between the two worlds. "One day, Nicolas," I mocked him. "You're going to realize that your past doesn't dictate everything." 
 
    "You don't know what you're talking about Abby. I've seen things." 
 
    "Horrible things?" I asked with an eyebrow lifted and my voice light. 
 
    That got me a small smile and he nodded. "Yes, things when I worked on the Cult cases. Things that the supernaturals could do. Now's not the time to talk about all that, though. You need to get home before that cat decides to pee all over your house." 
 
    And with that he spun away from me and walked back to his own car. I was covered in blood and ready to go take a shower. Plus, he was right, the cat needed a place to go to the bathroom. 
 
    I got in my car and headed back to my house. I picked up the phone on speaker when Levi called for the fourth time. "I just got in the car." 
 
    "How many where there?" 
 
    "Three total that were in the store. All blood-starved. They didn't look familiar to me and I have no idea what the media is saying about it." I concentrated on the road.  
 
    Levi was silent for a moment. "Are you all right?" 
 
    "Other than being covered in blood, yes." I licked my lips. "Why are there blood-starved vampires in your territory?" 
 
    "I don't know, that's not a punishment I use on my people. No one has owned up to changing any new vampires recently, so I don't think that's it."  
 
    I could hear the worry in Levi's voice and it wasn't helping the situation. "What do you want me to do about this?" 
 
    "Is it your case?" He asked and his voice was back to being careful.  
 
    "I don't think there will be much of a case. Nick and I didn't find any bodies, that means it's not a murder. We did kill all three vampires and one woman was bitten. But it shouldn't be a case. Not unless more come up. They might double us up since Nick and I are a team of two." Anxiety tightened my chest; I didn't want that to happen. I hated working two cases and I didn't want to handle a vampire related case. Not with Nick.  
 
    "If it's not your case then you solve it our way. You start at square one, move from there, if it's someone in our territory we take care of it." Levi stated. Taking care of it normally meant killing. "And if it's not in our territory then I'll handle it." 
 
    Which meant that he'd keep me out of the loop on what happened. I wasn't sure if I liked that option, but it was probably best. "Okay. I'll see what I can dig up."  
 
    "If it turns into your case, you solve it officially and let me know what is going on. Partner be damned. Thank you, Abigail." He hung up and I tightened my grip on the steering wheel.  
 
    I didn't like how this felt. I wanted it to be an open and shut case. I knew that blood starvation was a popular and cruel punishment method for not staying within the laws. Whether those laws were human or supernatural I wasn't sure, it wasn't something I had a lot of experience with. Like with werewolves, vampires seemed to have their own form of laws that didn’t always line up with the human laws or authorities. The situation could get trickier than I wanted.  
 
    I pulled up to the house and got out. I took my bags with me and unlocked the door. The cat sat there staring at me as if he'd been waiting for me to come home. "Sorry buddy, I had a long night." 
 
    He meowed at me and then followed me into the bathroom where I set up the litter box for him.  
 
    "There, now that's done, I'm going to shower and go to bed." I looked at the time on my phone. "Before Greg shows up." I'd almost forgotten about the werewolf Alpha's planned visit. Though I wondered if he'd still keep the plan since he dragged Simon out tonight. I could get a couple hours of sleep before I had to think about starting my day.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
    I was nursing my coffee and scratching the cat when I heard a knock at the door. I looked at the cat who did not look pleased to be interrupted. I stood and went to the door, Greg stood there with a Ziplock bag containing a few articles of clothing. I raised a brow and then stepped aside so he could come in.  
 
    "I got these from her boyfriend." He shoved the bag at me as he stepped in. "I've read the statistics on missing persons. You need to make this a priority." 
 
    I held my anger. I wasn't even done with my first cup of coffee and someone was already making demands of me. "The statistics are wildly different for supernatural creatures than they are for humans." I wasn't going to promise him that I'd find the missing woman, when promises are made bad things could happen.  
 
    "I don't think you understand the situation. She must be found alive." He snarled at me and his eyes flashed yellow. 
 
    Instinct told me to go for my gun, but I knew he was just trying to scare me. The cat behind me hissed at him and then dove towards the bedroom. I crossed my arms. "You don't understand that I am not at your beck and call. I will do what I can for the woman, I will try a tracking spell and go from there, but I also have four dead bodies and a vampire attack that I'm still dealing with." I snapped back at him. "You tried to have me eaten alive, so what I'm doing for you is a huge favor." 
 
    "You're doing me a favor for Levi." He poked me in the shoulder and I resisted the urge to break his finger.  
 
    I took a deep breath to ground myself. "Touch me again, I will shoot you. I told you I will do what I can. Now, I will call you when I have something." I knew I should have just shut the door in his face when he arrived.  
 
    "I expect a call by the end of the day." He walked out and slammed the door. 
 
    Like that was going to happen. I was supposed to be at Oliver's tonight. The cat finally came out from the bedroom and meowed at me. I shrugged. "Sorry, he’s a werewolf. I'll try to warn you next time." 
 
    I threw the Ziplock bag on the couch and ran a hand over my face. I should go through e-mail before I headed towards the office. I had a meeting with another agent today as well. I was going to need more coffee, there was no doubt about that. I went into the kitchen and fed the cat and then went back to my computer.  
 
    I opened it up to find three e-mails from people claiming that the naked cat was theirs. I should have thought about that. The breed was one that was used in cat shows. I glanced at him; maybe someone wanted him for breeding. I replied to them and set one up for each day starting tomorrow. There was no way all of them could own the same cat.  
 
    I glanced at the creature in question as he walked back into the living room and stretched. "You're a popular fellow."  
 
    I shut the computer. I put the Ziplock bag into my regular bag and headed out for the day. There were murders to solve and a missing werewolf to find.  
 
      
 
    I unlocked my office door and walked in, I had even beaten our daytime receptionist in. She'd be in before my agent meeting and she would let him in with a visitor pass. I dropped my bag down by my chair and woke up my desktop computer with a wiggle of the mouse. I unlocked it and started scanning the Internet for stories about last night's attack.  
 
    There were a couple cell phone videos of the event, including the moment I shot the vampire in the head. I groaned and closed out the video. The next thing on the search was Stephanie's website.  
 
    My heart dropped when I saw the headline "Local vampire's fledglings attack super store." 
 
    "Fuck." I pressed my lips together. Levi wasn't going to like it. He didn't like unwanted attention and of course the picture attached to the article was one of the vampires feeding from the victim. "Double fuck." 
 
    "Must be a bad case file." A male voice made me look up.  
 
    In the doorway stood a man and woman, both dressed in typical black, guns at their sides, and badges on their belts. The only thing that threw off the look was the little plastic visitor badge they each had. The man was tall, with dark hair that was peppered with a bit of gray. His eyes had little crinkles at the side that told me he was older and probably worn out from the job.  
 
    The woman was a little shorter than I was. Her blond hair was pulled back in a tight bun and her lips were in a straight line. I was betting she was new and didn't want to joke about cases.  
 
    "Tabloids from the attack last night." I said easily and stood. I approached them and held my hand out. "Agent Abigail Collins." 
 
    "Agent Brian Tomes, and this is my partner Agent Melody Grace." He took my hand. We shook and then I offered it to Melody who took it.  
 
    "Pleased to meet you both, sorry that this is about a corpse." I motioned for them to sit down. I stole the chair from in front of Nick's desk for Melody and then I pulled my chair around so there wasn't a desk in between us. "You mentioned you knew I talked to Levi." 
 
    Brian nodded. "I did, and I'm aware of what he told you, but he also made it clear that you're damn good at what you do and you will make sure not to put our previous investigation in harm’s way." 
 
    It was a weird way of phrasing it.  
 
    "I'm not even sure why this is really coming up." Melody mentioned. "You found a corpse in a lake. Chalk it up to grave robbers and close the case." 
 
    I wondered why she was so defensive, but then I realized she was in a similar situation as me. She was stuck with a partner that she didn’t seem to want. I’d seen it in the way she looked at him when his back was turned. I smiled. "I just want to know how it got there and why. Had it just been that corpse, I could, but it was found with three fresh bodies. Not identified in the supernatural database." 
 
    Both of them perked up at that new piece of information, in the email I hadn't mentioned that the other bodies hadn't been identified. "If there's not a connection and nothing criminal that I can find, then I'll let it go. If there is a connection, then I need to know. I agreed to this meeting in good faith that you two might be able to help me." 
 
    Though I wasn't sure why we had to meet in person. Brian spoke, "We'll help with what we can. Two months ago, he was buried and his family grieved. That was the last he was seen, perhaps you should start there." 
 
    "The vampire who was attacking people in that case was caught and put to death. He was just one of five." Melody stated. "I wouldn't worry about a connection unless the other ones start to show up."  
 
    I wouldn't want a full set of corpses showing up. "Were all the victims from here?"  
 
    "No, their homes were scattered over the country." Brian answered.  
 
    I reached around to my desk and grabbed a piece of paper. "Do me a favor and write down where he was buried. I hope you didn't come all the way out here to tell me that." 
 
    "No, we came out here to tell you that this very much goes back to vampire business. Like you, we have connections to the territory and we came to personally ask you not to cause problems." 
 
    I hated vampire business and politics. "I'm working on this case as an agent, not a member of Levi's people. I'll do what I can to keep your case closed and to stay out of your territory." I said honestly, and realized I kept telling people that 'I'd do what I can.'  
 
    They stood up and we shook hands again. They left without another word and I wondered how bad the situation had been in their case. I shook my head at the amount of strange this case seemed to be gathering. I looked at the clock and debated crawling under my desk for a nap but that wasn't an option. I needed to figure out if our other three victims had been identified yet.  
 
    Nick walked in and I looked up at him. "I got information from the agents. Not much, just where the man was buried. It's apparently attached to a case they'd like to keep under wraps." 
 
    "It's because it's out of our district. A lot of agents don't like to work with others." Nick shrugged and sat in his chair. "How was your date?" 
 
    I snorted. "Didn't really happen. Then we had the attack at the store. Let's just say, my night didn't go as planned." 
 
    He grinned at me. "It's been awhile since we've had that kind of excitement together. We actually do make a pretty good team." 
 
    "I'd like to not always have to put that to the test." I shook my head. "Vampires man, blood starved." 
 
    "The detective on duty told the press it was an isolated incident."  
 
    "You're going to tell me something different?" I asked. "I'm not in the mood for your vampire bashing. Let's just focus on the case at hand." 
 
    "I'm telling you that because Boss Man called for a press conference for us tomorrow night." Nick stated. "He wants us to assure the people that it was an isolated event." 
 
    I cringed. "I hate press conferences."  
 
    Nick picked up a pencil and rolled it in his hands. I noticed he liked to keep his hands busy at all times. "I do too, but it's part of the job. If you want you can just look pretty and I'll do the talking." 
 
    I locked my jaw at the underhanded insult. With the headline on Stephanie's website it might have been better if I didn't show up at all. I didn't mention it because I didn't want to give Nick another reason to think Levi was actually behind it all. "I don't think that's going to be an option." I turned back to my computer screen. "M.E. come back with any IDs on our bodies?" 
 
    "Nope." Nick tapped his pencil on the desk. "He said that wolves were ruled out because of the teeth marks." 
 
    I nodded. "Human teeth marks. Most werewolves, in human form, don't eat people." I tried not to cringe at the idea of a werewolf eating a person. 
 
    "Zombies." Nick said.  
 
    I looked at him over my computer screen. "Zombies?" 
 
    "Why not? It could happen." 
 
    Sadly, in my job it was a possibility. I tried not to imagine a zombie crawling from a grave. "How do you figure it was zombies?" 
 
    "Well, there was a corpse there already, don't you think that could have been a zombie?" 
 
    No, it hadn't really crossed my mind at that point. "It's very rare to find a necromancer who has control over their abilities. I feel like those three were targeted for something. Besides that, we both know that the only way to stop a zombie is to make sure that the corpse is completely destroyed." 
 
    It had been covered in classes before we entered the agency. I'd never met one before, but it didn't mean they weren't out there.  
 
    "Okay, true." Nick sighed. 
 
    I stood and stretched. "I'm going to go to the graveyard, you want to come?"  
 
    "Naw, that's fine. I'll check in with Jason and see if he has IDs yet." Nick pulled his phone out. "I'll call you?" 
 
    I nodded. "Sounds like a good deal." I grabbed my bag. If I had time and didn't hear from Nick then I could run by my house and do my tracking spell. Then I could tell Greg I at least gave it a try. I walked out of the office and took the elevator down. I wondered what on earth Nick was thinking when he brought up zombies. Though at this point it was the only theory we had.  
 
    The elevator dinged and I headed towards the exit, waving at our receptionist. I headed out towards my car and paused as I saw Brian leaning against it. I raised a brow.  
 
    "Thought you left." Him still being there made the hair on my neck stand up. "Where's your partner?" 
 
    "Sent her off to breakfast, she's new and I didn't want her to tag along." He pushed away from my car. "I wanted to talk to you without her here. I assume you're heading to the graveyard?" 
 
    I debated on lying for a moment but decided against it. "I am. But that doesn't really explain what you're doing here."  
 
    "I told you I wanted to talk more." He walked around the car so he stood by the passenger side door.  
 
    I used the key fob to unlock the doors and he opened the door. Levi hadn't warned me to stay away from Brian but it didn't mean that I was comfortable. I tilted my head to the side as something hit my magic and it told me that someone had messed with my car. "Move!" 
 
    Brian looked at me and we both darted away from the car. The explosion rattled the ground. I heard glass and metal twisting and shattering. I put up a circle around me, wondering where Brian had gone. I closed my eyes and concentrated on the flames and tried to keep them contained to a safe distance. I prayed and hoped Brian wouldn't notice. Shrapnel flew around me, bouncing off the purple light that was my protective circle.  
 
    Once I felt it was safe I let my circle down, I could hear sirens coming and people screaming. I looked at the mess that was my car. The flames were already dying down and I couldn't help but wonder, why my car?  
 
    Brian walked up beside me; his face had dirt on it and a few minor cuts. I didn't see any burns on him. That alone was worth using my ability. I turned from him without saying a word.  
 
    "Why would someone rig your car to blow up?" He asked. 
 
    I still didn't turn to him. I opened my mouth to speak and Nick came running towards me. "Really Abby? Another one?" 
 
    "Not my fault!" I glared at him. "This one wasn't activated by a rune." Which meant most likely the person targeting me wasn't a witch or warlock. "I'm glad I put the spell on the car, however, now I have to call my insurance, again. I don't know if bombs are covered under car insurance." 
 
    "Normally acts of terrorism aren't covered." Brian said. "How many cars have you blown up?" 
 
    I let out an irritated sigh. "This is only the second one. Last time it was a rogue member of the Cult of Ra." 
 
    "You really do have bad luck." Brian shook his head.  
 
    "I'll go to the graveyard." Nick said. "You get this cleaned up." He started walking towards his car. I watched as he inspected it and I assumed he was checking for bombs.  
 
    Brian put a hand on my shoulder. "Levi told me you tended to attract trouble." 
 
    I shrugged his hand off. "Sounds about right. I have an appointment tonight, and then tomorrow night I have a press conference." I shoved my hands in my pockets and watched as the fire truck pulled up. The firefighters moved in, pulling out hoses and doing their job. A well-oiled machine here to put out my mess. Had I tried I could have extinguished the fire with my abilities, but I didn't want to raise any more suspicion. "We're going to have to talk another time." 
 
    Brian nodded. "I'll see you around. Just remember what we talked about earlier." 
 
    "Of course." Right now my thoughts were on who blew up my car. Brian slipped away and I crossed my arms as I watched the firemen put out the rest of the flames.  
 
    Boss Man came out; I could feel him like an itch in my skin. I turned to face him. His greasy black hair had been combed over, his rat-like face made chills go down my back.  
 
    "Are you hurt?" 
 
    I shook my head. "No. I had wards on my car to let me know if someone messed with it. I was able to get away and put up a circle fast enough." 
 
    "And Nick?" 
 
    "Off to check the graveyard where the body was buried." The smoke and steam were starting to clear and I could see what was left of my car. "I just bought that one." 
 
    "Take the rest of the day off." Boss Man said, then he walked away. 
 
    He didn't normally encourage taking time off during a case. In fact, he usually wanted us working around the clock, but maybe it was because Nick was also here. Either way, I wasn't going to complain. But I also had no way to get home.  
 
    I pulled my phone out and debated on who to call. Clarissa would be opening up shop for the day. She had a business to run, but Simon...Simon would just be waking up for the day.  
 
    I called him and waited.  
 
    "Abby, it's early." He muttered when he answered. 
 
    I laughed. "My car blew up, why don't you pick me up and we can go to brunch?" 
 
    "I'm sorry, what?" He snapped. 
 
    He was wide-awake now.  
 
    "My car blew up and my boss is making me take the day off. I have other things that need to be done, but I thought I'd call you and see if you wanted to tag along, or at least give me a ride to Levi's so I can borrow the Hummer." I tried to keep irritation out of my voice. "I was going to call Clarissa, but she probably just opened the store." 
 
    "I'll be there in a few minutes." He hung up.  
 
    I shoved my phone back in my pocket. I gave my statement to the officer and then headed back to the office. I wondered where Brian had run off to, but it didn't matter now. The paranoid part of me wondered if Brian had set the whole thing up. I shook my head and spun in my chair as I waited for Simon to get there. I tried not to focus on how I would have been dead if I hadn't put a spell on my car. Levi was going to be pissed.  
 
      
 
    By the time Simon walked into the office I had reorganized my desk, cleaned out my e-mail, and texted Levi to not watch any news tonight. And I was still thinking that I should have been dead. Seeing how many close calls I had in the last year, I was starting to wonder if a career change was needed.  
 
    "You look like hell." Simon said when he walked in. "Where's Nick?" His gaze moved to the empty desk. 
 
    I stood and grabbed my bag. "He's checking out a graveyard, which is where I was going." 
 
    "Before your car blew up." Simon pressed his lips together and I saw him trying to hide the smile forming.  
 
    "It wasn't my fault. And it's only the second car." I slung my bag over my shoulder. "I hope I'm not interrupting your plans for the day." 
 
    He shook his head. "No, I was just sleeping. Greg had most of the pack out into the wee hours of the morning." 
 
    "That explains why he wasn't in a great mood this morning." I walked out and made sure the office door locked behind me. Simon and I walked to the elevator. "I need to grab a car from Levi's, but I don't want to go up there right away." 
 
    "How come?" Simon asked. "Other than you're hungry. Haven't gone grocery shopping yet, have you?" 
 
    "Did you see the news last night?" I asked, narrowing my eyes. The elevator dinged and he waved his arm for me to go in first.  
 
    He followed me and turned to look at me. "No, I went home right before sun up and slept until you called me." 
 
    I wrinkled my nose. "I went out to get cat litter and a box for a stray cat. We were attacked by blood-starved vampires." 
 
    "What the hell, Abby? Who did you piss off?" Simon shook his head. "Does Levi know?" 
 
    I nodded. "Yeah, he knows about that. But it's taken care of, now all I have to do is figure out what's going on with our victims and find your missing pack member." 
 
    "Vampires." Simon ran a hand over his face. "We're lucky you weren't hurt." 
 
    "Simon, this is my job. Supernatural creatures are part of the description." 
 
    The doors opened and we headed towards the exit. "And what about car bombs?" 
 
    I thought about that for a moment. "I think they might need to add that to the job description." 
 
    He grinned and opened the door for me.  "So to brunch we go?" 
 
    "Yeah, that sounds lovely. Then back to my house for some spell work." I shrugged. "I might as well take advantage of my day off." 
 
    Simon led me to his car. We both instinctively started checking it out. "I don't see anything out of place, and I don't smell anyone." 
 
    "No runes, no magic." I confirmed and we both got in. I relaxed a bit and leaned back in the seat as I buckled up. "Thank you." 
 
    "For what?" He buckled up and started the car.  
 
    "Oh you know, coming to my aid and all." I glanced at him. "Again." 
 
    He shrugged. "No big deal. Look do you have plans tonight?" 
 
    I cringed. "I'm supposed to have a meeting with my uncle, but I think I'm going to cancel." Oliver would be pissed, but he probably expected it. I groaned. "The last thing I want to do is drive all the way to Levi's and then drive all the way to Oliver's." 
 
    "A meeting with your uncle, I'm surprised Levi allows that." Simon pulled the car out into traffic.  
 
    I rolled my eyes. "You and Levi have been friends for how long? Don't you realize he doesn't control me? I'm an adult." I laughed.  
 
    "And thank God for that." Simon turned down a side street. "If you cancel on Oliver, there's a pack thing tonight." 
 
    "What are my chances of being eaten?" I asked, half joking.  
 
    "Very little, it's a fancy dinner." He rolled his eyes. "The Alpha and his queen from the next pack over are coming to visit." 
 
    That raised hairs on my neck. "Why?" 
 
    "Because they are worried about the division in our pack. Don't worry, they aren't coming in to take over. But Greg wanted to have a big welcoming dinner for them. A civilized dinner to remind us all that we're still human." He laughed a little. "I guess we tend to forget that." 
 
    I shrugged. "I think we can always use that reminder. Sure, I'll come join you tonight. Does Greg know I'm coming?" 
 
    "Nope, I'm leaving that a surprise."  
 
    I grinned at that and tried to imagine the look on Greg's face when I walked in. I glanced at Simon. "How fancy are we talking?" 
 
    "You own a dress and heels? Like a really nice dress?" He asked. I could hear a bit of hesitation in his voice and I realized that not a lot of people saw me dressed up.  
 
    "Believe it or not, there's one in my closet. Is this a black tie event?" 
 
    "Yes, it's at The Ritz."  
 
    We pulled up to the restaurant and got out. I pulled my bag over my shoulder and walked towards the building with Simon by my side. "Okay, I might have to go find a pair of heels, but I have a couple dresses that will work."  
 
    "Dresses but no heels?" He asked. "Wait, do I even want to know?" 
 
    I chuckled. "This is my life, anything could happen to those heels." I glanced at him to see if I got a reaction out of him. He had one eyebrow raised and I shook my head. "I’m kidding. I normally borrow them from Clarissa."  
 
    "I was worried for a moment." He opened the door for me and we walked in. We waited to be seated by the hostess. The place was unusually empty for this time of the morning. I looked at Simon and he shrugged when our hostess came up.  
 
    She smiled at us and her eyes wandered to Simon and then went to me. I wasn't sure what I looked like, but it couldn't be that bad. Her eyes widened just a touch and then her gaze went to my badge. "Right this way, Officer." 
 
    "Agent." I corrected gently. She didn't correct herself or even look over her shoulder at me.  
 
    Simon followed and we sat down in a booth. We both went straight for the menu, my phone went off twice and I didn't bother reaching for it. 
 
    "Aren't you going to at least look at it?" Simon asked without looking over his menu. 
 
    I shook my head. "Nope, not until I decide what to eat. If I look at it now then I'll know that someone can't function without me at work." 
 
    "You think it's Nick?" Simon asked.  
 
    "Oh, I'm almost positive. He doesn't know that I took the day off. I told him I was sticking around to clean up the mess." 
 
    Simon put the menu down. "You sent him to the graveyard, there's not a whole lot of trouble he can get into there." 
 
    The phone went off again and both Simon and I sighed. "I feel like Nick is the male version of me, he might run into something." Like blood starved vampires, but it was daytime. As far as I knew, there were no vampires who managed to walk in the sun. 
 
    The waitress came up and I delayed looking at my phone again. I wasn’t Nick's beck and call girl. Besides, I was taking the day off. Simon and I gave our orders and the waitress walked off.  
 
    I pulled the phone out and looked at the text messages. I opened the thread of Nick text messages. 
 
    "Nothing unusual at the grave. Couple of fresh graves, some people visiting, but nothing that stuck out to me or irritated my aura."  
 
    Our aura was one of the biggest clues on if magic had been used, or if a spell had been activated. I scrolled to his next text.  
 
    "Boss Man told me you had the day off, but I wanted to check and see if you got your car taken care of or if you needed a ride to Levi's." 
 
    I frowned.  
 
    "What's up?" Simon asked.  
 
    "Nick offered to give me a ride to Levi's. He's not a fan of Levi." I shook my head. Maybe he was just trying to be nice. I read the last text.  
 
    "Or not, Jason just called. I get to go talk to the family of the victims, they've been identified."  
 
    That was the worst part of the job. I sent him a “thanks for handling it”. I put my phone back in my pocket and looked up at Simon. "Never a dull day. And if I don't get that tracking spell at least started then I won't be able to face Greg tonight."  
 
    "That's our first stop after this, then?" He asked and leaned back in the booth. "Even on your day off you don't take it easy." 
 
    "The only reason I'm off now is because my car blew up." I grumbled. "Besides, don't you want me to find this woman?" 
 
    "Did Greg give you a name?" Simon asked and folded his hands on the table.  
 
    I shook my head. "Nope, and I didn't ask. Honestly, the less I know and the less my emotions get involved the better I can work." 
 
    "I would think it was the opposite. Don't your emotions help strengthen the magic?"  
 
    I loved that he was genuinely curious about my magic. "It can, but it can also cloud your judgment and make you think something is there when it's not. Like hopeful thinking." 
 
    He nodded slightly. "I suppose that makes sense." 
 
    "But in the case of a protective circle, it's going to be stronger if I'm truly afraid for my life." I shrugged. "Tell me about this Alpha and his queen. Why are they interested in your civil war?"  
 
    "We're trying to form a stronger alliance with them. Our pack split over some of the rules that Greg has abolished. He wanted to make the pack look friendlier to humans and other creatures. He announced that he was going to start trying to ally with the local vampires." 
 
    Levi. As far as I knew Levi tended to stay out of other politics. "Why suddenly start allying and making the pack more friendly? Greg was pretty clear that he thinks he's above anyone who is human." 
 
    "The human laws are starting to really adapt to the supernatural world. He wants to make sure that our pack, our family, isn't targeted because of old laws. He can be an ass, and yes, he thinks that we're superior to most other creatures, but he cares for the pack." Simon met my gaze. "Some of the laws were archaic and needed to be abolished." 
 
    I knew better than to ask which laws. "I'll take your word for it. That doesn't explain what the Alpha and the queen want." 
 
    "They are one of the most well respected ruling pairs in the United States. They do all their pack events open to the public and have since the supernatural creatures came out. They have a very well controlled pack, including the pups." He shrugged. "An alliance with them and to learn from them is what we need. If we can show the others that it can be done, then maybe they'd stop fighting." 
 
    "And if it doesn't?" I asked.  
 
    "Then we have to take care of those who oppose us." He shrugged. "I'll leave it at that." The waitress came with our food. I grew up in the supernatural world and knew there were some ugly elements to it. My mind and heart wouldn't allow me to be angry at the idea that Simon might have to kill pack members. Hell, I've been in sticky situations before, too, but he was right, I didn't want details.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
    Simon sat on my couch and he and the cat stared at each other. "You should move up your first meeting with someone who thinks this cat is theirs. Then you should just give them the cat." 
 
    I dug through my bag. "Why?" 
 
    "Because he freaks me out." His gaze didn't even move from the cat, and in return it meowed at him. "He's naked. Don't you think he's cold? Aren't animals supposed to have fur? Especially cats?" 
 
    "He's a Sphinx, he's supposed to be naked. And if you look, he's got a fine layer of it. I don't think he's a purebred, or not show quality." I pulled out the Ziplock of clothing. "You want to see me perform some magic?" I grinned at him. "It's been a while." 
 
    He stood up. "Last time I saw you perform magic you nearly passed out after." He shook his head. "You think I'm going to let you go in a room alone and cast a spell?" 
 
    "I did not. The last time was when I redid the wards on your club." I led him to my spare bedroom. On the desk was a huge leather bound book, it was open to my family tree and listed what kind of ability everyone carried, if any. Levi had given me the book when I found out that I was an elemental. I had started referring to it as the Big Book of Answers, because it seemed to have everything I needed. Like a way from beyond the grave for my parents to still guide me. I walked over and closed it. 
 
    The room was empty except for the book sitting on a wooden desk. A circle had been carved into the wood floors, a full protective circle with the pentagram facing the proper directions and the rune for each element at the tips of the star. I had carved it when I first moved in since I couldn’t summon a circle without a physical guide. With practice I was now more than capable of summoning one without a physical guide.  
 
    I motioned to the corner of the room. "Pop a squat. This shouldn't take too long."  
 
    Simon sat against the wall in the corner. I could feel him watching me. I turned to see the cat chilling out in the doorway. I wondered if the magic in the room called to him and if maybe he really was my familiar. I pulled open the top drawer of the desk and drew out a map. A tracking spell worked better if I had a blood sample, but something that belonged to the victim worked. I pulled out the clothes and laid them on the desk. Spreading the shirt out, I placed my hand over the part of the shirt that would have lain over her heart.  
 
    Symbolism is important in magic and gives the magic something to latch onto. In this case, I was hoping for a heartbeat for the magic to find, because the alternative would be finding a corpse. I dug a pair of scissors out of the drawer; everything in here had been blessed and was only used for magic. I cut out a square from the shirt and then found my knife. I took that, the map, and the shirt piece into the circle with me. I closed my eyes and imagined the carved lines being filled with a purple light.  
 
    When I opened my eyes I was surrounded by purple. I looked at Simon who was smiling. "It never ceases to impress me." He said and then motioned with his hand. "Get on with it." 
 
    I sat cross-legged in the circle and placed all the items in front of me. The map showed my state, and if the wolf was out of the state I'd have to switch maps. I took a deep breath and used the knife to cut my forearm. I put the fabric square over the cut and let it soak up the blood. I muttered the Latin words from memory and then held the fabric over the map. Blood dripped on the map and I waited.  
 
    My stomach sank. The blood droplets stayed where they fell. I closed my eyes and tried to force more energy into the spell, but when I opened them, they still hadn’t moved. Just red dots soaking into the map. My aura itched as my magic spread over the map, through the fibers and touched the blood. Still nothing. Panic rose in me. There was nothing for my magic to lock onto to trace the woman. The cat let out a wail and the blood exploded over the map and on me.  
 
    I wiped my face off and wondered how such little blood could splatter so much. Magic was a funny thing. I'd never had a tracking spell rejected like this before and that worried me.  
 
    "What does that mean?" Simon asked and I could hear the concern in his voice.  
 
    What was I supposed to tell him? What was I going to tell Greg? I wiped more blood splatter off my face with the back of my hand. "My theory would be that she's magically protected." If she'd simply been out of state, then nothing would have happened. "A reaction like that means that someone's magic is working against mine." 
 
    "Which means what?" Simon stood.  
 
    I took a deep breath. "That they are stronger than I am." 
 
    The cat meowed again and I glared back at it. I drew my circle back into me so that the purple faded. I went to the desk to get disinfecting wipes to clean up my lovely blood mess. "Greg isn't going to be happy with this news."  
 
    "If this was a PIB case, what would be your next step?" Simon grabbed a few wipes and started helping me clean.  
 
    "I'd set a pendulum up to see if I could track her on foot, but I don't know how that would work against the person who's keeping her magically concealed, for lack of a better term." 
 
    We finished cleaning up the blood and I gathered the wipes and took them to the kitchen trash. Simon followed me. "He's going to want you to do that." 
 
    I turned to face him. "I'm not going to stomp around the state to find a missing werewolf. You guys are trackers, not me. I'm a witch." 
 
    "One of the strongest in the state. Doesn't it worry you there's someone else out there that's stronger?" He asked and I turned to face him.  
 
    I considered my answer for a moment, and met his gaze. "Yes, but I don't want to run out and face them. That's suicide if the person is evil." 
 
    "He or she kidnapped a werewolf. I'm pretty sure that qualifies them for evil."  
 
    "The question is, evil or not, why are they messing in werewolf affairs?" I crossed my arms. "This doesn't make sense." 
 
    The cat meowed and I motioned to him. "See, even the cat agrees." 
 
    "I think the cat is hungry." Simon said easily and shrugged. "I don't know. I'm still trying to figure out why Greg didn't want me to know."  
 
    I grabbed my phone off the counter and checked to see if I had missed a message. While I had it, I shot Oliver a message.  
 
    "Something came up, won't be heading back up today. End of the week will be better. Press conference tomorrow night." I hit send and looked at Simon. "I have to go find a pair of heels. Clarissa should be getting ready to shut down the shop for lunch. Want to drop me off there?" 
 
    "And then what? How are you going to get back?" He asked and raised a brow. "The bus?" 
 
    "I've taken the bus before. I'll make it back. You just worry about picking me up for our date." I chuckled.  
 
    "Yeah, I didn't want our first official date to be a pack event." He wiped a hand over his face. "Especially if you have to tell Greg the news face-to-face." 
 
    A small panic went through me at the realization that I wasn't going to be able to fit a weapon on my body with my dress. But we'd be in public, not on pack grounds. I'd just have to make sure I wasn't alone with Greg when I gave him the news.  
 
    "Come on, let's go before Clarissa runs off to lunch." Simon gave me a gentle nudge to the door. 
 
    I shot Clarissa a text saying I was coming and what I needed as we walked out. I locked up behind us and jumped in the car. 
 
      
 
    Simon dropped me off in front of the shop. Clarissa ran a metaphysical shop in the little town just a few miles down the highway, not too far from downtown. She was standing in front of the shop’s now turquoise door that was home to a stained glass fairy window. I was sure the door was purple last time I had been down there, but it wouldn't surprise me if Clarissa had changed it. People walked by her on the sidewalk without even batting an eye.  
 
    Clarissa's dyed red hair was piled on top of her head in ringlets and her green eyes were shining at me. She grinned. "Shoe shopping in exchange for lunch? Perfect." She nearly skipped over to me and hooked her arm with mine.  
 
    "You know, I could borrow a pair and just do lunch." I smiled, but she shook her head. 
 
    "You need to invest in a good pair for yourself." Clarissa walked me to her car. She was older than me, but we were good friends. Occasionally it took me a bit to warm up to her bubbly personality, but it's what I needed today. An hour or so of shoe shopping and a good lunch. Then I could worry about my kind of date with Simon and tackle everything else.  
 
    I walked around the car and climbed into the passenger side. It just occurred to me to check the car for a bomb but I could trust her to protect her own items. Clarissa climbed in and started the car.  
 
    I waited a moment to see if anything happened. The car gave a soft purr as the engine started. Clarissa looked at me. "Something wrong?" 
 
    "My car blew up. I'm a bit skittish." I shrugged and she let out a huge dramatic sigh. "It wasn't my fault." I grumbled.  
 
    She shook her head and laughed. "Oh Abby, what are we going to do with you?" 
 
    "Put me in a protective bubble." I suggested and she pulled the car out of the parking spot and started towards the shoe store. "Did I tell you that I had a cat show up at my door?" 
 
    "You haven't talked to me in two weeks." She chided.  
 
    I hadn't realized it'd been that long. "Sorry, but yeah, he's a naked cat. All wrinkly and weird." 
 
    "Do you know where he came from?"  
 
    I watched the traffic go by as she headed towards the highway. "No idea, I have a few people claiming he is theirs. I start meeting with them tomorrow and see how it goes from there." 
 
    "Set up a lie detector spell?" She asked.  
 
    "Of course I will. But what if no one claims him?" I shrugged. "I know I always joke about getting a cat, but I don't really know if I want one." 
 
    "Then he's yours. The Goddess sent him to you." 
 
    Great, the Goddess sent me a cat. I closed my eyes and tried to think about life if I kept him. I guessed it would be nice to have a living creature to come home to. "She couldn't have picked a cat with fur?" 
 
    "You're not normal, Abby, why do you think she'd send you a normal cat?" Clarissa laughed and I couldn't help but grin.  
 
    She had a point.  
 
    She caught me up on how the store was doing and how she and the coven were still cleaning up the mess from six months ago. I felt a tiny grip of guilt about having to arrest one of the priestesses in the coven, but the bitch deserved it. I knew Clarissa understood that, but in her mind the Coven was family and you protect family.  
 
    She pulled up to the mall and I groaned. It was a weekday, which meant the mall would be empty, but it still wasn't my favorite place. "If I had known you were going to drive all the way here, I would have just had Simon drop me off." 
 
    "Don't worry about it. This is the easiest place to do both lunch and get you shoes. You’re sure your dress will work?" 
 
    I nodded. "It's one of the ones I keep around for those very rare occasions I have to do something fancy with Levi. So it should be fine for this." 
 
    "I'm so happy you're considering getting serious with Simon." She got out of the car and I followed.  
 
    I pulled my bag over my shoulder and started going towards the mall. "We're just casually dating. Neither of us really want something serious right now." 
 
    "Have you considered asking yourself why?"  
 
    I took a moment to consider her question. "You remember when Michelle used you against me? Even though she threatened you to do it, she still used you to get to me. I don't want Simon to become a stepping stone to me." I pulled open the door. "Clearly, I'm still on someone's shit-list because they blew up my car." 
 
    "And Simon's excuse?" She walked through the door and I followed her into the building. The gray tile floor made every sound bounce off the high ceilings made mostly of glass. We'd entered near the food court and the smell of fast food overwhelmed me. We walked passed the vendors and up the ramped floor.  
 
    "Simon's excuse is that he's second in his pack and has enough to deal with. We're giving it a shot, but like I said it's just casual." I shook my head. "No big deal." I walked towards the shoe store and she was quick on my heels.  
 
    There were very few people that passed us; vendors in the kiosks called out to us as we walked by. They offered anything from body jewelry to roasted almonds to try and get our attention. We got to the shoe store and I looked at the rows of footwear and sighed. We had our work cut out for us.   
 
    Two hours later, I had a pair of strappy black heels to go with my dress and Clarissa had lunch. She'd dropped me back off at my house. I fed the cat and decided I had time to take a nap before Simon picked me up for this fancy dinner. I curled up on the bed with the cat, his purring lulling me to sleep.  
 
      
 
    The chirping of my alarm told me it was time to get up and get ready. I sat up, suddenly nervous. I was going on a fancy date with Simon. Pack event or not, that's what it was. I rolled out of bed and jumped in the shower. Levi's ringtone sounded from out in the bedroom and I cursed. He was just going to have to wait. Not a moment later Oliver's ringtone sounded. Apparently I was popular tonight. I was betting only Levi was calling about the car blowing up. Oliver was probably mad about me canceling our meeting tonight.  
 
    I took my time in the shower, making sure all signs of dirt and grime were off me. I used a scented bodywash in hopes of chasing away the smell of smoke. I rinsed off and got out. Wrapping a towel around my body, I walked out to find the cat lying next to my phone.  
 
    I picked it up and called Levi back. The phone barely rang once before he picked up.  
 
    "Your car blew up."  
 
    I could hear something in his voice, but I wasn't able to place the emotion. "Yeah. I need to borrow the Hummer while I get it taken care of. I might have to buy a new car since it was an actual bomb." 
 
    He was silent and I was wondering if he was trying to figure out how he was supposed to react to the situation or if he was trying to control his anger. "A bomb rules out most supernatural creatures." 
 
    "Yes, it does. Don't worry. I'm fine. I have a thing with Simon tonight, but afterwards we'll come up and grab the Hummer." I started to unwrap my towel to continue to dry off and the cat turned around like I was about to offend him. I dried myself off and went to my drawer to find a bra that was cut low enough to go with the dress.  
 
    "A thing?" Levi asked. "What are your chances of being eaten or blown up?" 
 
    "Very slim. It's some fancy meeting with other pack leaders. It's in public, Simon will be there, and if Greg wants me to find his missing person, he'll make sure that I'm protected." I pulled out a bra and put it on.  
 
    "Be careful. I'll see you later tonight. Would you like me to just bring the Hummer down to you?"  
 
    He wouldn't need a ride back since he was a vampire, he had the ability to just poof himself anywhere. Some days I was envious. "That would be wonderful. And of course I'll be careful, I'll text you when I get back." 
 
    He disconnected and I put the phone on the bed before finding my pantyhose. They were evil things, but they'd be needed with the heels and dress. I sat on the bed and pulled them on, making sure that the fabric was smooth over my legs.  
 
    I took a moment to call Oliver. It rang a couple times before he picked up.  
 
    "You missing our meeting tonight is not acceptable, Abigail."  
 
    I hated the way his voice sounded when he was saying my name. "I've had enough practice today. My car blew up and I was able to contain the blast so another agent didn't get hurt."  
 
    "That is impressive, but you still need more practice." 
 
    I went into the bathroom and pulled out my blow dryer and the hair product I'd need to do my hair. I needed to cut this phone call short so I could finish getting ready. "Duty calls tonight. I will be up there once this month, but we have murders and missing people." He didn't need to know that second one wasn't an actual PIB case. If he had bugged my phone, then he already knew.  
 
    "As long as you do. I'll see you at the press conference tomorrow." He hung up and I wrinkled my nose. I wasn't looking forward to the press conference and I wasn't sure if I wanted him there. He'd been acting more like the proud uncle since he'd started working with me. I didn't know if he was trying to make up for the last twenty years or what, but some days it weirded me out.  
 
    I unwrapped the towel from my hair and ran a comb through the waves. With my hair wet it looked almost straight thanks to the weight of the water, but as soon as it dried it'd be back to the crazy waves. I pushed Oliver and Levi out of my mind and went to work on my hair.  
 
    By the time I was done, I had half my hair pulled up and the rest tumbling down. I walked into the bedroom and noticed that the cat had disappeared somewhere. I wasn't going to question; he seemed awfully modest for a cat. I pulled the blue dress out of the closet and took a deep breath. It had been a long time since I had worn it. I pulled the protective plastic off it and looked it over. Form fitting, with elegant draping. I took it off the hanger and slid it up over my hips and slid my arms through the short sleeves. They were too thick to call straps, but barely covered my shoulders.  
 
    I contorted my arm and wiggled enough to get the zipper in the back pulled up. I looked in the mirror and studied myself. I was out of my element, but I sure did clean up nicely. I was already tall, so the heels Clarissa and I chose weren't horribly high. The straps wrapped around my ankles and with them, I'd be just about as tall as Simon. I suddenly found myself happy that he was taller than me.  
 
    A knocked at the door sounded through the house and I knew that Simon had arrived. Grabbing my little black purse, I walked to the door and swung it open. Simon stood with his arm posed to knock again. His black suit was tailored to his body, his black tie and shoes matched perfectly.  
 
    His eyes widened just a touch and I pressed my lips together. "Too fancy?" I asked, not sure how to read his reaction.  
 
    "Oh no, you look beautiful. I think you are going to put me to shame." He offered me his arm. "Ready?" 
 
    I took the offered arm and stepped out. I turned to lock up the house and wondered if it was a mistake leaving my bag. My badge was in my purse, but my gun wouldn't have fit. Simon gave my arm a gentle squeeze. "There's no need to be nervous." 
 
    That was easy for him to say. "Let's try to enjoy our evening," I said with a smile.  
 
    He led me to the car and opened the door for me. I got in and he came around and sat in the driver's side. "You really do look beautiful. I don't think I've seen your hair in anything other than a mess of a ponytail." 
 
    That wasn't true, but I knew he was trying to compliment me. "Thank you. You look very handsome tonight. As long as I don't have to run, I think I'll be able to survive the night in heels." 
 
    "They aren't even that tall." He teased. 
 
    I snorted. "Doesn't mean I can run in them."  
 
    He started the car and backed out of my driveway. "Okay, no running tonight, got it?"  
 
    I settled into the seat and watched the lights go by as he drove us downtown.  
 
      
 
    We pulled up to The Ritz and got out. Simon handed his keys to the valet and took my arm as we walked in. I had been worried that I'd be over dressed, but every woman there outshined me in an instant. Dresses of different colors spotted the crowd while the men wore mostly black suits. They were all dressed to the nines and I could feel the energy that werewolves put off pulsing against me. My mind flashed back to the first time I met this pack. Most of them had been dressed in old clothes, expecting to shift. Now they were around me looking like they were millionaires.  
 
    I swallowed and Simon put a hand on the small of my back. I tried not to jump at that small touch. I glanced at him over my shoulder and he motioned for me to continue on. I started walking through the crowd until Greg stepped in front of me.  
 
    "Simon, I wasn't aware you were bringing a date." Greg's voice was even. His gaze was all for Simon, not me. That irritated a little part of me, but I knew it was because he was surrounded by his people, and there was no way that he was going to acknowledge me as equal.  
 
    Simon placed his hand on my hip. "Is that a problem?" 
 
    "No, but I wish you would have told me it was Abigail." Greg finally met my gaze. "I hope you intend on staying out of trouble?" 
 
    "As long as your people don't plan on eating me." I said in as sweet of a voice I could muster.  
 
    Greg's nostrils flared slightly and he spun to walk away, but a woman and man stepped in front of him. The woman was taller than me, but one look at her stiletto heels and I knew that when the shoes came off I'd be the one left with the height. Her dress was blood red and matched her lipstick and her perfectly painted fake nails. Her black hair was piled on her head in a fancy up-do. I found myself wondering if the hair was fake as well, but I kept a polite smile on my face.  
 
    Her counterpart was dressed just as well and his red tie matched her dress. He was skinny and lanky and if I hadn't known he was a werewolf, I wouldn't have thought of him as a threat. His brown hair was cut in no nonsense style that left his brown eyes clear.  
 
    "Abigail, this is Mina and Paul, the alpha and queen of the pack from the next territory over." 
 
    I smiled at them, unsure if I was supposed to offer my hand or my neck. I chose hand.  
 
    "Neck, Abby." Greg growled under his breath.  
 
    "Now, now, Gregory. She's human. If you want to make sure they feel welcome at events, they need to not follow such formal rules." Mina stepped up and took my hand.  
 
    Magic shot through me and I almost fell to a knee. She wasn't a shifter; she was a witch and one that wanted to make sure I knew. I shook her hand and pulled away. I resisted the urge to wipe my palm in an attempt to get rid of any aura residue on me. "A pleasure to meet you and your mate."  
 
    Paul offered me his hand and when I took it I felt nothing but the nature of his beast. "Likewise. I'm glad that Simon decided to bring you. No one else brought someone who was human." 
 
    I was not completely human by some people's definition; there was a reason that people used to burn witches. "I'm glad as well. He told me a bit about why you two are here. I think it's a noble goal. As a PIB agent, I always appreciate when supernatural creatures want to work with us and not against." 
 
    "Oh, you're that Abigail." Mina said and gave a little clap. "How wonderful to have you here tonight." Her smile made her look a little bit wild and I suddenly thought I was on the menu for tonight.  
 
    My phone vibrated in my little purse. I checked it and saw Mason's angry profile picture show up on my screen. I gave an apologetic look. "Excuse me, I have to take this one." I rushed out the door as fast as I could and answered it. "Thank God, you just saved me from an awkward conversation." 
 
    "Are you on a date?" Mason's voice sounded amused. "I can call back tomorrow if you'd like." 
 
    "Are there dead bodies involved?" I asked. I would consider bailing on Simon for dead bodies. Especially if it meant not playing nice with Witchy McCreepy in there.  
 
    "Yes, two of them, same MO as the ones found in the lake." His voice went back to being serious. "They were found on a hiking trail in God's Garden." God's Garden was a popular free-to-the-public park known for the rock climbing and hiking trails.  
 
    "Bit late for hiking, isn't it?" I glanced up at the half full moon.  
 
    He sighed. "It was a troop of girl scouts out for a night hike."  
 
    Those poor kids. "I don't have a car, in case Nick didn't tell you." 
 
    "Yeah, he told me. I want you to take the bodies on this one. I'll send Jason to pick you up on his way there. Where are you?" 
 
    I grumbled. "Has Jason been cleared by anyone? Do we know for sure he's not going to try to drug or kill me?"  
 
    "I gave him my personal seal of approval. He's my nephew." He chuckled. "But don't tell anyone. He wanted to make sure he got the job on his own merit." 
 
    I hadn't known that, it did make things easier. "I'm at the Ritz. Have him pick me up, that'll give me a few minutes to explain to Simon where I'm going." 
 
    "The Ritz is hosting a pack thing tonight. One of my security buddies is working it. What are you involved in, Abby?"  
 
    "Nothing, just here on a date." I promised, and that was my intention. I disconnected my phone. I was glad that I had at least put my badge in my little purse.  
 
    I walked back in to find Simon talking to Greg. It sounded heated, but I couldn't hear the words over the white noise of the crowd. "Hey, I'm sorry, that was Detective Mason, we have two more bodies. He doesn't trust Nick enough to look over this set." 
 
    "So you have to go." Simon sighed and kissed my cheek. "I'm sorry." 
 
    "I think it's for the best. The pack doesn't really like you here and you have more than enough on your plate." Greg snapped.  
 
    I nodded. "True. Do you wish to speak outside?" I asked quietly. 
 
    He shook his head. "Not here, call me tomorrow with what news you have." He spun and wove his way through the crowd.  
 
    I turned back to Simon. "I didn't get you in trouble, did I?"  
 
    "No, he's just angry about me bringing an agent into our squabble." Simon shrugged and started to lead me through the crowd. "I'll take you down to the office." 
 
    "Thanks, but the M.E. is picking me up on his way to take the bodies there." 
 
    He blinked and opened his mouth to speak before closing it. Finally he said, "Are you sure?" 
 
    "Yes. It's okay, Mason trusts him. I'll be fine. You go back in and appease your pack master." I smiled. "I'm going to stay out here, far away from Mina."  
 
    "Why?" He touched my cheek so I'd meet his gaze. 
 
    I shook my head. "I'll fill you in later. Just go."  
 
    He nodded and walked back in. With all the interruptions, I wondered if this was the Goddess' way of telling us that we weren't supposed to be together.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
    The valets all looked at each other as a big white van pulled up. A man in blue scrubs jumped out and waved at them. He grinned at their confusion and walked over to me. "You must be Abigail." He held his hand out. 
 
    I shook his hand. He was young, like me, and that was a nice change from the older M.E.s who had been filling in for the last few months. "You must be Jason." 
 
    "Yes, ma'am. Come on, let's get Bennie and Maggie back to the morgue so you can take a look."  
 
    I blinked a few times. "You named the victims?" I couldn't keep the astonishment out of my voice. What kind of person named murder victims? I followed him back to the van. I hiked my dress up a little bit to climb in and found myself wishing someone had told Mason that I was supposed to have the day off.  
 
    "No, we found IDs on them." He chuckled. "Naming dead bodies would be silly." Yet, somehow calling them by their given names still made me shake my head. I shut the door and rearranged my dress. The idea that there was identification on the victims this time gave me more confidence. Maybe now that all six bodies were identified we could find a connection.  
 
    "Detective Mason said if anyone was going to be able to solve this, it'd be you. He's heard Nick's theory on it all and isn't impressed."  
 
    I groaned. "Please don't tell me Nick pitched his zombie theory to Mason?" I put a hand over my eyes. My partner was going to ruin any progress he had made with Mason.  
 
    "Sure did." He drove the van out of the parking lot. "Nick's a nice guy, but I've heard that you're the best. I was hoping you'd come to check the first bodies out." 
 
    "Yeah, Nick wanted it, sorry. Heard it went quick though, Nick said you had a hot date."  
 
    I saw him blush in the light of the street lamps. "How was it?" I asked. I was just making small talk. It wasn't normal for me, but if he was Mason's nephew I could at least make an effort. 
 
    "It wasn't really a date. I had to get to the bank before she got off. I wanted to ask her out." His grip tightened on the steering wheel. "Turns out that I'm a giant chicken, so I wrote her a note and slipped it to her at the bank. Apparently that's something that's frowned upon." 
 
    I pressed my lips together trying not to laugh. I thought it was cute, but it wasn't very well thought out. "I don't imagine so. Did you get arrested?" 
 
    "No, I was escorted out and searched for weapons. It was embarrassing. I'm switching banks now." He muttered.  
 
    "Maybe she thought it was cute?" I offered. We pulled up to the morgue and he started to back the van into the dock. 
 
    "Agent Collins, the woman thought she was being robbed. There's nothing cute about that." He said and met my gaze. "Go get checked in at the desk. It'll take me a bit to get the bodies unloaded." 
 
    I slid out of the van and made my way to the front of the building. This was not how I had pictured my night going. I got inside and fished out my badge and identification from my clutch. I saw the receptionist tapping away on the computer. She took a moment and then looked up at me.  
 
    "Bit fancy to be at the morgue aren't you?" Had her voice not been light, I would have taken offense. 
 
    I handed her my badge and ID. "Didn't you know? I have a hot date with a couple of stiffs."  
 
    She wrote something down on a paper and then handed me my items back. "Well, Agent Collins, you're all signed in. Your date awaits." She gave a grand wave to the hall to the right.  
 
    "Thanks." I put my stuff back in the purse and walked down the glaring white hallway. I came to a door that was open. Jason stood inside looking over the two bodies. They hadn't even been stripped yet. I walked in and put my purse on the steel counter against the wall.  
 
    Mason had been right. These people had their throats torn out. I kicked my heels off and looked at Jason. "Do you have an extra apron or a pair of scrubs?"  
 
    "Yeah, let me grab them." He slipped out of the room and I walked up to the table. I didn't have the medical training to do the autopsy but examining the wounds and the bodies could get messy and I really didn’t want to do it in my dress. I walked around the table while I waited. Bennie and Maggie were two middle-aged people with brown hair, no visible distinguishing marks on their skin and both average height and weight, not skinny, not obese. I noted a ring on her left hand and a band on his. A married couple, 'til death do us part.  
 
    Jason walked in and handed me a pair of scrubs. "Notice anything? Detective Mason told me not to share too much, said it screws you up." 
 
    "I don't like getting other people's perceptions of the crime. They were married, I would assume to each other since they were found together." I slipped the scrubs over my dress and did a little dance so I could unzip the dress and pull it down without revealing anything to Jason. I slipped the pants on under the skirt and wiggled the whole thing off. I folded it and put it with my heels.  
 
    I went back to the bodies and examined the clothing. Both wore casual clothing, jeans and a t-shirt. The woman wore one of those shirts that came in right at the waistline. "They were found at God's Garden, my guess is they were up there for a walk. Judging by the shoes, I'd say it was on the basic paths, there's not a whole lot of red dirt." The place was almost all red rock and dirt. 
 
    "We found them stashed between two climbing rocks." He grabbed a notebook off the counter.  
 
    That didn't sound pleasant. I didn't know any creature that would kill something and hide it, not any that would be considered out of control. No, this killer knew what they were doing. "I'm assuming Nick is combing the crime scene?"  
 
    Jason bobbed his head behind the notebook. "Yeah. He wasn't happy about not getting to look at the bodies here. Said something about today supposedly being a day off for you." 
 
    "Apparently that only applies to the hours that the sun is up." I held my hand out. "Gloves? I want to take a closer look at the wounds."  
 
    He put the notebook down and grabbed a pair of blue medical gloves for me. I slid them on and went to look at the first victim's neck. There was a strange thin tan line on her skin. "She wore a necklace of some sort, I wonder if she lost it during the attack. She wore it enough to get a tan line." I used my fingers to probe the wounds on her throat. "More teeth marks, I'm betting these ones come back human as well." I followed the tan line around the neck and saw bruising from where it had been pulled off and snapped.  
 
    "Cannibals." Jason said, I looked up and met his gaze. I was glad to see he was smiling and trying to hold in laughter. "It was just a theory."   
 
    "Yeah, zombies and cannibals, the city has gone crazy." I shook my head and my finger touched something hard. I prayed it wasn't bone. My finger curled around it and I pulled it out. The yellowish lump could be seen through the streaks of blood. Jason brought me a little metal dish and I dropped the mass in it.  
 
    "I think that's a tooth."  
 
    My stomach churned suddenly and I had to remind myself to breathe. I blew out a breath. "Did you take a cast of the teeth marks of the last victims?" 
 
    "I did, we haven't run them through dental yet." 
 
    I looked at the two bodies in front of me. "Run them, get a cast of these ones. I want to know if we're dealing with the same person." What I wanted to say was the same monster, but I resisted. I tried to view everyone as a person, at least until they were proven to be monsters.  
 
    "All right, let me get them stripped down so you can see the rest." He turned and pulled out a pair of EMT scissors and started cutting the clothing off.  
 
    "The rest?" Had I missed something? The clothes were still intact, from what I could see. That's what I missed; it was something I couldn't see. "Hand me a pair of scissors."  
 
    He handed me his pair without a word and then went to retrieve another set for him. I went to work removing the female body’s clothing. When we both had done what we could, I helped him flip the male body over and then he helped me with the female.  
 
    We removed the scraps of fabric and I saw what he was talking about. Scratches marred the backs of these two. "Wild sex?" I threw out there.  
 
    "Right up there with zombies and cannibals." He muttered. "Look at the angle, they were attacked from the back. Even in the heat of passion, you’re not going to get those angles.” 
 
    He was right, they weren't consistent with marks of passion and were too deep for that. "You know, there are people who are into pain and it doesn't have to be done from holding the person." 
 
    He blinked at me and opened his mouth, but nothing came out.  
 
    "But no, I don't think this is one of those cases. I think this is from whatever our killer is."  
 
    "They almost look like claw marks. Which points to lycanthrope."  
 
    Which if the media got a hold of, it would ruin the work that Mina and her mate were here for. "I don't think it is, because of the throats." I pulled my gloves off. "I'll process what information I have." Which wasn't a whole lot. "Call me when you get the results from the dental records." 
 
    "Will do. Do you need a ride back?"  
 
    I picked up my purse, dress and shoes. "Nope, I'll call a friend. You worry about the bodies. I'll get the scrubs back to you."  
 
    "Thanks, I'll call you if I find anything else out." He went back to the bodies.  
 
    As I watched him for a moment, I wondered why he chose this field. Mason said he'd earned his spot and I believed that. Maybe he just had a talent for it. I shut the door behind me and pulled my phone from my purse. I texted Levi that I needed a pick up, it would be a couple hours before he could get down here. I had two choices, sit it out in the lobby or walk back to the party with Simon. I chose my first option. There was no way I was walking back into a party wearing scrubs.  
 
      
 
    My phone battery was almost dead from playing games while waiting for Levi. I could have gone in and helped Jason, but he didn't need me looking over his shoulder. I trusted that he'd get ahold of me once he had information. Besides, this was supposed to be a night off. Levi walked in the lobby and I saw the receptionist put her hand under the counter. I wondered for a moment if she had a gun under there just in case. I knew that we did and that Kathy had once had to use it at our office. Supernatural creatures on a rampage were never a pretty thing.  
 
    "It's fine, he just came to give me a ride." I grabbed my dress up from the chair and slipped my feet into my heels.  
 
    Levi raised a brow. "Heels and scrubs, not your normal look." 
 
    "I thought the blue of the scrubs would bring out my eyes." I said easily and did a little turn and Levi laughed. "Seriously, this is why dating doesn't work for me. But wait until you hear what we have in town. Care for a late night...bite?"  
 
    Levi rolled his eyes at my bad joke. "Are you sure you don't want to go back to the party?" 
 
    "No way in hell would you get me back in there willingly." I thought about Mina and the way her magic made me feel. "That's what we need to talk about. I could use some coffee." 
 
    He nodded and motioned to the door. "Then shall we go?"  
 
    I shuffled out the door and grinned when I saw the Hummer sitting there in front of the building. It was my favorite of Levi's vehicles, though I could never justify owning my own with how much I drove in the city. The only problem was that it was yellow now, not green. 
 
    “Why did you repaint the Hummer?” I ran my hand over the paint. It wasn’t awful but it wasn’t as stealthy as the dark green.  
 
    He smirked. “It needed to change, vampire business. Don’t question it.” 
 
    I shook my head and opened the passenger door. He probably just wanted a color change and knew those two words would keep him from having to explain. Like the sheep from earlier.  
 
    I climbed in.  
 
    "I can't believe you destroyed another car." Levi said the moment he got in.  
 
    I resisted the urge to tell him what I had told everyone else. "Do you ever get that feeling that someone is always out to kill you?" 
 
    "Why do you think I'm so paranoid and taught you to be the same?" He started the Hummer and pulled away from the building.  
 
    I looked at his face, hoping to catch a glimpse of a smile or something to show that he wasn't completely serious, but nothing. He kept his blue eyes on the road as he drove. I'd always said the paranoia kept me alive. I had told Simon something similar with my last big case. "We're talking two attacks within a year of each other. That's more than normal." 
 
    "I'm sure it will have something to do with your cases. It always does." His grip tightened on the steering wheel.  
 
    Levi was normally calm and collected, emotionless when he needed to be. Now I could see the tension. "I'm sure it will be. It's really not that big of a deal." I promised. "Thanks for coming to get me and bringing the Hummer. I didn't want to pull Simon away from his pack stuff." 
 
    "Wise not to. Any luck with the missing wolf?"  
 
    I watched the little bit of traffic move by us. "She's protected by something stronger than me." My mind flashed to Mina, but her magic didn't feel the same. "I can't use a regular tracking spell to find her. I'm going to have to go out and look for her and see if my magic will work that way." 
 
    "On pack land." He stated.  
 
    I nodded. "Yes, because that's where she was taken. I don't like it any more than you do. I don't like playing by their politics."  
 
    "I don't like you on land where you can get eaten." He laughed a little. "But you have to do what you have to." He pulled the Hummer into the small parking lot. I looked up at the Waffle House and smiled. I had spent much of my college time at this particular one studying.  
 
    "I won't get eaten. Greg needs me to find this woman. Plus, the Alpha and his queen are in town, remember? It'd be a bad show to eat a PIB agent on his grounds." I got out of the Hummer. Levi and I walked side by side to the building.  
 
    The place was empty except for two people, one a cook and the other a waitress stocking tables with napkins and condiments. They looked up and watched us walk over to a table. I looked down at the scrubs to make sure I hadn't gotten any blood on them and then shrugged.  
 
    We sat down and I pulled out a menu. I found that I was hungry and wanted something with my coffee. "So, I met the Alpha and the queen that are in town." 
 
    "Is that what you wanted to talk to me about?" He asked and leaned back into the booth.  
 
    The waitress came up to us. Her round brown eyes were wide as she stood there poised with a pen. She was scared of Levi was my bet. "What can I get for you?" 
 
    Levi motioned to me and the waitress pivoted so she was facing me and Levi was almost at her back, like she was ignoring him.  
 
    "I just want a breakfast burrito and a cup of coffee, please." I smiled kindly and stuck the menu back where it belonged. She nodded and walked off.  
 
    I looked at Levi. "The queen is a witch, a powerful one at that. A mere handshake almost brought me down to my knees." 
 
    "Curious, I thought his queen was a wolf. You can't be both." He folded his hands on the table.  
 
    I thought it was weird for a moment to see him out in public, his button up shirt and his dress pants. I thought maybe he had dressed for a meeting of some sort. "No. She might be using a spell to shift with them, but it's not the same thing. And it's a hard spell to maintain. Especially for a bigger animal." I shook my head. "I don't know what it is, but I don't like someone that powerful in the area." 
 
    "They are only visiting, to help with the civil war that broke out." Levi shrugged. "You probably won't run into her again." 
 
    "Unless she's the one hiding the wolf." I said off-handedly.  
 
    He raised a brow. "Do you think that it's her?" 
 
    "No, it's a different magic, but she makes my skin itch." I thanked the waitress as she brought me coffee. I cradled it in my hand. "I have to do a press conference on the rogue vampires tomorrow night."  
 
    "Are you on that case?" He asked.  
 
    I shook my head. "Not really, not officially."  
 
    "Abigail." He said and met my gaze.  
 
    I shrugged. "If there are any more incidents then yes, I could be put on the case. It would mean working two cases though, so I'm hoping Boss Man doesn't put us on it. But you know him. Rogue vampires don't look good on PIB. Or you for that matter." 
 
    "I don't want you near it, but you know I won't interfere unless it becomes absolutely necessary." 
 
    I sipped my coffee. "You told me to stay away from the corpse we found. You sent the agents to speak to me about it too." 
 
    "I didn't send them." His brows drew together. "They met you at the office?" 
 
    I moved my arms and coffee out of the way when the waitress came back with my plate and ticket. I waited until she left to answer Levi. "Yes, I e-mailed him yesterday and he and his partner showed up at the office. Should they have not? He was with me when the car blew up, but ran off before the firemen showed up and Boss came down." 
 
    "I didn't think Brian would come out." Levi crossed his arms. "But you're right, I told you to stay away from it and it seems that it's gone away. The rogue vampires though, that's my job to take care of. Not yours." 
 
    One of his duties as the ruler of the territory. I could respect that, but the night before he said that I'd need to take care of it his way. Maybe he had changed his mind on needing my help. "Hopefully it's taken care of before they send me and Nick out, or worse, sending the executioners after any vampires in your territory." 
 
    "The laws protect us from that."  
 
    But we both knew that the government was willing to bend those laws when it came to rogues. We both let the silent thought sink in for a moment. "Are you going to come to the press conference?" 
 
    "No. I have a meeting tomorrow night. Your uncle called me tonight." Levi chuckled. "He still thinks you're a child that I can control. You canceled your meeting with him so he wanted me to make you go." 
 
    It didn't sound like Oliver had told him what it was about. Oliver also normally avoided contact with Levi. "I didn't have a car and I wanted to go on my date with Simon. I'll make sure to tell him you don't control me."   
 
    I took a bite of my burrito. A scream outside echoed and I cursed, looking longingly at my burrito before I kicked my heels off and ran to the door to see what had happened. Levi was at my back.  
 
    Three vampires were out in the parking lot, each with a person pinned against a car. I didn't have my gun, just my badge and that wasn't going to do a whole lot of good. I glanced to the Hummer and wondered if there was a gun under the seat. Levi rushed by me, grabbed one of the vampires, and ripped them away from the human. This was how we were going to play it. He'd do his job. I waited to make sure the first vampire was down and rushed to the woman that had been pinned against the car.  
 
    She put a shaky hand up to her neck and gave me wide eyes. I could see the glossiness start to fill her gaze and her body shake. She was going into shock. I reached into the pocket of the scrubs and grabbed my phone. I dialed 911. "This is PIB Agent Abigail Collins, I need an ambulance down on Powers and Galley. I have three vampire victims."  
 
    I confirmed the details with dispatch and hung up. I shoved my phone in my pocket and touched the woman's face. "Help's on the way. I have to check on the other two. You sit here."  
 
    She gave a small bob of her head. I turned to find that Levi had rounded up the three vampires. One was on the ground unconscious. I went to the next victim, male, his eyes were hooded, but he was still awake and breathing. I could hear the sirens wail in the background. I moved to the last victim and put my fingers against the uninjured side of their neck. No pulse. I closed my eyes. It'd been a hell of a night to be caught without my gun. I grabbed my badge and hooked it to the outside of my pocket as a police cruiser pulled up. Nick's car pulled up next.  
 
    He stepped out and looked at the scene and then at me. "What do you want me to say?" I asked.  
 
    "What is Levi doing here?"  
 
    Neither of the three vampires dared move a foot while Levi was only a few steps away. As I watched them they glanced up in panic, their eyes red. They were acting like scared children. "Levi and I were meeting for coffee. He brought the Hummer down and picked me up from the M.E.'s office."  
 
    "Where's your gun?" Nick asked.  
 
    The tone of questioning in his voice made me turn to him and his gaze wandered up and down my body.  
 
    "And your shoes." He added.  
 
    "My gun is at home as I was on a date and the gun wouldn't fit in the clutch. My shoes are in the restaurant, have you ever tried to run in heels? I'd rather risk cutting my foot." I crossed my arms.  
 
    One of the vampires tried to bolt, but Levi caught him by the shirt. I pressed my lips together. "You've got this handled?" I asked Nick.  
 
    He gave me a droll stare. "You're not leaving me, partner." 
 
    I huffed. "Okay fine. Call containment. Let them know we have three blood-starved vampires." I'm not even sure how Levi would handle this now.  
 
    Nick stepped away and made the call as the medics started loading the two living victims into ambulances. My gaze went to the body of the third victim. He'd go to the morgue for an autopsy, and I'd get a call eventually from Jason or another telling me what happened. Luckily for me, there were specialists at the hospital that would help the victims with what they needed.  
 
    A few minutes later a containment van pulled up. Four men got out of the truck, each carrying a pair of handcuffs and feet shackles. I knew they were silver based, just like my handcuffs. They were also enchanted to block magic. They cuffed the vampires and led them to the van. The van was reinforced steel with silver lining to weaken and contain most supernatural creatures. The contraption could cause pain, and it was cruel, but there was no other way to deal with out-of-control creatures.  
 
    Nick clapped me on the shoulder. "I'm sure Jason will call us tomorrow." 
 
    I nodded. "Yeah, I'm sure. I'm going to go home and crash. I have someone coming over to possibly claim the cat tomorrow." 
 
    "Sounds like you had an exciting day, but you need to give a statement first." Nick urged.  
 
    I rolled my eyes. "Okay fine. My official statement? Vampires interrupted my late night snack and killed someone." 
 
    "Abby..." Nick crossed his arms.  
 
    I met his gaze and surrendered. I told him everything from the time Levi and I showed up to the time he pulled up. By the time I was done, Levi was done talking to the containment crew and was leaning against the Hummer.  
 
    "Hell of a night. I'm ready to go home and crawl into bed." 
 
    He handed me the keys. I looked back at the restaurant. "I should go pay, and grab my purse." 
 
    "Then get home and get some rest." Levi put a hand on my shoulder. "And be very careful with this one, Abigail."  
 
    The energy around me shifted and Levi disappeared. I always wondered why vampires got the fun abilities like that and witches still had to use modern technologies to get around. It just wasn't fair.  
 
    I walked back in and the waitress moved away from the windows. She shook her head. "We've got you covered tonight."  
 
    I smiled and bowed my head. "Thank you." I grabbed my clutch and heels and went back out to the Hummer. I had been hoping for an enjoyable night out with Simon, what I got was blood-starved vampires and dead bodies.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
    I texted Simon when I arrived home safe and sound. He told me he was still at the party and was bored. After that I had fallen asleep without so much as a second thought. I woke to realize I had fallen asleep in the scrubs. I rubbed my eyes and cursed when I looked at my phone. The first person trying to claim the cat was due to show up at any moment. I shot out of bed and danced around my room trying to pull on appropriate clothing. I replaced the scrubs with black jeans and a matching t-shirt.  
 
    I managed to brush my teeth and hair before the doorbell rang. The cat was on the back of the couch just watching me.  
 
    "Hold on!" I called out and then went to the chair I'd have them sit in. Putting my hand on the seat I mumble the Latin words that would put a spell on the chair to let me know if the person was lying.  
 
    I opened the door and smiled at the person who stood there. It was stupid to invite someone to my house, but someone would have to be an idiot to attack a PIB agent.  
 
    The guy smiled at me. He was slightly overweight with his glasses perched on his nose and his curly red hair sticking out.  
 
    "Come on in." I motioned to the chair. "Take a seat." 
 
    He raised a brow and went to the chair. He sat down as if the furniture was going to collapse under him. I went to the couch and picked up the cat. "This look like your cat?" 
 
    The man nodded, almost too fast. "Yes." 
 
    His lie hit my aura and a cell phone went off at the same time, just a little ping. Then another. It kept going. I glanced at him. "You might want to see who's texting you so furiously." 
 
    The device continued its onslaught of pings.   
 
    He reached a shaky hand down to look at the text. He responded something and then looked back at me. "Can I have my cat now?"  
 
    The cat climbed over my shoulder and jumped back to the couch. "I don't think she likes you." 
 
    "Of course she does, come here, Fluffy." He clicked his fingers. "She's just always had an attitude. But we have somewhere to be." 
 
    I laughed. "Fluffy is a he, and I'm not surrendering him to you. Get out." I motioned to the door.  
 
    He flushed and I wondered if he was embarrassed about not noticing the cat was male, or if he was embarrassed about being caught in his lie.  
 
    "But he's--" 
 
    "No, no he's not. Out you go. You're one of three people trying to claim him. See ya." I put my hands on my hips and he shuffled out of the house. I shut the door behind him and turned to the cat.  
 
    "Some people. I swear." I sat on the couch and he came down on my lap. I scratched his ear. "Don't worry, we'll find your owner." 
 
    He snuggled down into my lap and meowed and for some reason I had the feeling that I'd be keeping this cat.  
 
    I leaned my head back as he started to purr. My phone went off and I fished it out of my pocket with a sigh. "Agent Collins speaking." 
 
    "I have some results for you." Jason's voice came across the phone. "That tooth was a human tooth, and you're not going to believe this next part." 
 
    I closed my eyes. I didn't want to ask, but I had to. "What?" 
 
    "It's from Paul Newel, who's been deceased for a year and a half." 
 
    My eyes shot open. "What? How is that possible?"  
 
    "I don't know, but that's what it is. The other dental records came back and it's the same case, except they belonged to the corpse we found." 
 
    Holy shit, maybe Nick was right. Maybe it was zombies. "Shit shit shit. Okay, thanks Jason. Any chance you know where they were buried?" 
 
    "Evergreen Cemetery for our newest. Nick has the name of our first corpse's resting place." 
 
    I had it at the office too. Nick had already checked that one out and said he hadn't found anything. "Thanks, Jason. Anything on the vampire victim last night?"  
 
    "I didn't get the body, it might have been the M.E. that works with the hospital that got it. You okay? You weren't armed last night."  
 
    His concern was touching. "I'm fine. Levi was with me. Let me know if you find anything else out." I hit the 'end call' button on the phone and scratched the cat's head. "Looks like I'm going out, sorry, kitty."  
 
    He meowed and moved off my lap. I stood to gather my things. My gun, my badge and of course my backpack.  
 
      
 
    Evergreen Cemetery was on the south side of town. The property was covered in tall trees and standing headstones. It was one of the oldest cemeteries in town and the grounds reflected that, stone statues of angels and Jesus could be found throughout. I pulled into the parking lot of the funeral home’s office. I stepped out and made sure my badge was visible on my belt, but I grabbed a light jacket to cover the gun at my waist.  
 
    I walked into the old stone building and turned into the office. A woman sat there working on the computer. She looked very professional in her blouse and pencil skirt. Her makeup looked almost natural and for a moment she looked like a receptionist from the movies.  
 
    "Can I help you?" The tone of her voice welcomed me and I smiled.  
 
    "I'm Agent Collins, I was hoping you could tell me the location of a grave."  
 
    Her eyes widened just a touch and her gaze went down to my badge. "Of course, what's the name?"  
 
    "Paul Newal." I sat down in a chair in front of the desk while she turned to the computer and typed the name in.  
 
    She pulled out a paper map and circled the gravesite for me. "Here you go. You're going to continue down the main path, take a left, and stop just after the statue there."  
 
    I looked at the map she handed me and noted how many grave spots he was from the road. "Thank you. Can you tell me if anyone else has asked about him?" 
 
    "I wasn't here all last week, so I can't tell you and the computer doesn't track our searches." She gave me an apologetic look.  
 
    There were other ways to check the searches, but required someone who was more savvy at computers than I was. Unless I had to, I wasn't going to push it. "Thank you." I stood and walked out.  
 
    I climbed back into the Hummer and drove down the main road slowly, keeping my eyes out for anything unusual. I'm not sure what I was looking for, but nothing stood out to me on the path. I parked and got out. I stood at the edge of the road for a moment and closed my eyes. I felt a bit of magic, something fading and fleeting from me.  
 
    Chills marched up my spine despite the warm air around me. Something had happened in this cemetery, something magical and, judging by the way it pushed against me, I'd say evil.  
 
    Nick's zombie theory was looking more and more plausible. I walked towards the grave, counting each headstone that led me to it. The chills became worse, like needles pressing into my skin. I must have been approaching the grave. When I stopped at the headstone the magic was painfully pushing against me, urging me to leave.  
 
    The grave looked untouched, all except a strange brown smudge on the head stone. I bent down to take a closer look. There was no doubt in my mind that it was blood. I pulled my phone out and called Detective Mason.  
 
    "Abby, have something new for me? I've already talked to Jason." He sounded irritated, but now was not the time to ask why he was in a mood.  
 
    "I have blood on Mr. Newal’s grave. You want to send your forensic team down here? Or at least a member?" 
 
    He mumbled something. 
 
    "Mason?" I prompted.  
 
    "Yeah, I'm not buying Nick's zombie theory so I hope you're not jumping on that train. I'll send Mario. You wait for him." He hung up without me even responding.  
 
    I stood up and walked around the grave. The more I stayed near the gravesite the stranger I felt. The feeling told me that someone had put a circle around the grave, the magic had been dismissed, but the message was still there. I was not welcomed here. Whoever had performed magic here had left enough behind to scare off most people. I thought about Nick and the last grave. I wondered if he just wasn't able to feel it or ignored it. Or worse, my partner was lying to me.  
 
    "What on earth is going on here, Paul?"  
 
    As expected, the grave didn't answer. I heard something shift nearby and I put my hand on the grip of my gun and turned towards the sound. Nothing there. My heart pounded as another sound of something snapping came. My gaze moved over the area. I couldn't see anything moving. I glanced up in the trees and expected to see something waiting for me. Nothing but a big old crow sat there.  
 
    I let out a breath of relief and went back to waiting for the forensic member. Graveyards were supposed to be holy places, no matter your religion, they were supposed to be peaceful. At this moment it was the opposite. I wanted to run away, back to the safety of my car.   
 
    I forced myself to stay there until Mario showed up. The fact that Mason had only sent one forensic specialist told me he didn't take me seriously. Mario nodded his head to me as he walked by and right to the gravestone. I watched in silence as he swabbed the headstone.  
 
    "Yeah, that looks like blood." Mario leaned over the gravestone. 
 
    I tried not to roll my eyes. "I know, but what I need to know is whose blood. Make sure the lab calls me."  
 
    "Mason told us to call him first. Said he doesn't think it's much." He didn't even look at me as he packed his kit up.  
 
    I counted to ten in my head before answering. "It's a PIB investigation. Mason called us because he thought it was something supernatural." It wasn't like Mason to try and keep me in the dark; sure, we played hard to get with information sometimes, but never truly held it from each other. Something must have been going on that I missed. What on earth did Nick do to piss him off?  
 
    "That sounds like you need to talk to him about that. Because I have my orders." He nodded his head and walked away.  
 
    I would have smacked him if I had the chance. No introduction, nothing to go off of and Mason wanted to hide things from me. I'd talk to him about it next time I came face to face with him. I walked across the grass and back to my car. The receptionist was standing by my car, her hands folded in front of her as if she didn't feel the slightest out of place.  
 
    "Did you find what you were looking for, Agent Collins?" 
 
    Something touched my aura, just the slightest flare of magic. I tightened my jaw and nodded. "I did, thank you for your help."  
 
    "Of course, anything to help an investigation." She smiled. "I'm sure I’ll be seeing you around. Seems that two of your recent victims are supposed to be buried here." 
 
    I raised a brow. "How do you know that?" It wasn't information that I had received and wasn't sure if our victims were public knowledge at this point.  
 
    "Their family called me to start making arrangements." She said easily. "I came out here to take a few pictures of the empty plots." 
 
    I didn't know much about the business so I wasn't sure if that was normal or not. "I see. Well again, thank you." I moved past her and got in the Hummer. I started the car and watched her walk further into the cemetery. I shook my head. It took a special kind of person to work a job that dealt primarily with grieving people, maybe that's what I was picking up on.  
 
      
 
    I grabbed lunch before I made it to the office. Because of Nick I'd been keeping closer to normal hours for a human, but it was starting to wear on my body. I’d need more coffee to keep this up. I missed my late nights and evening starts. I'd seen more sunlight in the last six months and I now understood why people complained about the heat during the summer.  
 
    A rush of cold air greeted me as I walked into the PIB building. I stopped at the desk and noticed Mandy, our daytime receptionist, wasn't there. I looked around for a moment and shrugged. I leaned over the desk and glanced to see if there were any messages for me. Nothing, and the office seemed strangely quiet. The soft sound of the air conditioner was the only thing I heard as I made my way to the elevator. I assumed most people had left to grab lunch. I hadn't heard from Nick all morning, maybe he was upstairs in the office pouting because Mason hadn’t sent him with the M.E. and he’d had to clean up the vampire mess.  
 
    Pressing the button for the elevator, I tried not to let my paranoid mind start to wander. The overactive imagination in me pictured zombies crawling down the hall and a crazy necromancer behind them. I rubbed my eyes. Someone grabbed my shoulder and I spun away from them, pressing my back up against the wall next to the elevator. I had my gun out in a blink of an eye and aimed.  
 
    Nick stood there with his hands up. "Wow, still shook up?" 
 
    I took a deep breath and holstered my gun. I debated on smacking him for a moment, but thought better of it. "The office is quiet and you just snuck up on me. Haven't you learned yet?" 
 
    "That you're paranoid as hell? Yeah." He shook his head. "I know you've had a lot going on, but seriously, you need to stop being so trigger happy." 
 
    "I'm not trigger happy." I turned back to the elevator. 
 
    Nick laughed. "Oh? You don't think so?" 
 
    "If I was, I would have shot you." I crossed my arms and waited for the elevator.  
 
    He was silent for a moment and I hoped he was considering me actually shooting him. The doors opened as the bell dinged and we both walked in. "Are you okay after last night?" 
 
    "Why wouldn't I be?" I looked at him. "Just a few blood-starved vampires. Levi was there and I came out without a scratch. Yes, one person died, but there was nothing I could do for him." Of course, had I taken my gun with me that night, I could have killed the vampires. Possibly saving the man’s life. 
 
    He pressed the button for our floor. "I just thought it was strange that Levi was the one who rounded up the vampires, that he took point in stopping the attack." 
 
    "What are you getting at?" I asked and leaned against the mirrored walls.  
 
    "I've been working with you for six months, not once have you willingly let someone take point in a situation. We work as equals, but the moment you're faced with vampires with Levi you let him handle it." 
 
    I clenched my jaw. "I told you last night that I was without my gun. My spare was in the Hummer, I'm not going to be able to take on vampires hand to hand." The doors opened and I didn't wait for him. I shot out of the elevator and towards the office.  
 
    "You would have been dead; it's not like you to not be prepared for a situation. Levi clouds your judgment. Did you ever think why those vampires were there?"  
 
    I swiped my key card and walked into the office. "The south side of town has a lot of paranormal creatures, especially newly turned vampires or pups." 
 
    "Always the logical one." He followed me in and went towards his desk.  
 
    "Are you saying that they were after me? Because I can promise you that Levi has nothing to do with it." I sat at my desk and unlocked my computer. Until the lab called back there wasn't much that we could do on our current case except paperwork, but it needed to be done.  
 
    Nick leaned against the front of his desk. "What I'm saying is that I think it has something to do with you." 
 
    "One, why would anyone send blood starved vampires after me? Two, if those vampires wanted me dead, I'd be dead. There are only so many bullets in a cartridge and they move a hell of a lot faster than me. Three, I trust Levi more than anyone else in my life. If he wanted me dead, he would have killed me as a child." I turned my gaze towards my computer; I'd heard the arguments before. Levi only wanted me for certain reasons or he'd try to kill me eventually, but all the rumors did was piss me off.  
 
    "I'm being told that we have to work with Levi on the vampire case. I don't like it; he should have nothing to do with human task forces."  
 
    I rolled my eyes. "Look, the human government says we work with the supernatural government, Levi or not. If you don't like it, see if we can pass the case on."  
 
    "What do you think?" He asked and I wondered if he was waiting for me to jump to the defense of Levi or if he wanted me to tell him how I was secretly disgusted with all vampires.  
 
    I shook my head. "I think that if you can't be a big boy, we pass it on. We have our hands full already." Plus, I had a missing wolf.  
 
    I pulled up the template for the update reports that went to Boss Man and his higher ups. "I'm going to go ahead and do the paperwork. If we're lucky, we'll have enough time to grab dinner before the press conference." 
 
    "In my old city we never did conferences after dark." He moved to his desk. "I'm going to go over the notes from the M.E." 
 
    I knew my observations would be part of those notes so I didn't bother responding to that part. "We have several big name political vampires here, or at least some of their people. Holding press conferences after dark helps include them. Our city is one of the better ones for supernatural inclusion." 
 
    Nick snorted but that was it. I found myself wishing that our partnership would end at some point. We got along well enough, we made sure to work as equals, especially in situations like at the store, but our views were off. It was going to cause problems at some point.  
 
    My phone rang, when I saw the medical office's phone number I answered it. "Jason, what do you have for me?" 
 
    "Your third vampire victim, I was able to find out the cause of death for you." He paused for a moment and I was wondering if he was trying to be dramatic. "It was a heart attack. Most likely because of fear and shock. He had a weak heart, it wasn't the blood loss." 
 
    I felt myself relax a little bit. Shooting the vampire most likely wouldn't have saved the man. "Thank you." 
 
    "Of course." He hung up and I looked at Nick.  
 
    "Vampire victim died of a heart attack, not blood loss."  
 
    Nick's body slouched a bit as if he had been tensed about it too. "Thank you for letting me know." 
 
    I nodded and went back to my paperwork. The rest of the day needed to go quickly so that I could get the press conference over with.  
 
      
 
    Nick didn't join me for dinner. I had a nice quiet meal before returning to the office. The press was already gathering in front of the building, including Stephanie. The office had set up an area for them to stay in and no one was paying attention when I snuck back into the building. I came face to face with Agent Tomes and Agent Grace standing there. Nick came down the hall and shrugged.  
 
    "Boss Man said they are taking over the case. I swear I had nothing to do with it." 
 
    No, but I had a feeling it had something to do with Levi. I nodded. "That's fine, they can do the talking then." 
 
    Tomes cracked a smile. "And what will you do, Agent Collins?" 
 
    "I'll stand there and look beautiful." I batted my eyes and he suppressed a laugh with a cough. Agent Grace looked less than pleased.  
 
    Nick smirked. "If you're Agent Beautiful who does that make me?" 
 
    "Agent Beast, of course." I tossed my hair over my shoulder and then started laughing.  
 
    "This is how you do your job?" Agent Grace stepped up. "Laughing and making jokes. You've had a vampire related death and six dead bodies from an unknown assailant. Now is not the time for stupid humor." 
 
    I raised a brow. "How long have you been an agent?" I put my hands in my pockets and watched her.  
 
    She straightened herself up. "A year." 
 
    "How many bodies have you seen?" I asked. I wasn't trying to be mean and I wasn't trying to show her up.  
 
    She shook her head. "I'm not answering you. I don't have to, you aren't my superior." 
 
    "That's true, but let me tell you something; six months ago I nearly died because of a hex and a rogue member of a cult. He killed several people. Not long before that I had to hunt down a shifter who was trying to change children. The only way you're going to be able to survive this job is if you have a sense of humor or one hell of a therapist."  
 
    She met my gaze. "Death is no laughing matter, Agent Collins." 
 
    "On the flip side, I think death has a sense of humor." I gave her a forced smile. "Let's go greet the press, shall we? Stephanie is out there, and I'm eager to see what shows up in the tabloids tomorrow." 
 
    Everyone seemed to pale at that. She'd already openly said it was Levi's fledglings, but I'm sure she could come up with something better. Agent Grace moved towards the door and the rest of us followed.  
 
    More press had gathered during the small amount of time that we had been inside. The sun had sunk completely behind the mountains a few minutes before I had arrived so the flashing of the cameras and the lights from the camcorders were almost blinding. I put on my best blank face and Nick and I stood on either side of the podium while Grace and Tomes stepped up to the microphones.  
 
    "These attacks are not isolated incidences." 
 
    My heart dropped, that's not what we had been told to say originally. I kept the panic off of my face and listened as Tomes continued.  
 
    "Agent Grace and I have been tracking a group of vampires through the state. They are not part of the local clan. They are part of a group who are refusing to follow human laws or follow the truce laid out between vampires and humans." 
 
    Screams echoed through the crowd and the sound of squealing tires could be heard. A lot of the crowd scattered as a rust covered dented panel van jumped the curb and headed towards the podium. We scattered, dodging the van by jumping away. My feet hadn’t found solid ground yet when a vampire plowed into me. My breath rushed out of me and my head bounced off the concrete with a sickening sound. I’d be lucky if I only ended up with a concussion. I reached for my gun but his hand wrapped around my wrist. He bared his fangs in a wide mouth snarl.  
 
    Shots rang out, but before I could pinpoint the source the world around me changed. In a blur I went from a screaming crowd to an empty metal entrapment. My mind spun for a moment as I tried to get my bearings. Whatever I was in bumped and moved with me in it. The vampire pinned me to the floor, holding me down with his body and his hand on my wrist. Judging by the distance he managed to take me, I figured he was young, not strong enough to get me further away from the scene. Voices shouting directions alerted me to others that were nearby. 
 
    My heart pounded against my chest while my gaze scanned around. Rusted white walls went up to a celling. One side held a sliding door that creaked and squeaked with each bump. He’d transported me to inside the van. Shit. Over the vampire’s shoulder I could see another vampire waiting to the side and back of the driver’s head. I couldn’t move as fast as them and my chance of taking on vampires in close quarters and living was slim. I was either going to become a hostage or die. Even if someone had told Levi the moment I’d been taken he wasn’t going to be able to get to me before the vampires drained me. Both vampires in the back stared at me with blood-starved eyes. 
 
    I couldn't control the panic, my pulse sped up and my body refused to figure out how to breathe and that made the two vampires in the backseat with me grin. It pushed their blood lust further.  
 
    The one next to me grabbed my wrists and pulled me out from underneath the other one. He wrapped his arms around me from behind, pinning mine against my body. I forced myself to focus; I wasn't a damsel in distress. I was an agent in a bad situation. The one who had snatched me stroked my cheek and met my gaze with his crazed one. 
 
    "I get first bite." He grinned and I saw his fangs. One distracted vampire would help me, even if it was my blood distracting him. I hated being fed from and the fear that flooded through me did nothing to ground me in the situation. I needed to get control of my breathing and focus on the problem at hand.  
 
    The one behind me used one arm to brush my neck. My entire body tensed.  
 
    "We can share." He chuckled. "She's terrified."  
 
    "Remember, we need her alive." The person driving called out. I assumed he was a vampire like the other two, but it was hard to tell from my current position.  
 
    Them wanting me alive meant that they wanted me as a hostage, a bargaining chip, but at least it promised that I'd survive for a while longer. If I could take the two with me out, then I could survive this and escape a possible hostage situation.  
 
    Both of them bit at the same time, pulling me out of my thoughts of survival. I screamed and the one behind me tightened his arm around me. Thrashing would only add to the damage they were already causing to my neck. I needed them distracted and maybe, just maybe... 
 
    I felt his arm loosen around me. Witch blood was like a drug; they'd be lost to it. I slowly moved my hand and he didn't respond. I wiggled and managed to get my hand to my gun and get it out of the holster. Instinct kicked in at that moment and I shot the one in front of me and turned the moment the second one unlatched. I shot him and kicked his body away. It rolled against the metal floor and against the side of the van. I moved to the driver, ignoring the feeling of vampire blood on my body. I put the gun against the top of the back of his head.  
 
    "Pull over."  
 
    He jerked the wheel throwing me against the side door of the van, against the dead vampires. I raised the gun to take a shot. He turned towards me giving me a wicked smile to match the madness in his red eyes. A glance out the windshield told me what his plan was. He was going to make us crash. Fear choked me as I realized that I was going to die. The vampire disappeared and the car smashed into the tree. The passenger front door met the tree with an impact that rattled my bones. Screeching metal and shattering glass surrounded me. The impact forced the back sliding panel to jump off its tracks. 
 
    My body hit the dirt and I gripped my gun, feeling grateful for the pain and pressure in my body because it meant that I was still alive. I couldn’t breathe around the sheer agony of being thrown to the ground, but I forced my eyes to open and my body to feed off the adrenaline coursing through me.  
 
    The driver materialized a few feet from me and sauntered towards me as I raised my gun. Squeezing the trigger, I put two bullets in his head before my arm dropped to my side. With half his head gone and most of his face missing, he still moved towards me. His mouth moved and a gurgled voice escaped. 
 
     "In life or death, we serve no king." Two shots rang out and they weren't from me. My body had given up and I was lying back in the dirt. All feeling of pain and fear fled from me as the world started to fade away. "Hang in there, Abigail." Oliver's voice was the last thing I heard and the only thing I could think of was 'what reason did he have to be right there?' 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
    They say that when you die, you see a white light. I opened my eyes and saw a fire. Though fire wasn’t the right word. The coals of the logs glistened with red and orange crackling embers of the fading flames. The fireplace wasn’t familiar to me; I wasn’t at Levi’s then. Clearly this wasn’t home, but I was more focused on figuring out how I got here without dying. 
 
    "Can you move?" Oliver's voice caught me off guard. The memories came crashing back to me and I closed my eyes.  
 
    "I don't know. How am I alive?" The van had to have been totaled and everything had happened too fast for me to put up a circle. I wasn't wearing a seat belt and Goddess only knew how fast we were going. What happened to the vampire? I remembered shooting him, but I also recalled him talking to me. I opened my eyes and debated sitting up. I didn't feel a ton of pain, but I was willing to bet that when I sat up it would hit me like a ton of bricks.  
 
    "You were lucky I was there. I was able to heal some of your wounds." He said simply and came into my view. He looked just as always, a black three-piece suit, dark hair and dark eyes.  
 
    I thought back to the book my father left me. "You don't have that ability. It skipped you; you have the elemental ability like me." I took a deep breath and sat up slowly, using my arms to support myself against the mattress. My body was sore and pain sliced through me. 
 
    "Been reading your father's book, have you? I have the ability, it's not as great as your mother's, but I have it. I was able to heal the worst damage, to save your life. If I had healed all of it, you'd have a lot to explain when you return to work."  
 
    He didn't want to bring attention to himself; I'd have to explain it somehow. "What did you tell people when you found me? There were at least thirty reporters at the press conference. Someone else had to have followed the van hoping for a story." 
 
    "I followed the moment they grabbed you, I was there before any of the reporters. As far as they know you're at a private hospital. Levi knows that you're here and we paid off a few hospital workers to tell your superiors you are there."  
 
    I shifted so that I was sitting on the edge of the bed. "I would have been dead if you weren't there." 
 
    "Or you would have had a very long road to recovery." He handed me a glass of water. "What did they want with you?" 
 
    I shook my head and the room moved a little bit and my head pounded. I closed my eyes and took a breath to steady myself. "I assume they wanted me as a hostage, they wanted me alive."  
 
    "And you managed to kill two." He pressed his lips together. "Self-defense of course. I shot the third when your bullets failed." 
 
    I opened my eyes and sipped the water. "Of course. I had two vampires feeding from me. The last thing I wanted was to become their hostage. I've seen hostage situations with paranormal creatures, it normally doesn't end well." 
 
    "I've heard of a few cases." He sat next to me. "Levi wants you to stay away from the case and let Agent Tomes and Grace handle it on their own." 
 
    After being thrown into a van and fed from I was actually willing to listen. "It seems to be a continuation of their case, they can have it. I have another case to work on." I stood and found that both my legs were sore, but not incredibly painful; however, I felt a sharp pain in my ribs. "It's a good thing people believe in miracles." 
 
    "You came out with some bumps, scrapes and bruises, and maybe a broken rib. They'll call it a miracle." 
 
    But we knew better. "I need a shower and anything that survived the crash, like my gun and my phone." 
 
    The more I moved the more I realized how stiff and sore I was. Dull aches and pains worked their way through my body. I wasn't sure if I wanted to know what I'd look like when I stripped my clothes off.  
 
    "Of course, bathroom is attached to the room. You’ll find your phone, gun, and badge on the nightstand. I'll let you be, you should be okay alone now." 
 
    I touched the back of my head. "Still tender, possible concussion." 
 
    "The rest of the internal damage has been healed though." He promised. "Despite what Levi thinks, I don't want you harmed." 
 
    "He doesn't think that or he'd be here with me now." I slowly made my way to the bathroom and closed the door. I leaned against it and took a deep breath. Hexes I understood, most paranormal creatures I understood, but almost dying in a very human way scared me.  
 
    I turned on the water to let it heat up while I undressed. I looked in the mirror and part of my face looked like it had skidded across the ground. I was lucky I hadn’t lost an eye. Bruises continued down my shoulder and my ribs looked like someone tossed red and purple paint over them. I brushed my fingers over the bruises and cringed, even that hurt. I looked down at my legs, at the scrapes there. They'd heal and probably look better once I got the dried blood off.  
 
    I stepped into the shower and tried to relax under the hot spray.  
 
      
 
    Oliver drove me home and left it up to me to call those who needed to know I was alive. I was starting to wonder if exploding cars and kidnappings were going to become a bi-annual occurrence. I sighed as my phone went off with missed messages and voicemails. I carefully sat on the couch and the cat decided to join me.  
 
    "Yeah, buddy, I'm sure you're hungry. We have another meeting tonight with someone who thinks you belong to him." 
 
    He mewed in protest. He rubbed up against my rib and I groaned. "Easy there, kitty. Let's get you fed, and I'll make some phone calls." 
 
    I texted Nick first.  
 
    I'm alive and out of the hospital.  
 
    I hit send and wondered if I should have expanded on it. After a moment I sent him another one.  
 
    Update me on the case, please. 
 
    It was daytime, so Levi was going to wait. I texted Simon.  
 
    I have a Craigslist person coming over today about the cat. Care to keep me company? And bring me food? Then I'll tell you all about how I survived.  
 
    I hit send and it wasn't even a minute when I got a return text.  
 
    I'll be there in ten.  
 
    I smiled at that. Company would help keep me out of my own thoughts. I didn't want to dwell on my second near death experience in the year. I fed the cat and sat back down on the couch, this time he curled up next to me when he was done eating. Simon knocked on the door ten minutes later.  
 
    "It's open." 
 
    He walked in and his eyes widened just a touch. "Well..." He shut the door behind him.  
 
    "I look good for being in a van that hit a tree, huh?" I asked and stroked the cat.  
 
    Simon pressed his lips together. "I saw the press conference, that car managed to hit six reporters." 
 
    "Was Stephanie one of them?" I motioned to the recliner and he sat down.  
 
    "No. In fact, the fiasco made the front page of her paper." 
 
    Of course it did. "Damn, a girl can dream I suppose." I mumbled. "I'm kidding. Are they okay?" 
 
    He nodded. "A couple broken bones, but they'll heal. Nothing like you." 
 
    I wasn't sure what he was getting at. "Hey now, I'll heal. I escaped with bumps and bruises, and a broken rib." 
 
    "Abby, what is going on in your life to lead you to getting kidnapped for a second time?" He put his head in his hands.  
 
    He was genuinely worried about me. I frowned and put a hand on his knee. "I promise this isn't a normal occurrence. In this case it seems to have been random. I was the closest agent, and they were planning on using me as a hostage."  
 
    "Until you got wrapped around a tree." He looked up at me. 
 
    "To be fair, I was thrown out." Even though that had been caused by the impact. “And the van hit the tree, it wasn’t wrapped around it.” 
 
    Simon blew out a puff of air. "Seriously, Abby, how are you walking around right now? How are you alive?" 
 
    "Oliver followed the van. He was able to heal a lot of the damage, but he doesn't want attention drawn to himself, so the story is that I'm a miracle and that I was in the hospital for the night." I shrugged and it pulled on the muscles in my back and then on my rib. I was going to need something for the pain until that healed. "On a different subject, how was the rest of the party?" 
 
    He leaned back in the chair and chuckled. "Uneventful, and Mina was very interested in yours and my relationship. It made it hard to enjoy the rest of the night." 
 
    "You know that she's a witch, right? Powerful, scary, tainted aura." I ran my hand over the cat.  
 
    Simon blinked. "What?" 
 
    "You didn't know? How could you not? Doesn't your wolf sense it?" I looked up as I heard another knock on the door.  
 
    "That'd be the pizza." Simon said easily and stood to answer the door. He paid for the pizza and set it on the coffee table. "And no, my wolf doesn't always sense a witch, unless magic is being actively used." 
 
    I nodded. "Do you think Greg knows?" 
 
    "If he does, he hasn’t mentioned it." He sat and grabbed a piece of pizza. "What do you make of it?" 
 
    "I don't know." I said honestly. "I didn't like the feeling of her. Like I said, her aura was tainted and that always worries me. It normally means she's caused harm with magic, possibly killed someone." 
 
    "Do you think she could be the power blocking you from the woman you're trying to find?"  
 
    I reached forward and took a deep breath as the pain ripped through my rib. "No, she feels different. Whoever is doing that, I haven't met yet. Or at the very least shook hands with yet." I took a bite of the pizza and had a hard time deciding if it was worth the pain of reaching for another slice. "I need to set up the spell for our Craigslist visitor." 
 
    "Are you up to moving around that much?" He asked and finished his slice.  
 
    No. "I'll be fine. I can't let the rib bring me down, I have jobs to do. I'll get Clarissa to whip up something for the pain. She's a lot better with potions than I am." 
 
    "You're planning on returning to the case?" He shook his head. "Do you ever take a day off?" 
 
    "Hey now, I took the day off when my car exploded. And yes, the case with the dead bodies. I'll let the other agents handle the vampires. I think I've had enough vampires to last me awhile." I finished my own slice and then stood up. My entire body was sore, but I'd work through it.  
 
    I pulled the chair over to the front of the couch and mumbled the spell over it. Simon watched me as he ate another slice. "Don't you think this is going through a lot for a cat?" 
 
    "He's an expensive cat; I don't want the wrong person to get him." I shrugged and looked up as the doorbell rang. Simon held his hand up as I moved to get it.  
 
    "Let me." 
 
    He opened the door and there stood a tall, slender woman. Her skimpy black dress barely left anything to the imagination. She pulled the little black shawl around her shoulders and shifted her weight so she leaned against the doorjamb, balanced on skinny black heels. “Hello, handsome.” She sashayed her way in when he stepped out of the way.  
 
    "Please sit." I motioned to the chair.  
 
    "Darling, you look like hell. Is your man beating you?" She sat down and crossed one long leg over the other.  
 
    I glanced at Simon and caught his gaze following that line up her body. I tried not to roll my eyes. "No, I was in a car accident yesterday."  
 
    She looked taken aback and then gave a sly smile at Simon. "Like something you see?" 
 
    Simon cleared his throat. "I believe you are here about a cat." 
 
    "A cat?" The woman asked. 
 
    I raised a brow, "The sphinx? You answered my lost and found ad thinking it was yours." 
 
    "Oh, this is all a terrible mistake. I was told to watch out for a client who would say he lost his kitty. I was supposed to come and comfort him." 
 
    I wasn't exactly sure how she'd gotten it mixed around. "I found a cat, not lost one, and I am very obviously female."  
 
    "Well, this is awkward." She stood and sighed. "I am so sorry."  
 
    She shuffled away and out the door.  
 
    Simon looked at me. "Was she telling the truth?" 
 
    "Yeah, she was. Wow, there really are some bizarre things on Craigslist." I shook my head. "Okay, that leaves one more person." 
 
    "And if you can't find the person?" Simon asked and held his hand out to the cat. The cat simply stretched and then went back to sleep. 
 
    I shrugged. "I guess I'm keeping him." 
 
    "What are you going to call him? Other than cat?" Simon laughed. "He's going to need a name." 
 
    I shrugged and scratched the cat's ear. "What about Osiris? Seems fitting for the breed." 
 
    He pressed his lips together. "After all that business with the Cult?"  
 
    I hadn't thought about it. I knew that the Cult wasn't a true representation of the original Egyptian religion, but I could see how it would bother Simon. "Yeah, I think it fits." The cat meowed as if agreeing.  
 
    "Well, I guess as long as he agrees. What are your plans for this evening?" He leaned back in his chair.  
 
    I shrugged and regretted it. "Check in on the case, make sure Levi knows I'm alive. Hopefully not have to look over any more dead bodies or deal with any more blood-starved vampires." 
 
    "Do you think you're up to walking the territory today to try and track our wolf?" He asked gently.  
 
    Did I really want to tromp around a forest? Not really, but it needed to happen. "Yeah, we can do that. Let me grab a few things and we can head that direction."  
 
    He nodded. "Okay, sorry, Greg just wants her found." 
 
    So did I. "Don't be sorry. Duty calls. You're going to be with me, right?" 
 
    He nodded. "I'm not leaving your side. Greg wants me to be with you any time that you're working on finding her. He's not thrilled that I know and he also thinks you're not taking it seriously." 
 
    "I wouldn't insult Levi like that, I work under him, and he's the one Greg went to." I moved the cat off my lap. "Let's go before I decide I'm too sore for this." 
 
    Simon nodded and walked me to the door. I paused for a moment. "Where's my Hummer?" 
 
    "Still at the station, why?"  
 
    "My blade is in it, so we either stop to get it, or I get to bring my gun." Last time I had been on pack grounds the only weapon I had been aloud was my blade. I wasn’t going in without a weapon. 
 
    He licked his lips. "It's only the pups up there right now, so you can bring your gun. What else do you need?"  
 
    "There's a bag with the woman's clothing in my second bedroom, grab that and the knife near it, please." 
 
    He nodded and gathered the items. I was hoping this was going to work and I could at least get a lead on the woman. Simon returned in a moment. "Shall we?" 
 
    I opened the door and motioned to it. "After you." 
 
      
 
    Last time I was on pack grounds, the wolves tried to eat me. I was unable to save my witness and ended up with a naked Simon in the car. This time when I stepped out of the car, the air felt different, less threatening. I assumed it was because we were further away from the full moon. Simon led me down the path that darted from the edge of the road; I could feel the magic resisting me. A witch had protected the grounds with a circle and I wasn't a welcomed visitor according to the spell.  
 
    My stomach lurched as I passed through the barrier of the circle and I took a moment to steady myself. The circle surrounded a clearing in the woods, the trees making up the physical lines of the magic. I looked up at the log house that stood in the center of the clearing. I knew from experience that the inside was all sleek and modern design despite the rustic look of the outside. Three people stepped out of the cabin, two men and a woman. The men wore nothing but torn up jeans and the woman stood there in a pair of shorts and a sports bra. It was summer, but even so, the mountain areas tended to be cool.  
 
    "Simon, we weren't expecting you today." The woman said and put her hands on her hips.  
 
    I studied the way her short blonde hair managed to tuck just behind her ear. Her keen blue eyes stared right at me. She crossed her arms and her lips rose in a snarl. I didn’t know if she was attempting to scare me or not, but it didn’t work.  
 
    "You've brought a human, how cute." She said.  
 
    I raised a brow. "I'm a witch, Abigail Collins." I reached my hand out to shake hers.  
 
    She ignored it. "I heard Simon had a witch lover. I'm Rachel, this is Taylor and Abe." She motioned to the two men. "They're the pups right now." 
 
    Which meant she wasn't a pup. "Nice to meet you, now if you would excuse us? I came up here with a mission." I gave her a sweet smile.  
 
    "Does Greg know she's here again?" Rachel snapped.  
 
    I turned my back and ignored her. I knew it would show that I didn't see her or the pups as a threat. I could trust Simon to keep me safe; he had proven that the last time I was up here. I opened the Ziplock bag and heard a snarl behind me.  
 
    "Why does she have something with Martha's scent on it?" 
 
    I paused at her words. I now had a name to go with everything. That would help me with the spell. There were beliefs out there that the name was truly what made a person who they were, it was part of the soul.  
 
    "She's here to help." Simon said easily. "Greg hired her to help find Martha." 
 
    A howl tore through the air and sent a shiver up my back. I turned and met Rachel's gaze, her face crumpled into a look of grief. "You were close to her." I said easily.  
 
    "She's my sister, a pup." Which meant that she was at least six months new to being a lycanthrope. 
 
    Lovely, so we had a missing werewolf with a lack of self-control. "I'm doing what I can." I promised. "Take the pups inside and I'll get started out here." 
 
    She nodded and turned; the two men following her back inside. I looked at Simon. "Greg said that I had to find this wolf ASAP and alive. There was a very strong sense of urgency to him. Why is she so important?" 
 
    "She's pack." He said simply as if it explained everything to me.  
 
    I nodded. "Greg didn't strike me as the caring type." 
 
    "Pack is family, no matter your views or beliefs, where you came from, or where you want to be in life. You're family. Martha and Rachel don't have blood family, so if not us, who is going to care for them?" He met my gaze. "I don't expect you to understand, but if Levi went missing?" 
 
    "I'd tear the world apart to find him." 
 
    He nodded. "Then you understand." 
 
    I did, it made a lot of sense to me. Greg was a hard-ass and maybe even an asshole, but he cared for his people. All of them. I sat on the ground and pulled out the t-shirt. I put up my own protective circle around myself. I cut my forearm and pressed the fabric into it and muttered a spell. This one was different than the tracking spell. If I were lucky, it would show me the course the woman had taken that night.  
 
    I opened my eyes and saw a faint red line leading towards the forest. I stood, still holding onto the shirt. The shirt acted like a tether to Martha's aura. I pulled my circle down and looked at Simon. "Ready for a hike?" 
 
    "Lead the way."  
 
    I walked into the line of trees and followed the red line. It wound and curved and in some places it doubled back. The longer she stayed in the area the brighter the line.  
 
    "What on earth are you following?" Simon asked as he climbed over a fallen tree.  
 
    I smiled. "You can't see it, but I'm following traces of her aura." 
 
    "How are you not even flinching on this trek? You've climbed over stuff, and ducked under." 
 
    I stopped at a rock and looked back at him. "I'm running on magic and adrenaline, it tends to take the edge off the pain." I started again.  
 
    "You're going to feel it when we're done." He said with a laugh and I had no doubt he was right.  
 
    I followed the red through the trees and into another small clearing. It abruptly ended right there. I growled. 
 
    Simon started to say something, but I held my hand up to hush him. I walked in a circle right where the line ended. It was brightest there, so she had spent some time in the area. I knew the line wasn't physical, but I went to nudge it with my toe. My toe acted like it hit a wall.  
 
    I tried again, and it still kept my foot out of it. There was a protection circle here and for some reason it was still active. Unlike the circle around the cabin, this magic recognized mine as a threat and it was meant to keep all threats out, not to just warn them off. It didn’t have a physical form, like the ones I could summon, and no one had called the magic back so it remained active.  
 
    "What's up, Abby?" 
 
    "Remember when I said we were dealing with someone stronger than me?" I turned and faced him.  
 
    He nodded. "Yes." 
 
    "We're dealing with someone that also has a similar talent. We have an active protection circle. Whoever or whatever it was protecting had to have left willingly or the witch had to remove it." I clenched my teeth. "And in doing such, I've lost my trail." 
 
    I didn't want to return with that news, but it gave me a few clues. If Martha had been in that circle, then chances were it was someone she knew who had cast it and convinced her to leave it.  
 
    I didn't know why someone had left the circle active though; it felt like a giveaway to me. Something was off.  
 
    "The sun's going down, let's get back before it gets dark." Simon put a hand on my arm and guided me back towards the cabin. I had no idea how I was going to explain this or what had happened. If I knew what had happened in that clearing, then I could solve everything. Damn me for not having the power of foresight. The pain started to settle in again as we made our way back to the cabin. Simon had been right, the adrenaline faded and now the discomfort was taking over.  
 
    We broke through the tree line of the big clearing and I heard snarling. I looked up just in time to see a huge black wolf jump at me. Simon moved in front of me and threw it away.  
 
    "No, Rachel." He snarled. "Stand down." 
 
    I put a hand to my chest as my heart tried to escape. Nothing like a raging werewolf to bring back the rush of adrenaline.  
 
    The wolf in front of me started to flow and melt away, revealing Rachel on her knees. She hung her head. "She didn't find her." 
 
    I could hear the tears in her voice. I swallowed. "No, but if you're up for it, I have some questions for you. I just need to make a phone call real quick, then we could sit and talk?" I offered gently.  
 
    She nodded and walked back to the cabin. She showed no signs that she was uncomfortable with me seeing her naked, but I hoped she put on some clothes before I got in there.  
 
    "You okay?" Simon asked.  
 
    "Yeah, I just need to call Levi to let him know I'm alive. I want to ask Rachel some questions about her sister. It might give me an idea where the trail picks up at." 
 
    "How long does your spell stay active?" 
 
    "Typically it's up to a week, but I have to have the shirt with me." Which I would keep in my bag, just in case I stumbled across somewhere she might have been. A lapse in magic, something, anything that led me to her.  
 
    "Okay, so there's still hope." 
 
    I nodded. "If the line had been black than she would be dead. There's always hope until they die, then there's only grief."  
 
    He kissed my cheek. "I'll be inside. You call Levi and come join us." He walked towards the cabin. Most people took a hike in the woods to enjoy the outdoors, have some good company. Not me. No, I went hiking with a broken rib looking for a missing werewolf.   
 
    I pulled my phone out and called Levi.  
 
    "Are you up and walking?" He asked without even saying hello.  
 
    "I'm alive and I'm back to work already. Leave it to me to become a target for a crazy group of vampires, eh?" I joked and he made a noise that sounded halfway between a snort and laugh.  
 
    "Out of all the things to almost kill you, rogue vampires and a car accident. We were lucky your uncle was there."  
 
    We were. It’s a good thing he has a strange tendency to be at the right place at the right time. "He only healed some of the damage because he doesn't want to draw extra attention to the situation." 
 
    "What did he leave you with?" He didn't sound happy.  
 
    "A broken rib and some scrapes and bruises. I'm fine. I promise, it's enough to make it believable, but not too much to affect my job horribly. But I have to go; I need to talk to the sister of the missing wolf." 
 
    "Are you making progress?" 
 
    That depended on how he defined that word. "I've learned a few more things, but I don't know how much closer I am to finding her."  
 
    "Greg is worried." 
 
    "I know he is, but I'm out here working with a cracked rib, I think I've got my priorities straight. I'll talk to you later." 
 
    We disconnected without him saying goodbye and I walked into the cabin. The front door led into a common area with a huge couch and a wall mounted TV. To my right was a stainless steel kitchen with a breakfast bar. Rachel and Simon were sitting there, I was glad to see she'd put her clothes back on.  
 
    I came and sat down on the third stool. "Did your sister have any friends who were witches or warlocks?" 
 
    "She said she'd met a couple when she was in town for a party. We don't normally let the pups attend parties in case they lose control, but she was close to her six-month mark and she'd managed to talk Greg into it. She came back a bit drunk, but didn't mention that anything strange happened." She wrapped her arms around herself.  
 
    But she had contact with a witch. "Greg mentioned that the pack was having a bit of a civil war. Those who split off, do they have a witch on their payroll? Would there be a reason that they would have targeted Martha?" 
 
    "Not that I know of." She looked to Simon and he shook his head.  
 
    That was good to know and now I caught myself wondering if we were dealing with something completely different. My experience told me that it had to do with the pack, but there was a little voice inside of me that told me otherwise and that I needed to start looking into other things that it could have been.  
 
    "If you happen to know the names of the people she hung out with that night, please let me know." I licked my lips and thought. "Did her phone get left behind?" 
 
    She nodded. "We were all in wolf form when she was taken." 
 
    Perfect. "Can I have that as well? I don't know why Greg didn't give it to me. It could be a major help." 
 
    "He expects you to use magic to solve the case. Isn't that what you do with PIB?" She slid off the stool.  
 
    "No, I use magic to help me, but rarely is there a case where I just use magic." I shook my head. "Technology helps me out a lot." 
 
    "Let me grab it for you." She disappeared down the hall.  
 
    I turned and faced Simon. "You sure about the other part of the pack not having a witch on their payroll?" 
 
    "Yeah, unless they got one recently. Bringing a witch into a pack squabble is a bad idea because of the power involved." He held his hands up. "Greg probably thinks you can hold your own. If the other part of the pack knows you're trying to find Martha and aren't interested in the dispute between us, that's good. If they think you're getting mixed up in it you might become a target." 
 
    I glared at him. "Shouldn't someone warn me if a few werewolves might try to kill me?" 
 
    "I thought Greg would mention it." He shrugged. "Or Levi." 
 
    Yes, someone should have mentioned it, but it was all in a day's work for me. Raging werewolves, missing people, and let’s not forget the people showing up dead with a connection to the recently deceased. I took a deep breath and then cringed when it hurt.  
 
    "Take it easy." Simon reached over and put a hand on my knee. 
 
    I gritted my teeth. "I'm fine." I made a mental note to text Clarissa about something for the pain. I needed something that wouldn't knock me out cold and I could function on. Or maybe I'd ask Oliver to heal that too. "Once we get the phone, I need to head home." 
 
    "I think that's a good idea." He leaned back onto his stool.  
 
    Rachel returned and handed me a phone. "I hope you can get into it. I don't know the password." 
 
    "Don't worry, I have a tech person back at the PIB that can help with that." Hopefully she was in the office tomorrow. I put the phone in my pocket. "It's been a long couple days, so we're heading back. Thank you." 
 
    Martha nodded. "Sorry about attacking you." 
 
    "I feel like if I had a sister who went missing, I probably would have reacted the same way." 
 
    Simon snorted. "You'd probably do worse." 
 
    I wasn't sure what to say about that, because it was most likely true. I shrugged and stood. "Let's get back. I'm ready to go back to sleep and maybe take some pain killers." 
 
    We walked out and took the trail back to the car. The wind kicked up and I shivered, wondering what the night had in store for me.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
    Simon insisted on walking me to the door. He had moaned and groaned about how I looked pale and I was tense the whole car ride. I allowed him to walk me to the door to make his manly pride feel better. I stepped up the two steps that led to my door and saw the doorjamb was splintered. I had a protection spell on the house, but it only warded against spells and hexes. No one is stupid enough to break into a witch's house and those who do normally just want to speak with me. I thought about Merick from the Cult and wondered if it was him.  
 
    No, he was too sophisticated to just break my door. I unholstered my gun and Simon stepped back, giving me space. I nudged the door open with my toe. There was nothing in my immediate sight. I listened and didn't hear anything, and stepped in. Simon put a hand on my shoulder.  
 
    He pointed to his ear and then to the left, where the bedrooms were. He heard something I didn't. I nodded and swept the room with my gaze then went to the left. I could hear Osiris hissing and something else growling somewhere in the house. I now heard what Simon did. There were gurgles and growling noises that made no sense. I nudged the bedroom door open. Someone was standing against and trying to climb the wall. Skin dangled off the boney arms that reached up towards a floating shelf above my bed. Nails scratched at the walls while Osiris growled and hissed down at the person. Thin hair clung to the scalp in patches, the places that didn’t have hair were missing skin. The clothing clung to the skeleton and was covered in dirt.  
 
    No, not person. Zombie. There was only one way to make sure a zombie died and that was to either destroy the person who created it, or make sure the body was burnt to a crisp. Both were not an option at the moment. It turned towards me. Dead eyes rolled around in sunken sockets as it shambled towards me.  
 
    "What do we do?" Simon asked.  
 
    I didn't quite have a plan, but we needed to get it out of my house so that I could set it on fire. Hopefully without catching the whole neighborhood ablaze.  
 
    "I'll distract it, you go find something to set it on fire." I started to back up. Zombies didn’t move fast and since they were animated by magic they didn’t have the same logic as a living person. The problem was that the magic made them very determined murderers.  
 
    "Really, on fire, Abby?" I heard him retreating behind me.  
 
    "Yes, make a Molotov cocktail for all I care. Just make it happen."  I backed out of the room and then ran towards the exit of the house. The zombie almost caught up to me, which made me wonder if the magic animating it was stronger than what I’d read about with zombies, or if I was moving a lot slower than I wanted to admit. I made it outside with it on my heels.  
 
    I spun around and shot it. Twice in the head, twice in the chest. Liquids and organs splattered. The zombie tumbled down but it was still moving towards me. It was missing part of its skull and most of its brains at this point. Shooting it was only going to slow it down. Where the hell was Simon? 
 
    "Incoming!" Simon's voice came out. I looked up to see a ball of flames flying through the air. It hit the zombie and exploded into a mass of fire. I shuffled back a few feet, my heart pounding, my rib aching, and panic rising because the zombie was still moving. A regular flame wasn't hot enough to burn a skeleton, but if there were no flesh or muscles to keep it together I hoped it would stop. 
 
    The acrid smell of a burning body filled the air, but it still moved towards me, just slower now. Simon jogged to my side and we watched it crawl over the street. A flaming zombie. We could hear the screams and the sirens. I needed it to stop moving before the authorities got here, I didn't want more people in danger from it and there was no telling how long it would take or if the rest of it would burn.  
 
    I licked my lips and focused all my panic and adrenaline on the flames. Another explosion crashed over it, creating more heat. Gobs of skin melted against the skeleton as the flames charred it. The zombie contorted in its spot on the ground. Blaring sirens came from behind me. The deafening silence was startling as they stopped and firemen flooded out of the trucks.  
 
    "Don't put it out." I called. "It's a zombie, that'd be a bad idea."  
 
    They looked confused and I prayed they listened to me.  
 
    "Listen to her, boys, she knows what she's talking about." Detective Mason stepped out of a cruiser that had just pulled up.  
 
    Thank the Goddess he was the one to show up. "Hey, Mason." 
 
    "Can't keep out of trouble for one night, Abby?" He motioned to the now twitching mass of flames. "Kidnapped, hospital, now a zombie." 
 
    I smiled. "Yeah, that sounds like my week. Sorry for the mess. Someone sent him for me as a present. We're going to need a team down here to pull blood samples off my front step." 
 
    He raised a brow. 
 
    "I shot him, four times. Bastard didn't want to slow down and I can hardly run with a broken rib."  
 
    Mason actually laughed. "I'll get my team down here. But really, a zombie? We haven't seen those in years." 
 
    "And we both thought Nick was nuts. Yes, zombies." And I wanted to know how the person knew my address to send their zombie after me. There was no way that it was a mistake; they don't just wander around, they have to be controlled.  
 
    He grunted and then pulled out his radio. He barked orders for a forensic team to come down.  
 
    Simon nudged me. "Not a dull moment with you. I never would have guessed we'd find a zombie in your house."  
 
    "Will you go check on my cat?" I asked, my gaze still on the now dying pile of flames.  
 
    He smiled. "Your cat? Are you keeping him?" 
 
    "If the meeting tomorrow doesn't work out, yes." I motioned. "Go, go." 
 
    Simon shook his head and jogged back to the house. Once he was out of earshot I turned to Mason. "The zombie was after me and I'm not sure who sent it or why." 
 
    "Maybe you're close on the case." He shrugged. "Or you asked questions of the wrong person." 
 
    I nodded. "Yeah. Story of my life." I rubbed my eyes. "Did I miss much while I was in the hospital?" 
 
    "Other than the fact that I called every hospital in town and none of them said you'd been admitted. Got an explanation to that?" He shook his head. "Abby, you worried all of us, you were in a car that wrapped around a tree. You're walking, talking and other than your face you look fine." 
 
    "Does it look that bad?" I asked and added a dramatic sigh.  
 
    "Let's just say you aren't going to win any beauty contests. Seriously though, what happened?"  
 
    I thought about telling him the truth, but then he'd want to contact Oliver and put him on an EMT team or a trauma team. He'd know if I lied, especially since he had called all the hospitals. "I was lucky to have a friend there. They wish to remain anonymous, but they were able to heal most of the damage." 
 
    "Why not all of it?" 
 
    "To keep people from asking questions. Less attention on them. So as far as anyone knows, it was nothing short of a miracle." 
 
    He laughed. "It was a miracle, you were lucky they were there." 
 
    "You have no idea. Once he finishes burning," I pointed to the corpse. "There won't be anything left to identify him."  
 
    "You okay?"  
 
    I nodded. "Yep, just another typical night. I'm going to ask Simon to watch the house while I buy a new door."  
 
    "Abby, if this is starting to turn into your typical night you might need a career change." 
 
    I laughed. "Mason, you know as well as I do that the only way I'm going to retire will be if I die." This wasn't the type of job you just up and left. Since the government created the division for PIB, not many people in PIB lived to see forty. I was twenty-four and I was hoping I'd make it to forty. Maybe further. Those who did live past forty were put into office jobs. I knew of one or two who had ended up in a mental facility.  
 
    "Ye of little faith, go get your house taken care of. I have this." He shoved his hands in his pockets. "Zombies, damn him for being right."  
 
    "We don't know if this is connected to the murders."  
 
    He gave me wide eyes and looked back to the now smoldering pile of ash. "I never thought I'd say this, but I hope it is." 
 
    So did I. If not, then I had an assassination attempt via car bomb and zombie to now worry about. It made me wonder who the hell I had pissed off. I walked back to my house to see Simon standing there holding the cat.  
 
    "Have a nice chat with Detective Mason?" He asked and walked further in with me. "The superstore doesn't sell doors. I already checked." 
 
    Sometimes I wondered how he knew me so well. Of course, calling about a new door would be the first thing most people think of. "Okay. I'll just sleep with a gun tonight, maybe block the door off." 
 
    "Block off your only escape route?" He shook his head. "Why don't I crash on the couch?" 
 
    I hadn't thought of that. "I can go through the window." 
 
    He gave me a droll stare.  
 
    "Okay, fine, crash on the couch. I'm going to take some painkillers and go to bed. Wake me up if someone tries to get into the house."  
 
    Osiris jumped out of Simon's arms and followed me to the bedroom. My phone rang and I snarled. 
 
    Pulling it out I saw it was Nick. "What?" 
 
    "Crabby after you escaped death? I figured you'd be in a good mood."  
 
    I really wanted to punch him at that moment. "I'm in a bit of pain. What do you need?" 
 
    "I have bodies, Detective Mason isn't answering his phone."  
 
    That's because he was here dealing with a zombie. "Where are you?" 
 
    "Cheyenne hospital, it's not pretty and you'll never guess what's still here." 
 
    I had a feeling I knew. "Walking corpses?" Cheyenne was a private hospital; only those with the best insurance went there. I found it odd there was a zombie attack there and at my house the same night.  
 
    "How did you know? We've got them isolated, I'm waiting for the containment team to get here and dispose of the corpses." 
 
    "I've got one here, Simon and I set it on fire, it just finished burning." I rubbed my eyes. "I'll be there in a few minutes. I need to beg a ride off Simon. I planned on picking up the Hummer tomorrow."  
 
    "Do you have to bring him?" 
 
    "It's not like I can just take his car, Nick, so it's either you leave the scene or Simon brings me. He knows how to behave on a crime scene." I walked back out of my room and Simon was already standing by the door. I cursed his werewolf hearing.  
 
    "Fine. Just make sure he behaves himself." Nick hung up on me. One day I was going to get what was behind his hatred of vampires and werewolves, but tonight was not the night to play Dr. Phil.  
 
    "Where are we going?" Simon picked up my bag and handed to me.  
 
    "Cheyenne hospital. There's a few zombies there and Nick has non-animated corpses.” I pulled my bag over my shoulder. 
 
    "Oh, shiny." He looked at the door. "What are you going to do about your house?" 
 
    I hadn't even thought about it. I looked out at all the officers that were still wandering the streets. "Hope that it doesn't get vandalized, I guess."  
 
    "Why don't I drop you off and come back? I'll head to the home improvement store first thing in the morning to get you a door."  
 
    I debated for a moment. I wanted him with me, but on the other hand he didn't belong at a crime scene. "Okay." 
 
      
 
    Simon dropped me off and I made my way through the thick crowd and the flashing lights of press cameras. The police tape surrounded the concrete building that had windows leading up at least ten stories. I made it to the barrier and an officer raised it up for me when I showed him my badge. Nick was standing there talking to a detective.  
 
    "Ah, Abigail." He held his hand out to me. "Glad to see you could make it. Nick here was telling me that you might have a theory on these zombies." 
 
    Nick should have kept his mouth shut. "Detective Balin, it's been awhile." Mostly because he hated calling PIB. "I know that there was a zombie raised at Evergreen Cemetery, I'm just waiting on blood results to see if the splatter I found was from the zombie or the necromancer." 
 
    "There hasn't been a necromancer in our area for years, are you sure that's what is going on?" Balin shook his head. "It's hard to imagine someone with that much power getting into the city without either Levi or Greg knowing what was going on." 
 
    I found it weird too, which made me wonder if they had been invited or if they had lived here long enough to come in under the radar. "Do you know anything else that can raise a zombie, detective?" 
 
    "No."  
 
    "Then it's a necromancer." Nick finished that thought. "Let's go take a look at our victims and then look at our zombies." He ushered me into the hospital before either one of us could get upset with Balin.  
 
    "Detective Mason couldn't take the case." Nick said as if reading my mind.  
 
    "We could have waited for him to finish up at the other scene." I countered and followed him through the pale cream-colored halls of the hospital. It was strange to see a hospital with colors; most of the ones I had seen were all white.  
 
    "Balin just showed up." He said. "I would have rather waited." 
 
    "Even though Mason doesn't like you?" I kept my voice light.  
 
    "Yes, even if Mason doesn't like me." Nick shook his head. "This town doesn't like new-comers, I've been here for six months and he still hasn't warmed up to me." 
 
    I shrugged. "Well, it was your brother who caused all the problems when you showed up." 
 
    "Which I had nothing to do with; I didn't even know he was in town." He snorted. "You know that." 
 
    I did, but Mason was skeptical. I knew that Nick studied the Cult of Ra and I figured he knew his brother had gone rogue. "Yep, but Mason is harder to convince."  
 
    "Okay, we have three victims, all torn to shreds here." He waved to the officers at the door and opened it. "Be my guest." 
 
    I walked in and glanced around the room. The smell of blood hit my nostrils and bile burned my throat. Three bodies lay scattered around the room, their heads on the opposite side of the room. The skin of the bodies hung from the muscles in shreds. What was going on here? "Do we know who they are?" 
 
    "Reporters, they were here asking if someone was a patient." 
 
    I looked over when I heard the tone of voice he used. I couldn't figure out what he was getting at. "Why were they in the office? HIPPA laws protect the patients." 
 
    "That's what they were being told. They'd gotten an anonymous tip that you were here." He sighed. "So it looks like you might be another target." 
 
    Again. "That might be a good thing." 
 
    "How is this good? Zombies are after you. Vampires kidnapped you. I think this is a bad week for you." Nick moved further into the room. "We moved the camera equipment and I'll have forensics go through the film." 
 
    There wasn't anything the room could tell me that I didn't already know. "It's good because it means that we're on the right trail." It also meant I had met the person that was doing this, in theory. My address wasn't public record and they had sent a zombie there.  
 
    The Criagslist people. I put a hand to my head. I'd only met two out of three, but all three had my address. It only caused my list of suspects to grow. I thought about the car bomb and wondered who had set that up and if it was even connected to everything else. I wasn’t convinced that the zombies were after me; everything that pointed to the conclusion was simply coincidence. 
 
    "Nick, see if there's any other high profile people here." 
 
    "What are you thinking?" He stuck his hand in his pocket.  
 
    I pressed my lips together. "I'm thinking there has to be a connection to people here that we haven't found yet. And if we can figure out who the zombies were sent after here maybe we can find that connection."  
 
    "We’re just looking for someone that's high profile?" He turned to leave the room.  
 
    "Start showing pictures of our victims to people who were just recently admitted. If they are super high profile, start with them first." I pulled my bag around to my front and pulled out a set of rubber gloves. I'm not sure what I'd find that Nick hadn't already, but I needed to search through the bodies.  
 
    Nick walked out without another word. I'd deal with his attitude later. I found it hard to believe that someone would send a total of four zombies out looking for me. One to scare me I could understand, but a mini-horde and in two different locations? I thought the murderer was looking for something. And not a witch named Abby. I squatted down by the first body. It was chest down, an arm stretched out like he was trying to get to the door. His head was only a few feet from him. I knew his face, but not his name. He was a local news anchor, normally stuck with smaller stories. He must have thought coming here was going to give him his big break.  
 
    I flipped his body over so that I could see the shredded mess.  
 
    "You know, I prefer my bodies to stay where they are until I can see them." Jason's voice made me look up.  
 
    I smiled at him. "I didn't know that they were going to send you on scene." 
 
    "Me either, but they wanted me here ASAP. Now I see why." He looked a little pale as his eyes darted around the room. "What on earth did this?" 
 
    "You don't really want to know the answer to that." I stood. "Three victims, all decapitated, all of them have their chests torn out." Unlike the movies, zombies didn't go after brains, they went after whatever they could get their hands on. They were at the mercy of whoever was controlling them.  
 
    "I've got this handled if you want to go meet up with Nick." Jason put his bag down. "I promise you'll be the first to know if something comes up." 
 
    I knew I would be and I wanted a chance to get a look at those zombies before the necromancer caught on and pulled the magic from them. "Thanks. I'll check back in a bit." 
 
    "Of course, how are you feeling? After your accident?" There was a real concern in his voice that warmed me a little bit. 
 
    "My rib is killing me, but I'm happy to be alive." I stripped off my gloves then threw them in a biohazard bag by the door.  
 
    He gave me a smile and then turned to work. I walked out into the hall and leaned against the wall. I wasn't kidding, my side pounded in pain and I put a hand against it. I closed my eyes and counted to ten, taking small breaths to help soothe the pain, but not so deep that I caused more.  
 
    "Agent Collins, can I speak with you?"  
 
    I turned to see Agent Grace standing at the end of the hall. My mind raced as to why she'd be at my crime scene, but I nodded. "Of course." 
 
    I walked to her and she motioned to an empty waiting room.  
 
    "Please sit, I see you're in a lot of pain." For the first time since I've met her, I saw her careful face show a hint of concern.  
 
    "Just a cracked rib, but thank you." I sat down and looked at her. "What can I do for you?" I kept my voice friendly; there was no reason to get defensive.  
 
    "Have you heard from Agent Tomes?"  
 
    I shook my head. "I was just released from the hospital earlier today, so I haven't seen him since the day of the accident." 
 
    "He told me he visited you earlier today, here." She pointed to the ground as if to make me realize she was talking about the hospital. 
 
    Visiting me was impossible. Oliver had told me he made sure everything was taken care of. Clearly he'd mentioned to someone I was in a private hospital. "I'm sorry, I don't know what to tell you. I haven't had any visitors today. It was meant to stay that way. I'm a very private person." 
 
    "Have you met with Agent Tomes without me at all?" She met my gaze and I knew something else was going on.  
 
    "The day my car blew up he was with me. He disappeared before anyone else came out. I figured it was because he didn't want to explain what you two were doing in town. What is going on?" 
 
    She leaned back in her chair. "I can't let you know yet, Agent Collins, but as soon as I can share information I will." 
 
    I didn't like it when people kept secrets from me. I opened my mouth to say as such and she held up a hand. "It's not my choice, it comes from higher up. If it was my choice I'd have trusted you with information long ago." 
 
    That was reassuring. I nodded. "If there's anything I can do to help with the vampire case, please, let me know."  
 
    "Of course, but I have instructions to keep you away from that too." She offered me a smile. "I know you don't like secrets and I know you don't trust easily, but just trust me on this." 
 
    I needed to focus on the case at hand. "I'll do my best. Now if you could excuse me, I have zombies to take a look at and victims to make connections between." 
 
    "Of course, thank you for your time." 
 
    I stood slowly and walked out the door. The encounter was strange and I wanted to know why her partner would lie to her about visiting me in a hospital that I was never a patient at. I pushed it out of my mind and went to find Nick.  
 
      
 
    Nick was standing behind the building with two officers looking into the chain-link cage that had been erected. I tried to imagine how they had herded the zombies through the hospital and back here. It had to be quite the sight. I walked up behind them. "The zombies still, um...moving?" Living wasn't the right word, but I couldn't think of the correct one off the top of my head.  
 
    Nick looked at me and raised a brow. "Moving?" 
 
    "Nick, it's been a long night and I have no pain killers in my system. That's the best I could do." 
 
    One of the officers approached me. "The answer to your question, Agent?"  
 
    "Collins." I completed his thought.  
 
    "Is no, whatever was animating them is now gone. We have three corpses." 
 
    I nodded. "Jason's here checking out the victims. I want him out here to see if we can get any ID on these corpses." I wanted to see them alive, because I wanted to test Nick's theory and see if they reacted to seeing me.  
 
    "I'm on it. What are you going to do?" 
 
    "Your least favorite part, I'm going to the office and I'm going to run names and chase trails." I clicked my tongue as I thought. "It's easier on my rib than bending over evidence here." 
 
    "Why don't you tackle that in the morning and go get some rest?" He offered. 
 
    Because my front door was still busted. "I'd rather work late, take care of something else in the morning and then sleep through the day." Part of me was happy that Simon was waiting for me at home. I knew I'd be safe when I returned, but the case came first. Besides, after a zombie attack in my home I wasn't sure if I'd be able to sleep. Not because of the zombie, but the fear of what kind of person we were dealing with was finally starting to creep in.  
 
    Necromancers were extremely powerful and in a league of their own. It was something I knew Nick and I would have to face together if we brought them in. I couldn't do it alone. Images of a horde of zombies filled my mind and the idea of being torn apart by them made my muscles tense. My heart pounded at the idea of being killed and then reanimated for the sole purpose of killing someone.  
 
    "Abby, you okay?" Nick's voice brought me back to reality.  
 
    "Yeah, sorry, just zoned out for a moment." I took a deep breath and instantly regretted it. "I'll talk to you in the evening. I have someone else coming to look at that cat, but I plan on taking the day easy after I get our foot work done." 
 
    "Leave notes on my desk?" He asked.  
 
    "If there's anything interesting I can find, sure." I looked at the three corpses in a pile on the ground. There wasn't anything that stood out to me, but I knew that the necromancer would have seen through their eyes. I wanted to know who was on the other side of those creatures. Who was hiding behind corpses and graves? "I might still be at the office when you get there, depending on how long things take here." 
 
    "Go, it's not a big deal." Nick put a hand on my shoulder. "I promise. Go get some rest and some painkillers. You look pale and shaky; I know you're in a lot of pain." 
 
    Damn him for being observant. "I'll see you in the evening then." 
 
    "Deal, and not a moment sooner." He gently spun me and nudged me towards the hospital. "I promise, Abby I've got this." 
 
    I gave a small laugh and made my way back through the hospital. I peeked my head in the room with the victims. Jason had gotten two out of three of the corpses into body bags. "Hey when you're done here, there's three more outside." 
 
    "Really?" His voice raised a pitch.  
 
    "They were already dead, so don't worry." I said trying to calm him. "Call me first if you find anything, okay? I'm trying to run down connections." 
 
    "Of course, always Abby first." He winked.  
 
    I rolled my eyes. "I'll talk to you later Jason, thanks for being so good at your job." 
 
    I walked out the front and was greeted by a few cameras and reporters. I was starting to think these people never slept. I put a hand up to ward off some of the glaring lights from the cameras. Different voices called out my name and questions, which I promptly ignored as I made my way through the crowd and realized I didn't have a ride. The office wasn't far from the hospital so I could walk, and I didn't want to face the reporters again.  
 
    A strange fear washed over me at the thought of walking through the dark alone. The trembling it caused in my body was new and foreign to me. The only thing I could do was blame it on stress and keep moving. I hiked my bag up and glared at the road ahead. I'd be damned if I couldn't face a little fear. A faint red line snaked out from my bag, tugging off in the opposite direction. The spell on Martha’s shirt activated because of something nearby. My pulse sped up and I started running to follow the line. I ignored the pains shooting through my side as my feet carried me across the pavement. I wasn’t going to give up on this spell.  
 
    I turned the corner into an alley and saw a heap there. When my eyes adjusted to the dark alleyway I could make out black and white fur in the shape of a large wolf. A fucking werewolf in the middle of the city. I slowly approached it and it raised its head to me. There was nothing human in those eyes, it was all animal, and she was scared and wounded. Fuck me.  
 
    Approaching a wounded werewolf wasn't covered in PIB training. I pulled my gun out, but held it against my leg, finger off the trigger. I held my other hand out, palm down as if I was approaching a domestic animal. The wolf sniffed the air and lifted her lips up in a growl.  
 
    "It's okay girl, I'm not here to hurt you. I'm here to help you. Your sister misses you, Martha. She wants you to come home. We've been looking for you." 
 
    Something flashed in the wolf's eyes and I hoped it was her human mind coming back to the surface. "I'm no werewolf, but I imagine if you willed yourself, you could switch back to human form." 
 
    The wolf shivered and howled. I instinctively raised my gun and quickly jerked it back to my side. Threatening her with a weapon would only complicate the situation. 
 
    The howl switched to a painful cry as the fur melted away from her body. Snapping bones and muscles moved under the naked skin of the wolf. Crouched on her hands and knees, she looked up at me. Her limbs shook as they gave out and she collapsed to the ground. The sound of snapping bones and muscles filled the air as the body of the wolf formed back into a human. She stayed on her hands and knees without movement for a moment. She looked up at me again and then collapsed to the ground.  
 
    I holstered my gun and pulled out my phone. "Dispatch, this is Agent Collins with PIB, I need an ambulance at the corner of Twenty Third and Cascade please. Send a lycan team please." I ran to her. "Known species werewolf." 
 
    "Confirmed, please stay with her as we dispatch the team." 
 
    Like I was going anywhere. "Thank you." I disconnected the call and knelt down next to Martha. I could see various wounds on her body, but I wanted to wait until the team got there before I moved her. I wasn't trained to treat lycanthropes. It took special training, which is why I needed to request a special team. Their bodies reacted differently to medicines and silver plated tools were needed to keep the skin from healing around needles. Unless the wounds were in the heart or head I wasn’t sure what could be fatal and what wasn’t.  
 
    Sirens wailed in the distance. I swallowed and called Greg, he answered on the first ring.  
 
    "I found her. A team is coming to get her. They'll take her to the lycanthrope wing at the north hospital." I didn't even give him a chance to greet me. "I don't know how she got here, but she was in an alley downtown." 
 
    "Ride with her." He demanded.  
 
    There wasn't much I could do in the ambulance with her and was about to ask him why.  
 
    "She's a pup, she needs someone there that she knows she can trust."  
 
    Or she will lose it and shift again. I thought of a rampaging werewolf in an ambulance and cringed. "Okay." 
 
    "I'll meet you at the hospital, you can fill me in there." He disconnected and I imagined he was probably halfway out the door. The high pitch of the sirens came closer and I checked for Martha’s pulse. The faint beat told me she was alive and relief flooded through me.   
 
    Red and blue lights bounced off the brick walls. I called out, "In the alley."  
 
    A few men came down with a stretcher and ushered me out of the way. I showed my badge to one that approached me. "I've notified next of kin and I was requested to ride with her." 
 
    A medical mask covered his mouth and protective goggles were strapped to his head. "We don't allow that in case of infection." He held his arms behind his back.  
 
    I smiled. "I'm a witch, there's no chance of infection." I promised. "She's a pup, she needs someone she can trust in there. Since I can't tell you what happened before I found her, I can't tell you that she'll trust a bunch of strange men."  
 
    It took him a moment and he realized what I was hinting at. He nodded. "Understood, you may ride." He turned and instructed the men ease her on the stretcher and motioned with a gloved hand for me to follow them to the ambulance. 
 
    I wasn't sure how well I'd do at comforting her. Levi was never very nurturing to me, he was a vampire and it wasn't in his nature. Sadly, it was one of the things I picked up from him. I ran from grieving people because I didn't know how to deal with it. The hardest thing for me to do is look at a friend who had lost someone. I couldn't make them feel better and I couldn't help them. I hated that feeling.  
 
    I followed the team back to the ambulance and climbed in. I sat close enough to Martha so that if she woke, I could be seen and talk to her, maybe even take her hand if it came down to it, but I was out of the way of the two team members in the back with her.  
 
    "Hang on," said one of the paramedics. I reached for the handrail that ran from floor to ceiling and watched as the paramedics called out numbers and medical terms that I didn't understand. They were choreographed dancers in a ballet of saving lives tucked in a theater on four wheels. 
 
      
 
    He hadn't been kidding, the ride was bumpy and full of turns. They still managed to work on Martha without a problem. She had remained unconscious. We pulled up to the hospital and they started calling out orders to each other as they got her unloaded and rushed into the hospital. I pressed my lips together and started after them. There was no way I was going to leave her alone right now.  
 
    "I'll take you to the room when they get one assigned. Don't worry about her, one of the things we do is sedate them until we're sure they are stable enough to not shift." The paramedic came to my side. "Agent Collins, do you make a habit of finding injured werewolves?" 
 
    I shrugged. "I was walking to the office from another scene." 
 
    "Do you make a habit of walking?" He asked and then motioned to the doors. "Let's go in." 
 
    I walked with him. "I don't make it a habit, but my car blew up and I didn't want to call my ride to take me a mile down the road." I laughed. "I never caught your name." 
 
    "Davis. Now if you please, go take a seat I'll let you know when she has a room." He walked up to the counter there and I sat in the dark blue seats the waiting room had. The hard plastic wasn't so kind to my sore body, but I wasn't going to complain.  
 
    My phone buzzed and I swiped to answer it. "Agent Collins." 
 
    "Where are you at?" Simon's voice demanded. "Nick said you left the scene, but when he called the receptionist you hadn't made it there." 
 
    I was taken aback by the tone. "You aren't my keeper." 
 
    "I'm worried you're in trouble." His voice calmed a little bit. 
 
    I wasn't used to people worrying about me, except for Levi, who was normally content to just know I hadn't been killed. "I'm at the hospital, I ran across Martha while I was out. I'm waiting to be taken to her room so I can sit with her until Greg gets here." 
 
    "You ran across her?" He sounded worried again.  
 
    I rubbed my eyes as exhaustion was starting to settle in. "She's hurt, I found her in an alley in wolf form. She's sedated for the time being, but I don't want her alone when she wakes, neither does Greg. The moment the home improvement store opens, get me a door and then get here. I'm not pack, she'll need pack." 
 
    "Greg will probably beat me there." He said honestly. "I don't want you in the room alone with her. She could easily kill you." 
 
    "I can always shoot her if it comes down to that."  
 
    He was silent on the other end. "Yeah, I suppose if she was trying to tear out your throat you could do that." 
 
    I wasn't going to reassure him that it would be only extreme circumstances that would cause me to draw my gun. I had to survive and that was one of the only ways I'd survive a werewolf attack. "I'll see you later." 
 
    I hung up just as Davis came up to me. "She have a room?" 
 
    "She will once she’s in recovery. We had to take her into surgery, she has a silver bullet in her stomach."  
 
    That didn't sound good. "Will she survive?" 
 
    "How much do you know about werewolves, Abigail?" He asked and started walking towards a set of double doors that led out of the waiting room.  
 
    "I know a lot about them, which means I know that with the right target, a silver bullet can kill them." I wasn't a child; I didn't appreciate him trying to test my knowledge. "I know they also heal quickly from most wounds and if she's lucky she'll be out in a couple days." 
 
    He nodded. "How did you know who to contact for next of kin?" 
 
    "I happen to know the pack leader, that's who I called." I answered simply and followed him down the white halls.  
 
    "I suppose that's as much detail as you're willing to give?" He asked and stopped in front of a door.  
 
    "Yes, it is. Sorry." But we both knew I wasn't sorry. 
 
    "You can wait here for them to bring her in. It shouldn't be long." He pushed open the door and I walked in.  
 
    The hospital room was like most, it had light colored walls and an obnoxiously patterned chair in the corner. A television hung high on the wall in front of the bed. Monitors and an IV stand crowded the room. I plopped myself in the chair and waited.  
 
    The door opened about an hour later and a group of nurses and doctors flooded the room with a gurney. A team moved Martha onto her bed and started getting her settled in, flipping on machines and putting the IV bags up. No one said a word to me as they worked, and I didn't mind. They needed to focus on her.  
 
    Once they were done one of the nurses turned to me. "You must be Abigail Collins." 
 
    "I am." I stood so that she didn't have to look down at me. I couldn't hide the flinch of pain, but she didn't seem phased by it.  
 
    "I can't release information to you if it's not related to a case, but I can tell you that she's stable and will likely make a full recovery." 
 
    I could lie and say it was part of a case, but I knew I could easily be caught in that lie. "Thank you. Her family should be here soon."  
 
    "I have a list of people I can release information to. I assume one of them is her pack master and one is labeled as her sister." 
 
    I hoped that Greg would bring Rachel to see her sister, but I wasn't sure if pups were allowed to leave the property. I looked at the sleeping Martha. She looked a lot better now than when she was in the alleyway.  
 
    "Thank you for everything you and your team have done for her." I said honestly.  
 
    She nodded and left the room. I texted Greg the room number and went back to my spot in the chair. Tonight was proving to be difficult when all I wanted was sleep. I leaned my head back on the chair and closed my eyes. Maybe just a little catnap in the hospital wouldn't hurt.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
    The click of a doorknob and footsteps drew my attention away from Martha. I stood from my chair to greet Greg. "I was told she was stable and would likely make a full recovery." 
 
    "I was briefed by the doctor before coming in. She'll pull through, but she probably has a lot to work on in terms of shifting. Tell me about how you found her?" 
 
    I wasn't sure what he meant with the shifting comment, but I assumed it had to do with the control a pup lacked. Did traumatic events make that worse? I made a note to ask Simon about it when I got a moment. "She was in wolf form. I knew she was scared and hurt, she was huddled at the back end of a dead end alleyway." 
 
    "She let you approach her?" He turned to me. His eyes were wide and his mouth formed a little 'o' of surprise.  
 
    I nodded. "She wasn't too keen on the idea at first, but I mentioned her sister and a little bit of the animal left her. She shifted back and I called a lycan team." 
 
    "Do you know who did this to her?" He asked and turned back to the bed.   
 
    "I don't, you hired me to find her, not find the person that hurt her." I said easily. "So here she is, alive." 
 
    "I need you to find the person who did this now, please." There was almost a begging in his voice. "I can't let whoever hurt my pup go without punishment." 
 
    That part of me that wanted to run away from the task kicked in, but I planted my feet firmly into the ground. "I will do what I can. I'll need to talk to her when she wakes up, see if she remembers anything." 
 
    "Whatever will help, and I mean that." He met my gaze again.  
 
    I saw the worry there and he suddenly looked older than he did before.  
 
    "My pack is family. What would you do to protect your family, Abigail?" 
 
    "Anything." I answered. "I'd kill willingly if it meant keeping them safe."  
 
    "So would I. Please, help us find out who hurt Martha."  
 
    I considered him for a minute. I had done the job I'd been hired for; Levi would make sure Greg was good for the money. That didn't matter to me though. The idea of family was strange to me. Levi was my family, and Clarissa, too. I looked at the woman on the bed and then nodded. "I'll do what I can," I said again. "That's the best I can do." 
 
    "Thank you."  
 
    I sighed. "I'm going to head home for the rest of the night. Please let me know when she wakes." I walked out of the room and headed towards the hospital exit. I walked through the lobby as the sun peaked over the horizon and spilled warm light through the glass doors. I closed my eyes and enjoyed the warmth for a moment. I called a cab company and due to the early hours they were able to send one within fifteen minutes. The morning was looking up.  
 
      
 
    I paid the taxi driver and walked up the sidewalk leading to my house. Simon sat in the sunlight, cupping a mug of coffee with Osiris by his side.  
 
    "I want a nap." I said the moment I was within earshot. "I'm tired and grumpy and the next person that asks something of me may end up with my gun in his groin." 
 
    "Clarissa dropped by with some pain medication." He said and stood, they both followed me inside. "Take some and crawl in bed. The cat and I have this handled." 
 
    I glanced at him. "A werewolf that is a cat person." 
 
    "No, just this cat." He shrugged. "Medicine's on the counter, the home improvement store opens at seven, so I'll make sure to call them the moment the clock switches and order you a door." 
 
    "I'll leave my credit card on the counter for you. Thank you." I felt the exhaustion start to wear on me, the pain was starting to get to the unbearable point, and I couldn't see straight. "I promise when I wake up and you take me to the office, I'll tell you everything I know about Martha." 
 
    He smiled and kissed my head. "Don't worry about it right now, go sleep before someone decides that they need you right this moment." 
 
    I went to the counter, dug my debit card out of my bag, and put it next to the container Clarissa had left. I picked up the vial and held it up to the light. The clear liquid swirled in the palm-sized vial. A pink sticky note clung to the side.  
 
    Take a teaspoon as needed for pain, will not make you drowsy, should promote healing.  
 
    She was always looking out for me, even if I kept her at arm’s length a lot of the time. She had my back no matter what. I pulled out a spoon and took some of the concoction she'd made. The cold liquid slid down my throat as if it was nothing but water.  
 
    I shuffled to my room and lay down on the bed. I kicked my shoes off to the floor and closed my eyes. I felt safe with Simon guarding my door and my gun still on my hip. I took my belt off and laid it on the nightstand, holster and all, then rolled over to let sleep claim me.  
 
    "Abigail Collins? Are you sure it's wise to take her in?" A mysterious voice floated through the dark room. I remembered the day well and I wasn't sure why my subconscious brought it up in the dream world.  
 
    "She's a mere child, I'll provide all the training she needs. It's what her parents wanted."  
 
    I was supposed to be asleep in Levi's lap, but I was awake with my face buried against his chest, so young, so scared.  
 
    "Trouble, that's what she'll end up being." 
 
    Sounds of shattering glass and crunching metal surrounded me as the van hit the tree, splintering the wood. Lying on the ground I struggled to catch my breath, my entire body hurt, but my gun was still in my hand. Small favors. I saw the vampire lean over me, his teeth bared for feeding.  
 
    The shots rang out, two straight to his head. I had reacted on instinct despite all the pain.  
 
    "Hostage, leverage, alive." The vampire gasped out of a half destroyed mouth. "In life or death we serve no king." 
 
    The world swirled around me and the ground disappeared beneath me. I spiraled down into a red circle. Power flooded around me and held me in place. I'd seen one like this in my dreams before, back when the Cult of Ra paid me a visit. It wasn't exactly black magic, but it wasn't really good either.  
 
    "Show yourself." I demanded.  
 
    "Abigail Collins, always in the way, always following what she should leave alone." 
 
    I knew the voice, but couldn't place it. No one showed themselves, nothing came out of the darkness.  "What can I say, I have a knack for trouble." 
 
    "You're not the only one who's powerful." 
 
    "I'd be stupid if I thought I was." 
 
    Pain laced through me and I cried out, the pressure in my rib grew. If I wasn't dreaming I'd have passed out from the pain.  
 
    A woman draped in red materialized in front of me, inside the circle, which told me it was still my dream. Her cloak appeared to be on fire, but it didn't burn her. The flames leapt towards me as if the flames wanted to consume me.  
 
    I woke with a jump and growled at the pain. A sound had me reaching for my gun. Banging and thumping made my heart race. I unholstered my gun and inched toward the door.   
 
    “Stupid fucking door.” Simon snarled and my heart calmed a little. The sleepy fog cleared from my mind and I remembered he had ordered the door and was now installing it. I put the gun down and rubbed my eyes. The red numbers on the alarm clock told me that it was about ten o'clock. I needed to get up and get my day started. I had told Nick I'd be at the office, but finding Martha derailed that. I hadn't heard from anyone since I laid down, not even a text message ding.  
 
    I holstered my gun and walked out to find Osiris playing with my phone on the counter. "Seriously cat, you don't belong up there." 
 
    I picked up my phone and saw a few missed texts and one missed call. I scrolled through; one message was from Clarissa telling me to take it easy, another from Nick saying that he expected me in the office tonight and have some information for him. Levi sent me one right at dawn to check in and he was the missed call.  
 
    "I put your phone on silent so you could sleep. The new door is all set up. Just let me know when you want to go to the office so you can have the Hummer and move about on your own." Simon said as he entered the kitchen.  
 
    "I'm going to grab a shower and then we can go. Thank you, for everything." I realized in that moment, maybe it wasn't always a bad thing for me to have someone. Maybe Simon and I really could make something out of the relationship we were trying to grow.  
 
    He shrugged. "It's not a problem. Go. I want to go to the hospital to see Martha, but I have to pick up Rachel first." 
 
    "Of course, please send me an update when you can? I'd like to know how she is and I need to talk to her when I get a chance." 
 
    He frowned. "Your job with it is finished." 
 
    "Greg asked me to look further into it, see if I can figure out who hurt her." 
 
    "And what do you plan on doing after that? Turning it over to PIB?" There was something in his voice I couldn't figure out.  
 
    "Oh no, Levi was the one who contracted me out for the job. It means I turn the information over to your pack and you deal with it." I held my hands up. "I'm not involved as a PIB officer." 
 
    He raised a brow. "You know what will happen." 
 
    "Just hope I don't get put on the case if the body turns up." But I knew one wouldn't. I've seen pack justice before. It wasn't pretty, but they made sure to take care of the bodies.  
 
    He started to say something, but shook his head. "Go grab a shower. I'm sure you're itching to get back to work." 
 
    Mostly so I didn't have any more bodies show up. I walked into my room and pulled off my clothes. Another set ruined by blood, luckily it was someone else's. I hoped that Martha would wake soon since I needed to talk to her, but at least I had her phone. I could run that at work and while I looked into the connection between all my victims. Jason hadn't called yet with any news on the newest ones, but it'd only been a handful of hours. 
 
    I walked into my bathroom and started the shower. Looking in the mirror I noticed my face was already starting to look better. As a witch, healing was easier for me than it was for humans. It's what made us harder to kill. In a couple days I wouldn't look like someone rammed my face against the ground and I'd be able to move about normally with my rib healing.   
 
    I showered, dried, and dressed. When I walked out, Simone was leaning against the counter. "You ready?" 
 
    "Yeah." I grabbed the vial with the medicine that Clarissa mixed up and shoved it in my bag with my debit card. "Thanks for being my taxi service." 
 
    "Ah yes, because it's such a chore to drive you around." He put an arm around my shoulder and handed me the keys to my new door. "All safe and sound." 
 
    Yeah, until another zombie decided to bust in. I shook the thought off and locked the door.  
 
      
 
    I walked into the office and Mandy about jumped out of her chair. "I didn't think you'd be in today." 
 
    "Nick knew I was coming in, just because someone tried to kill me doesn't mean I get to take a day off. Victims to defend, necromancers to bring in, all that fun stuff."  
 
    She smiled and waved as I passed by. "Better you than me." 
 
    I took the elevator to the floor my office was on, walked down the hallway and into the room. Nick was at his desk tapping his pencil on it.  
 
    "You should have considered being a drummer." I said as I dropped my bag by the side of the desk.  
 
    "You should have been in hours ago." He sat up. "Hopefully you'll have better luck than me. I can't find any connection to these victims."  
 
    "You might have to do a tracking spell for each and start from there." I sat down and unlocked my computer. "What systems did you check?" 
 
    "All of ours, I ran a full scan. I don't want to have to do five tracking spells." 
 
    "Eight if you count last night's victims." I leaned back in my chair. "You can do a tracking spell on a map and see if anything meets up. You don't have to follow the trail." 
 
    "That's still eight spells." He muttered. "Can you do that many without it draining your energy?" 
 
    I sat up and looked at him. "The only time a tracking spell has taken a toll on me was when I had the hex on me." 
 
    "You performed magic when you had a hex? Abby, what the hell is wrong with you?" He shook his head. "It's a wonder you've lived to this age." 
 
    I tossed a pencil at him, but he caught it before it hit his head. "I had no choice; I had a job to do. If you’d rather I do the spell, there's a way to do all of them at the same time. Find a common place of meeting and go from there." 
 
    "Hold up, you can do that?" He leaned forward. "Can you teach me?" 
 
    I wasn't much of a teacher, but it's not like I could tell my partner no. "Sure, let me run a few things and then we'll head to Levi's so I can use the chamber there." 
 
    "Why all the way up there?" He narrowed his eyes. "That vampire doesn't like me." 
 
    "Don't take it personal, he doesn't really like anyone, but he'll be sleeping. My best map is up there. I'll need it." I shrugged and pulled Martha's phone out of my bag. I swiped up and found a PIN code lock in place. I didn't have the skills to figure it out or get past it. I couldn't drop it off with tech without having to explain it to Nick and that meant letting him know that I don't just work for PIB but took on jobs for Levi as well. I didn't want to trust him with that information right now and maybe not ever. I pressed my lips together and took a guess. I typed in 1234 and held my breath. To my surprise the phone unlocked for me. It was a common password for those who don't realize how important a secure phone is.  
 
    I scrolled through the messages that were there. Nothing out of the ordinary until I got to a message from someone named 'witch'. If she was trying to hide that she was in communication with this person she didn't do a good job. She had left all the messages there. The newest message was at the bottom of the screen. 
 
    Witch: It has to be tonight, it’s the only time the pack will be distracted enough. If you want it done, it has to be tonight. 
 
    You: How? 
 
    Witch: I'll set up a circle for you in the clearing to the north, go there. I'll come get you and we'll go to my property to perform the spell. You'll be safe there.  
 
    You: Okay. 
 
    I frowned at the part of the conversation. I scrolled up and could only find 'the spell' mentioned. Not what kind it was. Not what it was supposed to do. No hint of who the witch was. I checked the calls and there were none made to the number.  
 
    I had a couple choices. I could call the number from Martha's phone and see who answered, but I didn't want anyone to know I had her phone or that I was looking into her situation. I could call from my phone, but then the witch would have something personal of mine. I knew how much information one person could get off a phone number.  
 
    I scribbled the number on a sticky note and then found the search program on the computer.  
 
    "What are you working on so furiously over there? Did you get a phone off one of our victims? You're not supposed to take personal effects." 
 
    "What I'm working on is just some simple looking into something." I put the phone back in my bag. "Just some fun research for a friend. Don't pretend you've never done something like that for your buddies." 
 
    He chuckled. "Okay, so I've done it for some blind dates. You'd be surprised what comes up." 
 
    "Once Clarissa dated a guy who was running a sex line from his cell phone plan." I kept my voice casual as I typed in the number.  
 
    Nick snorted. "Once I found a woman who was trying to sell her liver for some extra money." 
 
    "Black market, anyone?" I shook my head and laughed. "Did your friend still go out on a date with her?" 
 
    "Yeah, they dated for almost a year. Until he found out that she did sell things on the black market, it was other people's body parts, not hers." He shook his head. "You have your fun over there. How do you plan on doing the spells? Blood? Items?" 
 
    "As you said, we can't take personal items out of the evidence area, but I'm going to stop by the morgue and pull some blood samples, assuming that the bodies haven't been released yet." I hit enter and watched as the call history and personal information start moving over my screen.  
 
    The name was unknown; it was a burner phone, probably a pay as you go. I wrote down the carrier number and the two numbers the phone called on a daily basis. Certainly they had to screw up somewhere, maybe I'd luck out with one of those numbers.  
 
    "Blood gathering, sounds like fun. Why don't I go down there and do it since there's not much else to do here?"  
 
    "I think that would be fantastic." My phone buzzed, letting me know that I had a message. "I'm going to stay here or maybe grab dinner. I'm trying to take it easy as my rib still hurts like hell." 
 
    Nick's smile faded a bit. "Yeah, it should start feeling better soon." 
 
    "I hope so. Get going, tell Jason I say hi." I reached for my phone. I checked it to realize that there wasn't a message. Frowning, I checked Martha's phone. 
 
    She had a new message. I unlocked it and read the message.  
 
    Witch: You disappeared last night. I need to know if the spell worked. Do not tell your alpha or there will be trouble between the packs. I'll make sure of it.  
 
    I shook my head. This person was off their rocker, but they gave me a clue, they were in the position to influence more than one pack. My mind went back to Witchy McCreeper that was with the visiting pack, but I reminded myself that her magic was completely different.  
 
    Either way, this Witch was associated with the pack somehow. I needed to talk to Greg and Martha. No one had told me if she’d woken yet, but going to the hospital would allow me to talk to Greg and check on Martha.  
 
    Nick waved at me on his way out the door. I took a moment to text Simon that I would be on my way to the hospital to talk to Greg. Nick would question why I was leaving not moments after him, so I needed to give him time to get to his car and get out of the parking lot.  
 
    I leaned back and took the few minutes to type in one of the most called numbers. This one came back with a name and an address. Rachel Monike. It had to be Martha's sister. The address listed wasn't the pack's mountain property, it was here in town. It was a billing address, but it was worth a shot.  
 
    Either the sister lied to me, or maybe her phone was just being used. That was my hope, but my gut said that wasn't the case. I cleared my screen and locked my computer before I picked my bag up and left. Greg wasn't going to be pleased with my findings, but I promised him I'd figure it out.  
 
    I found my Hummer just where I left it the night of the press conference. I walked around it and looked under it for any evidence that it'd been tampered with. I unlocked it and climbed in. I waited a moment to see if there was any magic. When nothing blew up I started the car and drove to the hospital.    
 
      
 
    Greg greeted me in the waiting room. The dark circles under his eyes told me he hadn't slept. "Simon said you needed to talk to me. I thought it best that we talked out here." 
 
    I nodded. "Martha was in contact with someone that she simply had named Witch in her phone. There was a spell that was supposed to happen and it was set up to happen the night that the other part of the pack attacked you. I found the circle still active when I went to visit pack grounds." 
 
    "What kind of spell?" He asked, his jaw tight. "Why would she agree to something like that?" 
 
    I shrugged. "I don't know yet, I was hoping she was awake to talk." 
 
    "They still have her sedated, until the bullet wounds heal a little more." 
 
    "Is Martha's last name Monike?" I met his gaze and he nodded.  
 
    "Why do you ask?"  
 
    I wasn't sure how much information I could give him and expect him not to go pack master on someone's ass. "The number that Witch used called Rachel several times. Witch's phone is still active, but I don't want her to know that I have the number." 
 
    "Can you trace the location?" He shoved his hands in his pockets. "I'll talk to Rachel." 
 
    "I can't unless she calls and that takes more equipment than I have when I'm not working an actual PIB case." I shrugged. "I'll keep doing what I can. You'll probably have more luck with Rachel than I had when I talked to her." I still planned on visiting the billing address of the phone, but I wasn't going to tell Greg that. I wasn't going to give him the chance to talk me out of it.  
 
    "Thank you. I mean it Abby, I don't know what these girls got themselves into, but I want to keep them safe." 
 
    I really wanted to know what spell was supposed to be performed, but it wasn't like Greg was going to have an answer for me. "Can I see her?" 
 
    "Do you think there is anything you can learn while she's unconscious?" 
 
    I took a moment to consider my words carefully. "The text suggested that a spell was placed. If there's any magical residue on her aura, I might be able to trace it or figure out what the spell was for." 
 
    "Will it hurt her?" 
 
    "The spell? I don't know. Once I figure out what it was then I can answer that for you."  
 
    "Let's go see her and you can work your magic, witch." He turned away from me and started down the hall. We stopped briefly to get me a visitor badge and for me to sign in saying that I understood I was entering a lycanthrope wing.  
 
    I followed Greg into the hospital room and nodded at Simon as I entered. "Thanks for letting Greg know that I was on the way." 
 
    "No problem. Glad that you seem to be making some progress." He gave me a smile.  
 
    I hoped I was going to make more. I went to the edge of the bed and took Martha's hand. Some witches and warlocks could see auras without an issue; it was something I had to concentrate to do. It was why I hadn't thought about doing it the night before.  
 
    Taking a deep breath, I looked at her. Truly looked at her. Her face had some color back, which was a nice change from the pale near death look she had the night before. I concentrated and saw the blue haze of her aura around her, but there was a second one, almost a halo to hers and I knew it was her wolf's. I had seen it before with Simon.  
 
    There was no trace of magic on her aura though. Whatever the spell was it had failed completely and didn't leave a residue. I stepped back and shook my head.  
 
    "The good news is there's no trace of the spell. The bad news is that I can't trace it because of that." I crossed my arms. "Whoever this witch is, she knows what she's doing and how to make sure her tracks are covered."  
 
    "Thank you for trying. We'll call you when she wakes up. Simon will stay with her while I go to talk to Rachel." Greg motioned to the door.  
 
    I took it as a dismissal and walked out. Simon followed me out to the hallway. "Why does he need to talk to Rachel?" 
 
    "Because the witch has been calling her phone frequently and Rachel didn't mention it to either of us." I held my hands up in surrender. "I don't even know what to think of this. It's strange, and without knowing what the spell was, I don't have any idea if this witch is into black magic or not." 
 
    He leaned against the wall. "I was going to ask you on a date tonight, but I guess I'll be here." 
 
    "I'll be at Levi's doing a tracking spell with Nick." I sighed. "We're always just so busy." 
 
    He snorted. "Nick? You're taking other men into your chamber now?" He raised a brow.  
 
    For the love of the Goddess. "Don't be jealous, I have to teach him the spell." 
 
    "A warlock that doesn't know a tracking spell. I think you could aim higher Abby." 
 
    "It's a complicated tracking spell and I don't need your jealousy right now." I rubbed my eyes. "Seriously, I just need to close this case and get it done and over with." 
 
    "I'm just giving you grief. After this we can have a nice normal date, no other wolves and no cases."  
 
    I nodded. "Deal." I walked down the hall and towards the exit. I dropped my visitor badge off and went out to the Hummer. Simon and I were trying to form some type of relationship, but I was starting to think there was just no time as other things came up as priorities.  
 
    I leaned my head against the steering wheel of the Hummer. The visit had gotten me nowhere. I hoped that Greg got more information from Rachel.  
 
    I drove back to the office and hoped Nick had managed his task.  
 
      
 
    Nick was waiting in the lobby when I got there. He held up a cooler. "We were lucky, Jason had already collected blood samples for us. He even added our newest victims." 
 
    Jason was a smart man, his forethought made me think he'd worked with PIB agents before. I smiled. "Perfect, let's get going. I'd like to make it up there and get this done before nightfall." 
 
    "Don't want Levi finding me there?" He asked, his voice light.  
 
    "Something like that, but I'm really hopping we can start tracking down locations tonight. Levi trusts my judgment, so I'm not worried about you being there."  
 
    He made a face. "Are you sure you're up for this much today?" 
 
    "Weren't you the one who told me that I needed to be here and have information for you?" I raised a brow. 
 
    "That was before you spent your night at the hospital with a werewolf."  
 
    Ah, so he knew about that. "Yeah, my night was adventurous. Don't worry about it. I'm up for it. A friend made me a potion to deal with the pain and it's not like lying around at home is going to help anything." 
 
    "All right, then lead the way." Nick motioned to the door. "I do hope you enjoyed your lunch out of the office." 
 
    I wasn't going to tell him he was wrong on where I went; I didn't like that he knew where I was until the wee hours of the morning. I wasn't willing to share any more information that might tip him off to me working a case outside of PIB. "Yeah, it was nice." My stomach growled at my lie and I hoped it wasn't loud enough for him to hear.  
 
    We both climbed into the Hummer and we headed towards the mountains. Two hours in the car with Nick seemed like it could be a long ride. Thirty minutes of silence in, I was right.  
 
    My phone rang and I turned on the hands free device. "Agent Collins speaking. You're on speakerphone so choose your words wisely." 
 
    Nick snorted, but didn't say anything.  
 
    "Abigail, it's Mason."  
 
    Nick and I both took a deep breath.  
 
    "Please don't tell me that you found another body." I groaned. "We already have our fair share." 
 
    He was silent for a moment. "Who's in the car with you?" 
 
    "Nick."  
 
    "Good. No, it's not another body. I ran that blood you found on the gravestone. We have a match. Agent Tomes." 
 
    I risked a glance at Nick; his eyes were just as wide as I figured mine were. "Agent Tomes and his partner are assigned to the vampire case." 
 
    "Because it's a continuation of the case they were working on before. I talked to him earlier." Mason said. 
 
    That was interesting, Agent Grace said she hadn't seen him. "What did he say?" 
 
    "Said that he went to make sure another vampire victim hadn't been raised as a zombie. He apparently had the same idea as Nick did, before we even had to deal with an undead unit." 
 
    I resisted the urge to sigh. "Nice of him to share that information. That doesn't explain how his blood ended up on the tombstone." 
 
    "He said he tripped and cut his hand on it. The receptionist confirmed his story." 
 
    That woman was creepy and had told me she didn't know if anyone else had asked or searched for the grave. Of course, maybe Tomes didn't need to search for it. Then why would she have been out there? Something wasn't adding up. "Which receptionist was it?" 
 
    "Said her name was Samantha. She'd just gotten back from vacation, said that Agent Tomes was one of the last people she helped." 
 
    So it wasn't the same one I had dealt with. "Okay, thanks. If you say he's cleared, then I'll trust you." 
 
    "You don't think he is?" Mason asked. "I'd be happy to dig further." 
 
    "It's not wise to start an investigation on a fellow PIB agent." Nick said. "I'd wait to see if any further evidence comes up." 
 
    He was right, but there was something in my gut that told me Tomes was connected to something. Either the rogue vampires or the zombies. Or maybe I was just being paranoid. "Nick's right. We'll wait and see if any more evidence comes to light. Things could get tricky if we start a case on a visiting PIB agent." 
 
    "Okay, I just wanted to let you know what I found. Have you two made much progress?" 
 
    "Not yet, we're on our way to try and find out how the victims are all connected. I'll let you know when we have something, anything." 
 
    "While you two work your magic, I'll look into the people that are being raised as zombies. I don't need magic for that."  
 
    No, he didn't, and it would be nice to have him working from the other side. "Thanks, call us if you find something." I disconnected the call. "So what's your theory?" 
 
    "Rage killings. People probably owe the necromancer money." Nick laughed. "Maybe just now started realizing what he or she could do with the ability." 
 
    I laughed. "You can't get money from the dead." 
 
    "Damn, that's right. What do you have?" 
 
    I thought for a moment. "Killing for fun. Random victims. Serial killer style. They have great control, but I hear it can make the witch or warlock power hungry." 
 
    "So a power hungry necromancer who's killing random people. I think that's less likely. There's always some reason. It doesn't have to be a good reason, but there's always some type of motivation behind killing."  
 
    It was human nature to be motivated by something. When it came to magic, I'd seen something as simple as jealousy push someone off their rocker. It wasn't pretty, but it did happen. "So there are two crazy theories. What else do you have?" 
 
    Nick and I spent the rest of the drive coming up with crazy theories. Some were built on evidence and some were just for fun. It helped pass the time until I pulled up to Levi's mansion.  
 
    "I didn't realize there was a house this big here in the mountains." Nick looked at it.  
 
    It was grey stone, with a huge oak door. Levi liked technology so it had a hand scanner to unlock the damn door. On the bright side, I didn't have to keep track of keys. On the down side it sucked during the winter. "Yeah, we're out in the middle of fucking nowhere. It was lovely to grow up. I had my own detached miniature house for a while, until I moved." 
 
    "Spoiled, were you?" He asked with a smile. We went up the walk and I looked over at the sheep grazing on the weeds. Nick pointed to it and I shrugged.  
 
    "No idea. I've learned not to question so much." I put my hand on the scanner and a tumbler moved and clicked. The little light on the box turned green and I walked in.  
 
    Nick followed me and looked around. "Nice place. Seems a little big for the two of you." 
 
    "He does his territory business here." I dropped my bag by the door.  
 
    "And exactly what does a vampire do for territory business?" Nick followed me as I made my way through the hallways and to the door that led to the basement and my chamber.  
 
    I swung the door open. My footsteps echoed in the empty stairwell as I walked down. "I don't know, he never includes me. He tries to keep me far away from all that." It was the truth. With the exception of working for him on cases the PIB couldn't handle and very rarely killing someone who stepped out of line, I didn't know much of Levi's business. He always said it was to protect me and so that other people didn't think he was using me.  
 
    I never asked to become a part of it, because supernatural politics wasn't a game I wanted to play.  
 
    "You're an adult now. Why do you keep so much connection with him?" 
 
    It was an odd question, and I couldn't place his tone.  "Levi is the only family I have. You don't just cut yourself off from the person who raised you." 
 
    "I've just...I've heard things about him. Not nice things." He followed me down the stairs.  
 
    "Everyone has their not nice things, we've all done things we regret." I flipped on the light and motioned for him to come through the door. "Welcome." 
 
    He looked around at the stone chamber. It had been built for me to learn my magic in. That way there was little chance of me hurting the mansion or the people that happened to be in it. "Wow, I wish I had a place like this to work." 
 
    It was a nice switch in conversation. "It's nice, I do my more powerful spells here and some of my items are here. Like the bigger map that we need." 
 
    "It's magically protected and the set-up is great." He walked the circle that was etched into the stone floor.  
 
    "I needed something like this growing up. Wouldn't do me any good to kill myself or blow up the house accidentally if I lost control of my magic."  
 
    "Levi did a great job with having this built." He put his hand against the wall. "The magic around it is amazing. Who did he have do it?" 
 
    It was nice when someone else could appreciate the work that went into creating my safe place. "I honestly don't know. He had it built when I was little. I never thought to ask." There were a lot of things I just learned not to question when it came to Levi. It was just a fact of life at this point.  
 
    "It shows that he cares for you." He said easily. "This had to take a powerful witch or wizard, probably one of the older ones." 
 
    Which meant that they normally stuck to themselves. The older witches, wizards and elders weren't fond of the mainstream ways of supernatural creatures. It was just starting when I was four, so I couldn't imagine how hard it had to be to find one to do a spell for a vampire who took in a witch. "He cares and I've never doubted that. He has strange ways of showing it and strange rules, but he cares." 
 
    "He's a vampire."  
 
    That seemed to be his most common argument, but this time there was something different in his voice. "Yes, I know that." I looked at him. "You know, I'm an adult and I know you don't like vampires. So you can keep the opinion to yourself and we can get down to doing this spell. Deal?" 
 
    He nodded. "Deal."  
 
    I went to the desk on the far side of the room and pulled out my map.  It was large enough that it showed the four corners territory, the territory that Levi ruled. As a PIB agent, I was able to go out of state if my case allowed me. There wasn't a whole lot of animosity when it came to districts or territories for PIB agents, most of the time.  
 
    I laid the map in the middle of the circle that was carved in the floor. A full pentagram with each point of the star facing the correct direction. The rune for each element was carved at the point. Nick followed me and put the cooler with the blood samples next to the map.  
 
    "I sure hope you know what you're doing." He crossed his arms. "I've never seen a spell like this done." 
 
    I snorted. "Then you need to hang out with more people of our kind. I know a priest in the coven who used to do this for fun." 
 
    "I'm getting registered with the local coven this next weekend. Full ceremony and all." 
 
    I didn't know that. I didn't even want to think about it. "Have fun, they know how to throw a welcome party." 
 
    "You won't be there?" He raised a brow. "You were on the list of registered members." 
 
    I smirked. "Yep, doesn't mean I go." 
 
    "You don't like the local coven," he stated. 
 
    I finished smoothing out the map and went back to the desk to grab a blessed knife. "They don't really like me either. A few months ago one of them side swiped my car. Almost killed Simon and I because it activated your brother's rune on my car. You know the one that caused it to blow up. One of the priestesses tried to bind my magic because she was involved with the murder case. I almost died in a burning building because of that." 
 
    "Every group has bad eggs." He didn't move from the circle. "You need family." 
 
    I swear one of the coven planted him in my office to try and convince me that I needed to be more active. "You'll hear things about me there and know that at least ninety percent of it is true." 
 
    "I know all about you Abby. I had the records from the Cult of Ra on you." 
 
    "I don't know what's in those records or not. So can we focus and figure out if five people ever crossed paths at all?" I knew that the Cult of Ra had me marked as a target and that everyone in the cult knew the history of my parents. I didn't know if my work for Levi was in there or not. I knew Merrick knew about it, because he'd killed someone for me when he was in town as part of our truce. Worry rose up in me and anger that Nick wanted to pursue this topic with me.  
 
    I took the emotions and shoved them into my magic. Closing my eyes, I conjured the circle. Purple weaved through the carvings in the floor and surrounded us.  
 
    Nick looked at me. "Always impressive to see you summon a circle."  
 
    There was something snide in his voice.  
 
    "Jealous that I can do it without any physical calls?" I raised a brow. 
 
    He snorted. "Never jealous. Show me your magic, and then we'll talk jealousy." 
 
    "You were the one who said you didn't know how to do this." I knelt down and pulled out the blood samples. I popped the top off the first tube and dropped a few splatters onto the map. "Make sure they stay in order, so we know who went where." 
 
    It was a shame blood didn't color code itself to make it easier whose was whose. I handed it back to Nick and pulled out the next one. I repeated the processes until everyone's blood was on the map.  
 
    "Okay, once all the samples are there, add your own." I used the blessed knife to prick the tip of my finger. "Not a lot is needed." I let a few drops fall onto the map. "Now, repeat after me." I glanced up at Nick to see if he was paying attention.  
 
    He nodded and I started with the Latin words that would activate the spell. He repeated each line and once the last word came, the magic in the circle started buzzing.  
 
    It'd been a long time since I had done a spell with someone. Our auras touched as the magic danced around us and we both gasped. Electricity moved through me and called to my magic and my life force.  
 
    Nick met my gaze with wide eyes and creased brow. It had taken him by surprise too. I quickly turned to the map and watched as the different blood patterns started to leave a trail from their original points.  
 
    He watched over my shoulder silently as they continued to move. Most stopped at one house and then split to separate ways. At some point they all ended up where they had died.  
 
    The only ones that didn't go to that house were the reporters, but we had a central location for all the other victims. Excitement rose in me. This could be the break that we needed. "Wynook. Remember that street name, we're looking probably half way down the street." 
 
    "Are you sure?" Nick asked. "Looks more like three fourths to me." 
 
    I glared at him over my shoulder. "Shame that this type of spell doesn't work on Google Maps." 
 
    "Yeah, street view would be amazing right now." He laughed. "How come no one taught me this spell before? It's amazingly simple." 
 
    I shrugged. "I don't know. Who taught you?" 
 
    "My mom did." He sighed. "She was never one that liked anything to do with blood." 
 
    "I'm surprised it wasn't something covered in the training classes, honestly. Now, to close the spell, repeat this phrase." I said the closing phrase slowly so Nick could catch it.  
 
    The blood disappeared, but the magic still lingered in the circle. I looked at Nick and pulled my magic back into me and let the circle down.  
 
    He let out a small gasp of breath as if it hurt. I raised a brow, but didn't ask him about it. I folded up the map and put it back on the desk. I pulled out an alcohol wipe and cleaned off the knife and put it back in the drawer. "Shall we take a trip? I want to see what was so great about this house." 
 
    "I'm betting drug dealer." 
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    We pulled up to Wynook and I parked the car at the end of the street. I pulled up the pictures of the victims on my phone and climbed out of the Hummer.  
 
    "You take the left side, I'll take the right, holler at me if someone knows something." Nick started across the street and waved at me.  
 
    Another tracking spell like the one I had used for Martha could have made this job easier, but that was a bit more blood magic than I wanted to teach Nick. That was a spell that wasn't really PIB issued either. I went to the first house and knocked.  
 
    A little old woman answered and I showed her my badge. "Ma'am, I'm from the Paranormal Investigation Bureau and I need to know if you have seen any of these people around here." 
 
    "I don't talk to police." She narrowed her eyes at me, looking through the bifocals on her nose. "Not since you all locked up my son for drug possession." 
 
    I pressed my lips together and took a deep breath. "That's not my department ma'am, I'm actually federal and I'm looking into the deaths of five people." 
 
    "Such a shame that many had to die before you started looking into it." She slammed the door on me and I just shook my head. 
 
    Hopefully the next house would be a bit more friendly. I trudged over there and knocked.  
 
    I could hear loud music through the door and windows. I rang the doorbell twice and someone finally answered. The man stood taller than me, his naked chest was glistening with sweat and he crossed his huge arms.  
 
    "What do you want?" 
 
    I showed him my badge. "I just need to know if you've seen some people around the neighborhood. My partner and I are looking into the death of some people and our investigation has led us to this neighborhood." 
 
    "Look here, I didn't kill no people." He held his hands up. "I just run a boxing ring." 
 
    I wondered if Nick was getting just as many strange responses. "Sir, I didn't say that you killed anyone. We're just trying to gather information." I held up the polaroid picture of our first three victims.  
 
    He frowned and looked closer. "Yeah, they meet at the red house down the street. There's normally a group of them." 
 
    I pulled my phone out and flipped to the next picture. "Are these two part of the group?" 
 
    "Yeah, they are. There's normally one or two more. I promise I didn't have anything to do with it." He shook his head. "Them weird folk." 
 
    "Weird how?" I shoved my phone back in my pocket.  
 
    "They were all pale and geeky looking, except for one. She was always sharply dressed as if she worked. Unlike the others." He shrugged.  
 
    When we had found the victims, they weren't sharply dressed, but I wouldn't have described them as geeky. Of course it was hard to tell with seeing them once they were dead. "Did you ever meet them?" 
 
    "No, I'd seen them when I was out running. They'd always meet in the evening. I'd see them arrive when I was heading back to my house." 
 
    Thank God for people who liked to run. "Thank you, you've been very helpful. Sorry to disturb your evening." 
 
    "Of course, good luck with your case." He walked back into his house and I called Nick.  
 
    "Red house down the road. I'll meet you down there." I didn't bother with pleasantries. I left the stoop of the man's house and headed down the road. Five houses down was the red one. I waited for Nick.  
 
    He walked up and his face was flushed.  
 
    "I didn't see you on my way over here. Where were you?" 
 
    "People are crazy in this neighborhood. Some lady thought I was the computer tech, and dragged me into her house. She tried to pay me in advance with uh... personal services. I had to tell her that I was a PIB agent four times, finally I told her I'd throw her into jail and she finally stopped advancing on me." 
 
    Yep, I totally got the better side of the street. "You lie." 
 
    "I wish." He stepped up and knocked on the door.  
 
    A man answered. The suit and tie that he wore was covered in gears and wires. A top hat adorned with a pair of goggles was cradled in his arm. He looked surprised to see us. "Oh, can I help you?" 
 
    "This is Agent Collins and I'm Agent Averon. We're looking into some information in regards to these people." He held his phone out and the man's face just crumpled.  
 
    "Please come in." He motioned for us to enter. He put his top hat on the couch that was right inside the room. "They were good friends of mine, them and the others that I'm sure you're looking into. I heard about their deaths from their families." 
 
    "I'm sorry for your loss. Our sources indicate that they all met here at some point. Your neighbor down the road confirmed it."  
 
    He nodded and a smile crossed his face. One of those smiles that happen when you remember something. "Yeah, we all met here once a week to play a table top role playing game." 
 
    Nick looked at me. "A what?" 
 
    "It's a game where you create characters and move through a storyline and world created by the dungeon master. You use dice to decide your fate and choices. I hear it's fun." I told him without missing a beat. "So they were your friends. Did the rest of the group disband after their deaths?" 
 
    "There was only one other member, and she just up and left not long before they were killed."  
 
    "What's her name?" I asked.  
 
    "Anne, she worked at a cemetery. Apparently two of them. She said she quit because she couldn't dedicate the time anymore."  
 
    "Wouldn't working at two cemeteries be a conflict of interest?" Nick asked.  
 
    I shook my head. "They are owned by the state. It’s the same job, just two different locations. Thank you for your time, I'm sorry I didn't catch your name." 
 
    "Curtis." He held his hand out.  
 
    I shook it and was happy to find that he was human. "Thanks Curtis. Again, sorry for your loss."  
 
    "They were good people, Agent Collins. The best I knew."  
 
    I nodded. "Sadly, the ones we lose normally are."  
 
    "We'll be on our way, thanks for the information." Nick walked out and I followed him.  
 
    We walked in silence to the Hummer. I climbed in and started it. "Did you talk to the receptionist when you went to visit the cemetery?" 
 
    "No, I didn't. Did you get the name of the one you talked to?" He asked. 
 
    I shook my head. "No, I didn't. In hindsight it was stupid. Mason talked to one who confirmed that Agent Tomes did fall and cut his hand that day." 
 
    "What are you thinking? Tomes is human, isn't he?"  
 
    Oliver taught me that the most powerful of my kind could hide their magic abilities. He'd done it when I first met him. It was unsettling and made me doubt the humanity of any one. "I think so."  
 
    "Abby, what are you thinking?" 
 
    "I'm thinking it's not just a necromancer we're looking for." I pulled the Hummer on to the street and headed towards the office. "I think there is a lot more going on here than we realize." 
 
    Nick leaned back in his seat. "Why would someone kill an entire table top group?" 
 
    "That's the million dollar question isn't it? And why is Curtis still alive while everyone else is dead?"  
 
    Nick nodded and pulled out his phone. "Hey, I need an agent with a man named Curtis. He lives on 2930 Wynook. He could be a possible target." 
 
    I let Nick handle that while I drove. I didn't want to think about Curtis meeting the same fate as his friends. I had a feeling that death by zombie was not the best way to go out. It looked painful. 
 
    Nick hung up his phone. "Now, what about the reporters? They weren't part of the group." 
 
    "No, they weren't. They were at a private hospital looking for me, probably for an interview. The question is, why did the zombies slaughter them?" 
 
    "Zombies don't interrogate right? Maybe they thought the reporters were just between you and them. Maybe you weren't even a target and it was just random." 
 
    I was hoping it was just a coincidence that there were zombies at the hospital and one at my house. "Maybe. Let's find our necromancer and find out." I took a turn that would lead to the office. "Split up. You take Evergreen and I'll take Memorial. If Anna works at both then one of use will find her this time." 
 
    "And what do we do if we find her?" 
 
    "We bring her in for questioning. We have the right to, a connection to the murders, a connection to where the zombies are being raised. She has to be connected somehow." I pulled the Hummer up to the office. "Call me if you find her." 
 
    "Same." Nick jumped out and ran to his cruiser. I glanced at the clock. If we hurried we'd both make it to the offices before they closed. I dug the potion out of my bag from Clarissa and took a gulp of it. The pain needed to fade more so I could think. Things were starting to get heated up and I had a feeling a fire fight, hopefully not literally, would be coming.  
 
      
 
    I pulled up to the office for Memorial Cemetery. It was newer than Evergreen with white smooth bricks and a geometric shaped brown roof that reminded me of Legos. I walked in to see the same receptionist I had met at Evergreen.  
 
    "You must be Anna. I just met with an old friend of yours, Curtis. I believe you used to play a tabletop game with him and a group of friends." 
 
    She stood and darted towards the back exit. Luckily for me she was wearing heels, not a lot of women know how to run in them. I was in combat boots and caught up to her within a minute.  
 
    "I just want you to come in for questioning. That's all." I said easily and felt her magic flare.  
 
    I grabbed my handcuffs from my back pocket and slammed them on her before her magic had a chance to surface. "Magically enhanced so you can't use your magic against me." I snapped. "We could have done this easily." 
 
    "Go to hell, bitch." She snapped at me and tried to tug away.  
 
    It was my experience that only guilty people ran and greeted me with hostility. "So are you the necromancer? Or do you just provide the corpses and victims?" 
 
    "Fuck you."  
 
    I shoved her towards the front door.  
 
    "Someone has to be here to watch the office." She tried, her voice nicer now.  
 
    "Not my problem. Now, if you want to be more civil then I'll make sure you're not cuffed to a table when we get to the station."  
 
    She took a visible deep breath and nodded. I pulled out my phone with one hand and called Mason.  
 
    "I have a suspect in custody. I need you to pick her up since the Hummer doesn't make appropriate transportation. She’s a bit hostile, so I can’t trust her to not try and wreck me."  
 
    I watched as Anna shifted her weight from foot to foot.  
 
    "Where are you at?" Mason didn't sound thrilled, but he'd thank me later.  
 
    "Memorial Cemetery.” 
 
    "I'm just down the road. Keep a hold of her."  
 
    Like I was going to just let her get away. I felt magic surround us. "Oh fuck, Mason hurry and call Nick." I hung up and shoved my phone in my pocket. I drew my gun and looked at Anna. "What was that?" 
 
    "It wasn't me." She said honestly. "But you're in trouble if you don't let me go. Because they are coming for you."  
 
    I glanced around and saw things moving on the ground. A horde of zombies crawled towards us. "Send them back." 
 
    "I'm not the necromancer. But you don't mess with him. At all." She stated and tried to pull away from me.  
 
    I growled. I'd need both hands to shoot the zombies, but I wasn't going to let her go. I opened the Hummer door and shoved her inside. I wasn't going to be able to take on a horde of zombies. Not with a gun. I climbed in the Hummer and started the engine. I could outrun them. I could run them over, but it wouldn't stop them. In the middle of the swarm there had to be a necromancer.  
 
    I gunned the engine and spun it so the vehicle was facing the cemetery land.  
 
    "What are you doing?" Anna's voice raised a pitch. "You're not going towards them are you?" 
 
    "It's zombie versus Hummer. How much does your necromancer care for you? Does he or she know I have you?" I was grateful that this cemetery had the flat gravestones. It was more modern and probably done for easy maintenance of the grounds, but I was about to take my Hummer four-wheeling through the cemetery because of zombies. I'd explain it later to Boss Man when he got the bill from the state.  
 
    "You can't take on a horde of zombies."  
 
    "You sit back or risk being thrown around the car. You even attempt to stop me and I will shoot you." I slammed my foot down on the pedal and wondered if I had gone crazy.  
 
    There had to be a hundred of them crawling across the ground. The sound of crunching bones and scraping against the metal of the doors made me cringe. My phone rang and I put it on speaker. "I'm in the middle of something." 
 
    "Please don't tell me that's your yellow Hummer going through a bunch of zombies." Mason sounded exasperated. "Couldn't you have just shot them?" 
 
    "Doesn't work. Please tell me you brought a flame thrower." 
 
    "I have a team on the way. Abby, we need more than one for this. What are you doing?" 
 
    I tightened my grip on the steering wheel as the zombies became thicker and some started to crawl up on the car. One beat against the back window and I was lucky that Levi had gotten bulletproof windows on all vehicles.  
 
    "Finding my necromancer. Just light one or two on fire." I could handle the rest if I could see the fire. "Trust me, Mason." 
 
    He hung up and I hope it meant that he trusted me enough to do as I wanted. I had no idea how long it'd take a containment team to show up, or Nick for that matter.  
 
    "You're crazy. Everyone says so, but I'm just now believing it." Anna snapped.  
 
    I didn't pay too much attention to her; I was looking for the necromancer. I skidded to a halt as I saw Agent Tomes there. No fucking way.  
 
    "Surprised?" Anna asked and started laughing. "A PIB agent Necromancer." 
 
    I was hoping it was Witchy McCreepy that had come to visit the pack, but I was wrong. Levi had trusted Agent Tomes and I wanted to use that to discount what he was doing here, but I knew I couldn't. I now knew Levi had made a mistake.  
 
    I pulled out my gun and jumped out of the car. My rib pounded as my pulse sped up. I shot the zombies that came closer to me. Three shots in and they started to part from me. I knew it wasn't fear, but because Agent Tomes was giving them directions. I raised my gun with a clear shot and took it. It deflected off a protective circle.  
 
    A zombie caught my arm and I turned to shoot it. The blood dripped down my arm and into the ground. I used it to summon my own circle, stronger than my typical because of the blood. I met Agent Tomes' gaze. "I guess we're at an impasse here. You control them, but I have a containment team coming. I now know who you are and I will not stop hunting you until you're in custody." 
 
    Anger rose in me. He was a PIB agent, we were supposed to be for the protection of people, not using zombies to murder innocent people. 
 
    "And how is your containment team going to take on over a hundred zombies?"  
 
    He didn't know I could help fan the fire that would happen and he didn't need to know. "You underestimate the containment teams and the PIBs of this area." 
 
    "You're stalling." He raised his hands and the zombies started to beat against the circle. "You're good, but you won't be able to keep the circle up for too long. A circle summoned without a physical counterpart takes more energy." 
 
    It was true and I didn't have enough bullets to slow down this many zombies. A bit of fear curled in my stomach. I could die by zombie tonight. Torn into bits and pieces, never to see the light of day again. Yep, there was no way I was going to die this way. I glanced over my shoulder and saw smoke rising. It was just what I needed. 
 
    I closed my eyes and imagined the flames that were starting over the zombies. I used my fear to feed it. I let go of the terror I felt at the zombies knocking on my circle, pushing all the emotions I had into fueling that fire.  
 
    I opened my eyes and felt a wicked smile cross my face as the flames rose around my circle. The corpses burned around me and the smell of charred flesh filled the air. I stayed protected in my circle and watched as Tomes stood in his own circle.  
 
    His magic faded and he ran. No longer did the corpses around me twitch; they just burned. I could go after him, but I risked losing control of the fire and hurting people who were living. I used the breathing trick Oliver taught me when we first started training together to pull my emotions and magic back into me. I let the circle down knowing the fire wouldn't touch me. I slowly turned towards my Hummer and smiled at how the fire parted around it.  
 
    I walked back to find Anna in the back seat. Her face was pale and eyes wide.  
 
    "You controlled the fire. You're an elemental." She squealed out the moment I opened the door. "You could have killed him, you could have killed me. You could have burnt us alive." 
 
    I shrugged one shoulder and tried not to let the fear of her telling someone show. "Let's keep that our little secret. And know that if you tell anyone you'll forfeit your life." 
 
    She nodded, her eyes still big. "Of course. Our secret." 
 
    We waited in our little circle of safety while the fire crew got the flames under control. Mason came running through the ashes and I saw the relief that flooded his face when his eyes landed on me and the Hummer.  
 
    "Magical circle?" He asked and straightened up.  
 
    I nodded. "Yes. Tomes got away, but I have one of his accomplices in the car."  
 
    "Agent Tomes?" Mason ran a hand through his hair. "Damn it. A PIB agent necromancer." 
 
    It sounded kind of silly when he said it, but I nodded. "Sorry it was either lose my life to zombies and fire and him still escape, or survive and live to hunt him another day."  
 
    "Glad to see you survived. I'll put out an APB for him and hopefully we can catch him."  
 
    I looked at Anna still huddling in the backseat of the Hummer. "I think the other receptionist was working with him. I'm hoping Nick had more luck with that." 
 
    "Nick said he was going to meet you at the station. Said he brought her in." 
 
    Thank the Goddess we had both of the receptionists. Now if only we had Tomes. My mind went to Agent Grace. "Do we know where Tomes' partner is? I saw her last night at the hospital." 
 
    "I haven't heard from her since the press conference. What was she doing at the hospital?" Mason met my gaze. "Were there vampires there too?" 
 
    I resisted a smart-ass remark. "No, just zombies. She wanted to see if I had seen Tomes, so I guess he gave her the slip by telling her that he went to come see me at the hospital." 
 
    "And as we both know you weren't at the hospital." Mason shook his head. "Abigail, I swear things started getting weirder the moment you joined PIB, but this really takes the cake. Zombies and rogue PIB agents." 
 
    I snorted. "Let's not forget car bombs and blood-starved vampires." I opened the door to my Hummer. "Come on out, Anna." 
 
    She scooted out and very carefully got out of the tall vehicle. She was much more compliant now. I smiled at her. "Go with the nice officer, my partner and I will come talk to you in a bit." 
 
    "Of course." She walked over to Mason.  
 
    Mason raised a brow. "You were afraid she'd cause you to wreck earlier, what happened?" 
 
    "Bitch took on zombies with her car." Anna snapped and I laughed.  
 
    I don't think I could have said it better myself. I crossed my arms and grinned. "What can I say, I know how to mellow them out." 
 
    Mason shook his head and shoved her towards wherever he'd left his cruiser. I hoped that she wouldn't spill my secret, but it wasn't likely with the threat I gave her.  
 
    I climbed into my car and headed back through the graveyard and on to the street. I was pretty pleased with myself with my control over the fire, but I couldn’t get cocky. The more I used it the more I'd rely on the ability and it wasn't one that I wanted.   
 
      
 
    I walked into the station and Mason greeted me.  
 
    "You're lucky the fire spread that fast." He led me towards the interrogation rooms. "Had it not, I think you would have been torn apart." He flicked the shred of my sleeve where the zombie had caught me.  
 
    "You don't know how lucky, but it doesn't matter, the fire took and spread. The firefighters were able to put it out, and we now have two people who are behind it." I inspected the cut on my arm. It wasn't bad, it didn't need stitches and it had stopped bleeding at some point.  
 
    He made a noise. "Out of how many though?" 
 
    "Hopefully only three. If we could get a hold of Agent Grace it'd help." I walked into the interrogation room and saw Anna sitting at the table, cuffed to it. Nick was in the far corner of the room, his arms crossed and leaning against the wall.  
 
    "’Bout time." He pushed off the wall. "She's in here spouting all kinds of nonsense." 
 
    She couldn't have been there long, but her face was red and her jaw locked. She was riled up about something.  
 
    "Oh, like what?" I raised a brow.  
 
    "Like how the zombies never should have burnt up so fast and that Tomes would never just let her be caught. She seems to think you had something to do with the fire." 
 
    I leaned my hands on the shiny metal table and leaned forward. "Is that so? And how do you think I had something to do with it?"  
 
    "I-I don't know." 
 
    That's what I thought. "Of course not, you're just trying to talk your way out of this."  
 
    "All I did was provide Agent Tomes with places to raise the zombies. I had nothing else to do with it." She met my gaze. "I swear." 
 
    "You're still an accessory to murder." Nick said. "You and Samantha are both tied to this. So what did he promise you?" 
 
    Anna shifted in the chair and looked back down at the table. "He told us that he could bring our loved ones back from the dead." 
 
    "You don't know much about necromancers do you?" I asked, my voice softened a touched. "You're a witch and I assume Samantha is too." 
 
    She nodded. "Necromancers weren't something that was covered in our Coven learning. We both moved here not long after the vampire attacks in New Orleans. Tomes worked on that case too. He found us and told us he could make all the pain go away by raising our loved ones." 
 
    It was a strange thing to promise and I couldn't see the motivation behind it. "Did he tell you why?" 
 
    "No, just that he needed the graveyards to work and people to sacrifice to the zombies in order to create the magic. Now that I say it out loud it sounds so stupid. But, if you've ever lost someone you would do anything to bring them back." 
 
    She was right. I would have, but I also knew it wasn't possible. Growing up, I had always asked why magic couldn't bring people back from the dead. "That's not how necromancers work. I'm sorry, but you still allowed him to kill people. You're still part of this." 
 
    She straightened up and for a moment, I got a glimpse of the confident woman I had met the day I'd gone to the graveyard. "I know I am." It was a strange switch of attitude. Maybe she realized the grieving card wasn't going to fly with me.  
 
    "Why the group you played games with?" Nick asked. 
 
    She shrugged. "They were all loners, they banded together at conventions. I didn't think they'd be missed. I enjoyed playing with them, but I knew they had to be sacrificed so I stepped back." 
 
    I couldn't believe how naive she seemed with the situation. "Nick, why don't you go verify her story with Samantha." 
 
    She paled a little. "You don't have Samantha."  
 
    "Are you so sure?" I sat in the chair in front of her. "Do you really want to call my bluff? What's Samantha going to say?" 
 
    "Fine. They were a target because Tomes found out that their families were against vampires. He has some hidden agenda with the blood-starved vampires. He uses his necromancy to cause chaos so people turn their heads that way and ignore what's going on with the vampires."  
 
    Nick and I looked at each other. "Who put the car bomb on my car?"  
 
    "Tomes." 
 
    He risked his own ass to try and kill me? Of course he was strong enough to also conjure his own circle. "Why?" 
 
    "He doesn't seem to like you." She shrugged. "He was pretty focused on making sure you were killed one way or another." 
 
    And Levi had trusted him. I wondered what was going on. "What was his plan with the blood-starved vampires?" 
 
    "That I don't know. We were just told to make sure we had bodies for them to use and that at least one of them were victims from the last place the vampires attacked." 
 
    That would give them an excuse to come into town and take over the case. "And his partner?" 
 
    "She came on not long ago, she doesn't know anything about it."  
 
    That was a blessing. 
 
    "I'll go check with Samantha to confirm." Nick walked out and I looked at Anna.  
 
    "Black magic and accessory to murder. That's what you're looking at. Tomes will be looking at a death sentence. Killing with magic."  
 
    "Like you're much better than him. Why is he so obsessed with you?" Anna tilted her head to the side. "What would bringing you down do?" 
 
    I thought about it. I wasn't sure why Tomes wanted to make sure I was dead. "One less kickass PIB agent to spoil his plans." It was the best I could come up with. I stood and walked out of the room. I shut the door and leaned against it. I've never dealt with a rogue PIB agent before. I wonder if Levi was in on the blood-starved vampires. Maybe that's why he hadn't killed them when they attacked.  
 
    Maybe Nick was right about Levi. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath.  
 
    "You okay, Agent A?" Mason asked and I opened my eyes.  
 
    "Yeah, my rib just hurts a little bit. Time for some more pain management." I forced a smile. "We need to find Tomes. I'm sure I know how to draw him out." 
 
    "You're going to do something stupid?" 
 
    I shrugged. "Very possible."  
 
    "Abigail, this isn't your fight. He's a jealous PIB agent, you're half his age, just because he's targeting you doesn't mean you have to put yourself out there." 
 
    He was right, but it was either that or Tomes moving to another city with his blood-starved vampires. "He has to be stopped. It's my job as a PIB Agent."  
 
    "Extermination team?" Mason offered.  
 
    "That'll be my next step, once I find his location." I pushed off the door. "She's yours to deal with now." 
 
    My phone chirped and I swore at the thing. I pulled it out of my pocket and answered.  
 
    "Agent Collins." 
 
    "Abby, Martha is awake." Greg's voice caught me off guard. "I need you down here now." 
 
    "I just finished up at the station, I can be there in just a couple minutes." I hung up and looked at Mason. "Sorry, I have to run. Tell Nick I'll see him at the office and we'll start working on a plan to find Tomes." 
 
    Mason nodded. "Don't forget to take some pain medication." 
 
    I smiled at the gentle reminder and headed out of the station.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    I sped to the hospital and stopped by the front desk just long enough to get the visitor badge and sign the waver. I walked to Martha's room and knocked.  
 
    "Come in." Three voices called and I walked in and saw Martha sitting up in the bed.  
 
    She looked better awake than she did unconscious. Big brown eyes stared at me as I walked towards the bed. "You're a witch." There was a slight upturn of panic in her voice.  
 
    "Yes, I am. I'm the one who found you. Do you remember that?" I kept my voice low and any movement slow.  
 
    She nodded. "I wanted to kill you at first." 
 
    I smiled. "But you didn't. Besides, you were wounded. I can't really blame you for that. Greg hired me to help find you; he also wants me to help find the person who did this to you. Do you remember anything?" 
 
    "I remember running from her. I didn't get shot until I came into the city. I was just looking for someone familiar, someone who could help." She wrapped her arms around herself. "I fought against the beast inside me the whole time." 
 
    "Who is 'her'?" I sat in the chair next to the bed. "Witch? The person in your phone?" 
 
    She nodded. "That's all I know her as. I met her at a party, that's what everyone called her. Witch. She wore a mask and she had a wolf at her side." 
 
    "What kind of wolf?" Greg prompted.  
 
    "A werewolf, in a silver collar. She claimed that she knew how to cure our disease. That's why I went to her. I had talked to Rachel about it and given her Witch's phone number. I wanted it done as soon as we could do it." 
 
    I could fill in the rest up until Witch had taken her somewhere. "Where did she take you to do the spell? She had you blocked by magic, I wasn't able to do a regular tracking spell on you." 
 
    "Some place north of Pack grounds. There was a protective circle there, that's where we stayed for the whole thing." 
 
    "Why did you run?" My mind was racing. There was only one protective circle that I knew out there, other than the wolves' territory. It was the Coven's, but it wasn't close to pack grounds at all. We all liked our distance when it came to territories.  
 
    She looked down and shook her head. "I don't want to talk about that. Can we leave it at I wasn't comfortable with what the price was?" 
 
    I didn't like it. I glanced back at Greg and Simon. "Can I speak with her alone?" 
 
    Greg lifted his lip and snarled at me.  
 
    "Really? Do I need to remind you that you hired me to do this? I need all the information I can get and she's not going to give it to me with you standing there."  
 
    "What makes you think she's going to give it to you without us in here?" Simon stepped up.  
 
    It was a good question and I was riding on the idea that Martha trusted me. "Because she knows I won't turn around and just tell you. Pack may mean family, but it means that they answer to you. I'm not pack. I'm entitled to my secrets." 
 
    "You can't hide information from me." Greg put a hand on my shoulder and spun me around to face him.  
 
    I gave him a sweet smile; it was the one I used when I was irritated with someone. "You hired me to find the person. I decide what relative information you get. That's how I work, don't like it, find yourself another witch." 
 
    He considered me for a moment, his gaze traveling up and down my body. "If you don't find her, you forfeit your life." 
 
    "Not part of the deal. I don't pay with lives."  
 
    "This time you do." He stormed out, Simon still on his heel.  
 
    It seemed a little rash to me, but I had a feeling his threat was empty. Or at least I hoped. I could only take so many people after me at one time.  
 
    She glanced at the door and I realized what she was worried about. They were werewolves, their hearing was extraordinary. I went out into the hall. "Coffee would be wonderful." 
 
    Simon glared at me, but before he had a chance to speak an RN came running down the hall. "There are zombies on the news." 
 
    Simon's glare turned into a concerned look.  
 
    "Go watch the news clip, tell me how bad it is." I motioned for him to go. "She'll know if you guys are standing out here." 
 
    He nodded and nudged Greg down the hall. Neither looked happy about it, but I'd deal with that later. I walked back in the room and shut the door behind me.  
 
    "They're gone." 
 
    "The price was to kill Greg and Simon." She whispered. "I couldn't agree to it. It would leave the pack at war with itself."  
 
    My heart skipped a beat. "Both of them?" 
 
    "With both gone, there's no one strong enough to lead the pack. The squabble would turn into a war and then another pack would come in and take over." She met my gaze. "I didn't want to hurt my pack. I just wanted to be normal again. Rachel and I lost everything when we were infected. It wasn't fair."  
 
    "I would think one would do anything to be rid of the curse that cost them everything. Why did you think that was too high of a price?" I sat back down in the chair.  
 
    She picked at the tape holding her IV to her hand. "Greg gave us a second chance. He took us in and helped us learn how to control the beast inside us. I want to go back to being human, but not at the cost of betraying the only person who showed us kindness."  
 
    "Can you describe Witch for me?"  
 
    "Average height, black hair, dark eyes and like I said a mask. She had no distinguishing marks, so there's not much to go on." She gave me sad eyes. "Are you going to kill her?" 
 
    "Is she the one who shot you?" I leaned back in the chair.  
 
    She shook her head. "No, that was some poor bastard I scared the crap out of. I didn't mean to. I can't believe he had silver bullets." 
 
    I'd keep that information to myself. Chances were it was in self-defense. I'd look into it, but I doubted I'd turn it over to Greg. "Once I find Witch, I’ll leave it up to Greg on what happens to her." 
 
    "Greg needs to get to Rachel and make sure that she stays safe." She closed her eyes. "Please don't let anything happen to my sister." 
 
    I nodded even though she couldn't see it. "I'll let you rest." She didn't respond, but she didn't need to. I walked out just in time to see Simon and Greg walking back down the hall.  
 
    "So?" Greg asked.  
 
    "You need to get to Rachel, Martha is worried about her. Witch might try to get to her. I don't really have a lead, but I'll figure something out. Let me know what Rachel says about Witch." 
 
    "Greg's sending me." Simon crossed his arms. "Let me walk you to the car?" 
 
    Dread filled me. Simon could be in danger if he went to Rachel and I wanted to protest. It wasn't my place. He was a big bad werewolf and could take care of himself. "Sure." 
 
    "Until later, Abigail." Greg went back into the room and the door clicked closed.  
 
    Simon put a hand at the small of my back and urged me down the hallway. "Zombies, Abby? You took the Hummer through a horde of zombies." 
 
    "There wasn't much of a choice." I grinned. "I have to admit, it wasn't my first choice as a way of fighting off the zombies, but it did work to find out who was behind them." 
 
    We walked out of the hospital wing and into the waiting area. Simon's hand left my back the moment the doors closed. It made me wonder if he had originally put his hand there so I wouldn't turn back.  
 
    "Why is Greg sending you to talk to Rachel?" I turned to him.  
 
    "Because Rachel likes me better than him and he wants to be here in case this Witch person shows up." He walked towards the door without stopping to talk to me.  
 
    I followed him, keeping up easily. "And if Witch shows up on pack grounds? Does he think you'll be able to handle her?" 
 
    "Do you think I can?" He spun around and met my gaze. "I'm second in the pack and just as strong as Greg." 
 
    "I'm not doubting your strength. I'm worried because I've touched this woman's magic and she's damn powerful." I had hurt his ego and hadn't meant to. "Am I not allowed to be worried about you?"  
 
    He seemed to take a moment and then he took my hand. "You are and I understand that she's powerful, but I can handle myself. And just like I have to trust you can handle yourself on the field, you have to trust that I can handle myself with pack business." 
 
    He was right and it made sense. "Then be careful." I leaned up and kissed him. "You owe me a normal date and if you die, I'll never get it." 
 
    He snorted. "If only the world of the supernatural would leave us alone long enough for a night out."  
 
    That was the truth. We walked to the Hummer and he looked at it. "Not much damage from the zombies."  
 
    "Or the fire." I pointed out. "I'm sure that made it on the news report too."  
 
    "Yeah. Where are you heading now?"  
 
    I wasn't sure. I had no ideas on where Tomes or Grace was and no clues on where to start looking. "I think I'm going to go get some sleep. Call me if Rachel tells you anything useful."  
 
    "Of course." He kissed my cheek and jogged off to his own car. I leaned against the Hummer and stared up at the sky. The moon rose over head and I was ready for some dinner and bed.  
 
      
 
    I grabbed fast food on my way home and was shouldering my way into the house as the phone rang. Levi's ringtone blared through my pocket and I barely got in and the food set down in time to answer.  
 
    "What's up?" I knew he'd probably seen the news; the fact that he hadn't just transported himself down here was probably a miracle.  
 
    "How's the Hummer?" 
 
    "A couple scratches, no scorch marks and it runs still. So better than my car." I kept my voice light and picked up the food. I made my way to the kitchen and Osiris followed behind.  
 
    Levi was quiet for a moment as if he hadn't considered the state of my car at all. "I saw the fire. The way it spread was not natural." 
 
    "No, it wasn't. I didn't have much of a choice. I wasn't going to be able to hold my circle long enough and I wasn't going to become zombie meat. Which brings me to my next point." I went and poured the cat some food and then went back to my fast food bag. "Did you know that Agent Tomes was a necromancer?" 
 
    Silence.  
 
    "Levi?" I gave him a moment to answer before I assumed the call had disconnected. No answer.  
 
    Something shifted in the air and I spun around, drawing my gun on instinct.  
 
    "No. I didn't. He's the one raising the zombies then?" Levi held his hands up. 
 
    I took a moment to calm my pounding heart and holster my firearm. "One night, I am going to shoot you." 
 
    "And it will suck, but that night is not tonight." He sat down at the breakfast bar. "What else did you discover about Agent Tomes?" 
 
    "Did you not look into him when you worked with him in regards to the blood-starved vampires?" I raised a brow. "That's not like you." 
 
    He shook his head. "I went on the word of the vampire in that territory. Why?" 
 
    "According to his accomplice he has some hidden agenda with the blood-starved vampires. So the case you helped him solve, wasn't actually solved." I dug in my food bag and pulled out a burger.  
 
    Levi folded his hands and watched me. He made no comment and nothing showed on his face.  
 
    "He also has an obsession with killing me. You don't happen to know what that's about, do you?" 
 
    He snarled enough to show fangs. "No, I don't. I didn't know any of this until you told me. What of his partner?" 
 
    "I haven't heard from her since last night. Accomplice said she wasn't part of it." I bit into my burger. I didn't realize how hungry I was until I smelled the food. Maybe Simon was right and I needed to make more of an effort to eat.  
 
    Levi looked at the cat when he came around the corner. "His partner seemed to be concerned that the case wasn't closed. Tomes wrote it off as new agent paranoia." 
 
    "Because it worked in his favor. He arranged for me to be kidnapped at the press conference. Those vampires meant to kill me, the talk about keeping me alive I think was just for show." At the thought of being thrown from the car my body started to ache. I didn't want to relive that again.  
 
    "I should kill him." Levi met my gaze. "I won't since he is part of your investigation and I know you need him alive, but I should kill him for almost ending your life."  
 
    "I'm a big witch, Levi, I can fight my own battles." I promised and continued eating. "I'm doing more with Greg on his missing werewolf case. We found the woman and now I'm helping him track down who took her."  
 
    Levi nodded. "He informed me earlier today when he called to check in. He said you were making progress." 
 
    At least he was speaking highly of me. "There's a witch in town who's strong enough to block my magic from a typical tracking spell."  
 
    "It's just been a hell of a week for you, hasn't it?" He chuckled. "I have a feeling there's more about this witch."  
 
    "She claims to have a cure for lycanthropy. She promised the woman she could cure it for the price of killing Greg and Simon. I didn't tell them because I don't want them to think that Martha was going to betray them." I finished the burger.  
 
    He picked up the cat and scratched his ear. "And what do you think?" 
 
    "I think it was all a ploy to get her and possibly her sister to kill the leaders of the pack. Promise them something they most desire to get them to do something drastic." I threw my trash away. "It's a simple tactic. If someone wants something enough, they are blinded." 
 
    "And the question is, what is the witch to gain from this?" 
 
    "I have no idea."  
 
    A knock came at the door and I looked at my watch. Shit, I'd forgotten about the Craigslist person. Levi motioned to the door and I took that to mean he wasn't going to leave.  
 
    I walked across the living room and opened the door. A woman stood there with a shotgun slung over her back. Her hair was a natural red and made her green eyes that much more vibrant. The locks tumbled over her shoulders. She was shorter than me, but the confidence she held standing on my doorstep would be enough to make most people shrink.  
 
    My gaze flickered to the shotgun and then to her. "Um, come in." I stepped out of her way. I hadn't had time to prepare the spell, but something told me this woman wasn't going to try and con me out of a naked cat. Osiris jumped up the couch and meowed at the woman.  
 
    "I'm Kelsey." She held out the hand that wasn't occupied by a coffee cup.  
 
    I shook her hand. "A shotgun, huh?" I asked with a smile. I could appreciate a woman that carried a gun, but a shotgun might have been overkill in this situation. 
 
    She glanced at Levi and then back to me. "You can never be too careful and I'm a damn fine shot." 
 
    No one was going to mess with her. "That's the cat there." I motioned to Osiris who was now sleeping on the couch.  
 
    "Oh, he's got the similar unique markings of mine, but he's not mine." She sighed. "My little one is missing the cat so much." 
 
    I picked Osiris up. "Do you want to take him home? I haven't been able to find the proper owner.” He might have just been abandoned. He jumped out of my arms and back on the couch.  
 
    She shook her head. "He looks happy here and she'll notice it's a different cat. They're just different enough. Thank you though." 
 
    "Take care of yourself Kelsey, thanks for being honest." I walked back to the door and opened it for her. "I hope you find your cat." 
 
    "Me too." She took a sip of her coffee and walked out.  
 
    Levi came to my side and we both watched to make sure she got to her car safely.  
 
    "She was brave bringing a shotgun with her." Levi turned towards me.  
 
    I shook my head. "I've heard the stories of Craigslist, people go in for an item and come out dead. It happens more often than it should. No one would dare mess with her." I went back to my food. "I guess I'm the new proud owner of a cat." 
 
    "It's an...interesting cat." Levi said.  
 
    Interesting didn't even cover it. It was a naked cat with markings. It was the strangest cat I'd seen, but research said it was normal, just not show quality. "You didn't have to come down here just to talk to me about Tomes." 
 
    "It worries me that he has such an interest in you and in zombies and he was able to hide it from so many people. Until now." 
 
    I nodded. "I'll bring him in soon, as soon as I can find him." 
 
    "And where is Nick on all of this?" His face was back to the blank careful mask that he used when he was dealing with subjects he didn't like.  
 
    I shrugged. "He was at a different cemetery when I was attacked by zombies, and then he was at the station to help me with the women. We haven't made a plan yet." 
 
    "Be safe." 
 
    "You know something about this, don't you?" I glared at him.  
 
    He smiled. "Vampire business, don't worry. I'll let you handle him. The rest of it, I'll deal with." 
 
    I hoped that meant no more random attacks from the rampaging vampires, but I never could be sure when it came to Levi. I should have told him what the vampire who kidnapped me had said, but I pushed it off. "Thank you for letting me do my job." 
 
    "This is the second big case this year that has hit close to home." He pointed out. "It's only been a few years, but you should consider retiring." 
 
    I knew he was joking, for the most part. "I was thinking a vacation." 
 
    "Another one so soon? I thought the one Simon sent you on really helped you relax." Levi laughed. "Clarissa said something about a book festival in the fall." 
 
    That could be fun, if I could get away from work. "Maybe I'll tag along."  
 
    "I'm going home now. Call if you need me. If I don't answer, assume I'm taking care of our blood-starved vampire problem." He disappeared.  
 
    I didn't want to imagine what he needed to do to take care of the problem. I checked the locks on my door and went to bed. It was early in the evening, but I was tired and chances were someone was going to wake me up in a few hours.   
 
      
 
    The sun was rising when I finally woke. Osiris was curled against my side purring. No one had called me in over eight hours. I had a moment of panic thinking my phone was broken. When I stood, my body protested. Almost everything was back to tolerable except for my rib. I went straight to my bag and downed the rest of the potion.  
 
    I paused when I went in the hallway. I heard noises in my living room. I went back and got my gun. Creeping down the hallway, I listened for any sign of an actual intruder, but the noises I heard sounded like muffled news. My heart skipped a beat as I rounded the corner and caught sight of a man sitting on my couch.  
 
    "Dammit Oliver, I should just shoot your ass." I lowered my gun. I knew it was him from the back. His clean-cut hair hadn't changed over the last six months and he wore an expensive suit that I could see peeking over the back of the couch as he relaxed.  
 
    "You changed your locks." 
 
    "You picked my new ones." I growled at him. "It's early, what are you doing here?" 
 
    He stood and walked over to me. "Wondering why my niece is all over the news in regards to a fire and zombies."  
 
    "I thought you knew everything." I went over to the coffee maker and started to make me a pot. "I was in a tight spot." 
 
    He laughed. "Oh, Abby, what happened to you never wanting to use it? This is what? Twice in a week?" 
 
    I didn't know he knew about the first zombie. "I was in a protective circle surrounded by zombies. Facing a necromancer that is much more powerful and experienced than I am." 
 
    "Necromancers are rare and Levi doesn't allow them in the territory." He seemed so matter of fact and seated himself at my breakfast bar.  
 
    I crossed my arms and leaned against the counter by the coffee pot. "Levi didn't know what he was."  
 
    "You've been busy, you need to come up and train." He tapped his hand on the counter top. "The more you use the ability the more likely you are to lose control." 
 
    And that thought terrified us both. I should have been more careful, but only people who were trained would see that there was something unusual about the situations. I'd seen what happened to Devon when he started to lose control and go insane. "I know. I have two cases right now. I can try for this evening. You know you could have picked up a phone and called me." 
 
    "And miss this chance to have coffee with you?" He motioned to the coffee pot that had just finished brewing.  
 
    "You bugged my house didn't you?" I turned to get the coffee ready and resisted throwing a mug at his head.  
 
    "You should get a security system or protect it with stronger magic."  
 
    I was going to take that as a yes. I'd have to find the little devices and destroy them. "It's on my list." I brought the full mugs to the bar. I used the sugar container there to pour some in my mug. "As I've pointed out, I've been busy." 
 
    "I actually came to see how your rib was doing." He sipped his coffee. "I am concerned that you might be letting it affect your better judgment in what you can fight against or must protect against." 
 
    "I couldn't have taken on a grave yard full of zombies even if my rib was healed." I went and got the milk out of the fridge and realized there was none. When was the last time I had even made coffee from home? 
 
    "Let me heal it for you. If you're going to go after the necromancer he's going to know that you're hurt. You don't want him to use that to his advantage." 
 
    I thought about how Agent Tomes had arranged the whole car accident and abduction. "Okay. You're right." 
 
    His brows shot up. "The mighty Abigail admitting that someone else is right?" 
 
    "Don't make me shoot you." I ground out. "How does this work?" 
 
    "Get me a bowl of water."  
 
    I downed part of my coffee, went to the sink and filled a bowl. I brought it back and set it on the countertop.  
 
    He dipped his hand into it. "Lift your shirt." 
 
    I lifted it enough to show the rib. The swelling had gone down, but the black and purple bruise was still hanging on.  
 
    He put his palm against the bruise and pressed. I hissed at the pain, but I didn't pull back. He started chanting and the water absorbed into my skin.  
 
    I could feel warmth spread through the rib and ease away the pain. "Holy cow. That's amazing."  
 
    He removed his hand and the bruise was gone. "People already know you did your part, so no one will ask about it. Witches heal fast, so they can attribute it to that." 
 
    "Thank you." 
 
    "You can thank me by showing up tonight and working hard at your training." He took another sip of his coffee. "I hear you're working with the local wolf pack, make sure they don't eat you." 
 
    I snorted. "I'm not concerned. The last known werewolf attack was almost ten years ago." 
 
    "That's the key, that you know of." He finished his coffee and stood. He went and put his cup in the sink. "I'll see you tonight." 
 
    I nodded. "Tonight. Thank you again, Oliver." 
 
    "Have a good day." He let himself out.  
 
    Osiris came out of the bedroom and meowed. "Because, Osiris," I said as if the cat asked me a question, "One must make sure to keep a crazy magical talent under control. So I need him."  
 
    He meowed again and went over to his food dish.  
 
    "Yeah yeah, I know, you're hungry." I went and fed him.  
 
    It was time to get ready for my day. I had a necromancer to find, a witch to learn more about, and training with my crazy uncle tonight. It was going to be a long day.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
    I walked into the office and found Nick sitting at his desk. He leaned towards the screen of his computer in deep thought. His back was hunched as he typed furiously on the computer.  
 
    "Something interesting?" I threw my bag against my desk.  
 
    "Nothing, that's the problem. The files on Tomes all disappeared and I can't even find old addresses, nothing." 
 
    A woman cleared her voice. "Maybe I can shed some light on that."  
 
    I looked up to see Agent Grace standing there. "Where the hell have you been and when were you planning on telling us that your partner was a necromancer?" 
 
    "When it was relevant to my case." She stated. She held more confidence to her as she strolled into the office. "I had them pulled because they were all fabricated and false. It's taken me two years to personally track down and check every piece of information." 
 
    I raised a brow. "I feel like this goes a lot further than him just raising zombies and knowing about the blood-starved vampires." 
 
    "You have no idea Abigail, and I'm here to help you two track him down and end both of those cases." She smiled.  
 
    I leaned back in my chair and admired her. She'd managed to create her own cover and now she had gone from unsure rookie to kick-ass PIB agent. I was ashamed I hadn't even had a clue she wasn't who she seemed. "Let's start with you explaining your role in all of this." 
 
    "It's simple, really. I was hired by internal affairs to investigate Tomes. They helped me create a new identity and wiped my old one from the system. I was to pose as a rookie and was assigned as his partner. I reported back when able and we were just waiting for something else to happen." She sat in the chair in the front of my desk.  
 
    I glanced at Nick. My paranoia made me wonder if he had been placed here for a reason as well. He folded his arms and watched Melody with a blank face. No sign of him being a spy. I looked back at Melody. "What was he suspected of?"  
 
    "Going against the vampire king, and of course the government because of that."  
 
    The vampire king was someone who was rarely spoken of. Vampires were the only supernatural creatures who had voted to have a king over all of them. One who worked with the governments of all countries to rule over the creatures. No one called him by his name, but he was like the boogieman of vampires. The real big badass of them all. "That's a pretty big crime." I tapped my fingers on my desk. "Levi said he'd cleared Tomes with another vampire in that territory." 
 
    "We've kept the suspicions under wraps. If it were to get out then it'd be an instant death sentence for Tomes. Most likely carried out by the vampires." 
 
    And we all knew it was easy for supernatural creatures to get away with murder. "Understandable. And you had no idea that he was a necromancer?" 
 
    "We're still trying to figure out who he really is. He has to be working with someone equally as powerful as internal investigations, because everything about him was fabricated. Everything. So no, necromancy wasn't listed as one of his skills." She shook her head. "But we need your help on this. Yours and Nick’s. We have no idea where to find him. He's strong enough to block tracking spells and to hide his magic." 
 
    I leaned back in my chair. "We were hoping to draw him out. His associate told me that he wanted me dead. We don't know why. I don't particularly care, he's a threat and he needs to be taken down." Truth was, I wanted to know why he wanted me dead.  
 
    "So you're going to go about your business and hope that he comes after you?" She pressed her lips together but then nodded. "It might work. Your partner needs to stay low, but we'll both stick close to you." 
 
    My phone went off and I glanced at it. Simon's name and picture flashed on my screen. I picked up the phone. "Agent Collins speaking." 
 
    "Abby, Rachel's gone, two of the pups are dead in a ritual. I need you here." 
 
    His voice was calm, but there was a fine tremor escaping. I glanced at Melody and Nick. "I'll be there as soon as I can. Don't let anyone into the area." I disconnected the call and stood. I grabbed my bag from the floor. "I'll check in with you guys later. I have a personal emergency that's come up." 
 
    I ran out the door and to the stairs. I took them two by two and slowed down only when I heard Nick calling my name.  
 
    He caught up to me quickly. "What's going on?" 
 
    "I have to go help Simon with something." I kept walking to the Hummer.  
 
    "Your boyfriend is the personal emergency?" I could hear the annoyance in his voice. 
 
    "We have a serial killer case and a rogue necromancer. We have no motive behind what he's doing and he wants your head." 
 
    "Do you think that's unusual for me? When you first met me, I was working a case where I had a hex put on me." I spun to face him. "Your brother trapped me in a burning building, I've had two cars blown up and people keep managing to get into my house. Simon currently has two dead bodies and a missing pack member. I can't work the case as a PIB agent, so I'm going to go help a friend." 
 
    His brows creased. "Two dead bodies? What the hell is going on up there, Abby? What do Levi and Greg have you mixed up in?" 
 
    I wasn't aware that he knew the pack leaders’ names, but now was not the time to question. "What makes you think either of them have anything to do with this?" 
 
    "PIB may turn a blind eye, but I know you work for Levi as well."  
 
    My heart jumped and I clenched my fists. "There are cases we can't take as agents. I'm damn good at what I do. Now if you'll excuse me, I need to go." 
 
    He nodded. "Be careful. I don't want you hurt." 
 
    The concern in his voice touched me. "I will. Thank you. I'll call you if I happen to see Tomes." 
 
    "Let me know if you need back up, off the record of course." 
 
    I smiled. "Of course. Thank you."  
 
    I climbed into the Hummer and headed towards the mountains, speeding the whole way. 
 
      
 
    I pulled up to the dirt parking area and jumped out of the Hummer. Grabbing my bag, I ran down the path I knew would lead to the cabin on pack ground. Black magic pounded against me and slimed over my aura. I felt like molasses crawled down my skin and into my throat and mouth. I skid to a halt, trying to relearn how to breathe. I shoved my hand into the front pocket of my bag and pulled out my pentagram, the one my mom had left me.  
 
    I rarely wore it because it interfered with what I felt at crime scenes, but at times like now, I needed it to help protect me from the black magic someone had performed here.  
 
    "Abby?" Simon came running over to me. "What's wrong?" 
 
    I pulled the necklace over my head and took a deep breath. "So much black magic. What the hell happened here?" 
 
    "I don't know, I was hoping you could tell me." He put a hand on my shoulder. "Are you okay?" 
 
    "I will be." I closed my eyes and took another deep breath. "You're going to need to get another witch in here to cleanse this place." I continued to the clearing with Simon by side.  
 
    "Two pups dead, Rachel gone."  
 
    We reached the tree line and I smelled something odd in the air. Blood. Two bodies were pinned to the ground with silver spikes. Red coated their shoulders and legs where they were pinned. I felt my mind pull back and kick into observatory mode. I couldn't let the sight bother me or I wasn't going to be able to focus on the details.  
 
    I walked closer and stopped outside the circle of blood. There were only a few drops every couple inches, but the magic that had held the circle together was still lingering. The circle wasn't active, but black magic took a while to fade.  
 
    Stepping over it, I waited for it to close around me, but nothing happened. Comforting to know I wasn't walking into a trap. I knelt down next to the first victim.  
 
    His clothes had been removed and someone had sliced him from stomach to collar bone. The tool they used had been sharp enough to go through the ribs and the heart was gone. Nothing but a mass of blood and tissue was in its place.  
 
    "Where were you when this happened?" I kept my voice carefully even. I didn't want him to think I was accusing him of being involved.  
 
    He toed the dirt and wouldn't look at me. "I was unconscious." 
 
    "I'm sorry, what? You're an alpha werewolf and you were unconscious?" I couldn't keep the disbelief out of my voice.  
 
    "I was drugged, Abby. Someone spiked my drink and I'm betting it was Rachel." He growled. 
 
    So was I. I moved to the other pup and saw he was also male and missing his heart. My day had started off so well and now I was looking at two dead bodies. "It's a sacrifice spell, black magic, normally used to increase the power of another black magic spell." 
 
    "Which means what?" He asked.  
 
    I looked around at the mess. "My guess is that Witch was trying her hand at the anti-lycanthrope spell."  
 
    "Do you think she managed to cure it?"  
 
    He sounded hopeful. I stood and walked over to him. "If there was a magic fix, would you do it?" 
 
    "Not if it meant killing two people. But I always wondered what life would be like without a wolf inside." He met my gaze. "Don't you wonder what it would be like without being a witch?" 
 
    I shrugged. "Occasionally, but let's face it, being human is boring." I touched his shoulder. "There's no magical cure out there that doesn't come at a cost." 
 
    "I know." He looked towards the body. "Greg doesn't know yet. He's going to kill me the moment he finds out. I let the pack down, I let two of our members get slaughtered." 
 
    I couldn't soothe his ego, but there was no way I was going to let Greg kill him. "Let's go find Rachel and then we'll deal with Greg." 
 
    "Find Rachel? She doesn't want to be found." A female voice floated through the clearing. I knew the voice, but I couldn't place it. It rubbed me all the wrong ways. 
 
    I drew my gun and gaze scanned the surrounding area. "You must be Witch. You're good, I'll give you that."  
 
    Simon stepped up to my back, but remained silent.  
 
    "I know what the price you asked of Rachel and Martha was. What I don't know is your goal in all this. What is your connection with both packs?" 
 
    Silence. 
 
    The buzz of magic filled the area and I put my circle up before it could touch Simon or I. "What do you want, Witch?" 
 
    "What I want is pack business and has nothing to do with you, little Abigail Collins." 
 
    I didn't like the way she said my name. My paranoia was high and I wanted to know where she was. Unseen enemies were often the most dangerous.  
 
    "Then take it up with the pack." Simon snapped. "We'll meet you here tomorrow night." 
 
    I'd ask why he wanted to wait one more night later. "Is Rachel unharmed?" 
 
    "She came to us willingly. She is not hurt. We'll see you tomorrow."  
 
    The magic faded from the area and I let my circle down. "Why tomorrow?" 
 
    "It gives us time to bury our dead and make a plan. Assuming Greg doesn't kill me." 
 
    I shook my head. "This sounds like it was all preplanned. Very well, I might add. I don't think Greg can fault you for this."  
 
    "I'll talk to him, but I have to do it alone."  
 
    I knew that. "I want to be here tomorrow night." 
 
    "I think that would be a wise idea." He kissed my head. "None of us know how to deal with a witch." 
 
    I wasn't sure if I knew how to deal with this particular one. I thought for a moment. "And I want my guns, none of this blade only shit this time around." 
 
    He laughed. "Since I doubt you'll be going against our pack I think Greg will agree." 
 
    That was good, because I was going to need guns to go against a crazed witch. "I have to go to my uncle’s tonight. Promised family dinner and all. I'll be out of reach." 
 
    Simon nodded. "I think I will be tonight too. After we deal with Witch, why don't we go somewhere together? A vacation or something." 
 
    "I think that would be amazing." And welcomed. I looked at the bodies. "Do you want me to stay with you until Greg gets here? 
 
    "Please?" He gave me sad eyes. 
 
    I wondered if he was thinking that today would be his last day alive. If Greg would really kill him because of this. I hated werewolf politics. "Of course." 
 
      
 
    Greg walked into the clearing a couple hours later. Simon and I were sitting on the porch drinking coffee. Neither one of us wanted to move the bodies and thought Greg needed to see it.  
 
    "What the fuck happened?" He snarled and went straight for Simon. Simon stood and held his hands up. "Rachel went with Witch. She drugged me with something and this is what I woke up to." 
 
    "Two of our pups are dead because you let a woman drug you?" He snarled. "Did you get any information out of her about Witch?" 
 
    I sipped my coffee and waited for an answer. I had assumed that if Simon had gotten any information he would have shared.  
 
    "No, she denied it all." Simon shook his head. "I had to have been out for hours."  
 
    Which explained why no one had called me with information. "She could have used a potion and not a regular drug." 
 
    "You stay out of this." Greg snarled and I held my hands up, one still holding my mug.  
 
    Simon took a deep breath. "I know I messed up, but Witch will be meeting us here tomorrow night." 
 
    Greg paced, his eyes flashing to yellow and then back. "Abigail will be here to help us face the witch." 
 
    "That's what we figured." I nodded. "I don't know how much use I'll be against her, but Simon assured me that I could keep my guns for that meeting." 
 
    Greg turned to me. "How many guns?" 
 
    "Two, and my blade, and maybe a couple throwing knives." I tried to go for an innocent tone, but the look on Greg's face told me he wasn't buying it. "I'll explain it this way. I'm terrified of Witch and if it comes down to it, the only way I'm going to be able to defeat her is to shoot her." 
 
    He glanced at Simon and then back to me. "Then you may have your weapons." 
 
    "Then I'll see you here tomorrow night. Now, please excuse me. I need to go as I have another appointment tonight. Please don't kill Simon, keep in mind that you're up against a witch who has managed to manipulate two of your wolves and kill two others. She's determined and I can promise you that you would have fallen to the same trick." 
 
    Greg growled and threw a punch at me.  
 
    I blocked it and swiped his feet out from under him. He was just trying to scare me I knew he moved much faster than I did. Had Oliver not healed my rib, I would have been hit.  
 
    "Do not doubt me and make such assumptions." Greg snarled. "Get out of here." 
 
    I glanced at Simon who nodded. I took myself back to the path and followed it to my car.  
 
    Magic flooded over me, touching my aura, testing me. I shivered and moved on. It felt familiar, but I couldn't place if it was Witch's or not. Tomorrow night, I might have been signing my death warrant, but my desire to take out Witch was stronger than my current need to protect myself.  
 
    I got into the Hummer and took off down the road. From here to Oliver's would be about a three-hour drive. That gave me three hours to reflect on what was happening in my life. Three hours for paranoia to try and take root in my brain. Fuck that. I turned on the radio and cranked the volume.  
 
      
 
    I pulled up to the mansion on the east side of town. It fit with the rest of them in the area, even though there was at least two miles between each property. I got out and started up to the door. Before I could knock Oliver opened the door.  
 
    "You're early." He moved so I could walk in.  
 
    "I came from the mountains, it took me three hours." I walked in and slipped off my shoes. "It's been a long day." 
 
    He smiled. "I'm sure it has been. Let's get started." 
 
    We skipped the small talk as usual. Besides, after coffee this morning there wasn't much that I wanted to discuss with him.  
 
    He led me to one of the many living rooms in the house. The furniture had been cleared and the shelves were empty. The hardwood floor was cold against my feet. It was the usual room that we worked in, but there was one addition.  
 
    Tomes stood in the middle of the room in front of the fireplace. I took a sharp breath and pulled out my gun.  
 
    "Brian Tomes you are under arrest for--"  
 
    Oliver pushed my gun down. "There will be none of that here." 
 
    "Like hell there won't." I stepped away, but Oliver grabbed my wrist and twisted. The gun fell to the floor and I slammed my other hand into his wrist.  
 
    Oliver backhanded me, still gripping my wrist with his other hand. I kneed him and he threw me toward Tomes.  
 
    Strong arms wrapped around me and I had a moment of panic. What the hell was going on? I slammed my head back into Tomes jaw and his grip loosened. My heel crushed into the arch of his foot and I jammed an elbow to his rib.  
 
    My body hit the floor and the air rushed out of my lungs. My face sat against the cold hard wood floor with his knee in my back and one arm twisted behind me.  
 
    "Stand down, Abigail." Oliver grounded out. "Or you're going to get hurt." 
 
    Clearly he didn't remember the man had tried to kill me once. "When I get off this floor, I'm putting a bullet in both of you." I snarled and tried to pull away.  
 
    Tomes jerked my arm and the pain shot through my shoulder. My anger was right on the surface, but there was no way I was going to get out of this hold. There was a lot to be said for a pure strength and size difference. I reached out with my magic for the fire, but found the fireplace dead.  
 
    Oliver had planned this. He knew I'd go for the fire.  
 
    "We simply want to talk to you." Tomes' voice was gentle, soothing almost.  
 
    I tried to find some sense of calm. "Let me up and we'll talk." I ground out.  
 
    "Tie her up." Tomes snarled at Oliver.  
 
    Nothing like ending up tied up at your uncle's house, again. "Is that really necessary?"  
 
    "Yes." They both said at the same time. I was starting to think they both actually feared me. Good, because when I got out of there, I was thinking of making good with my threat. Maybe I'd shoot them both in the foot. Or the knee. 
 
    My anger was back to welling in me. Oliver left my view and returned with rope. Tomes jerked me up from the ground and grabbed my other arm. He shoved me towards the chair and kicked my feet out from underneath me so I'd sit.  
 
    I looked up at him. "Levi trusted you." 
 
    "He should learn not to take people's word on things. Just like you shouldn't blindly trust someone he does." 
 
    That second part was probably an important lesson for me and I'd keep that in mind. I clenched my teeth as Oliver tied the rope around my wrist and then my legs to the chair. I tensed, my muscles testing the rope, but nothing budged. Lovely. My anger was starting to turn into fear.  
 
    "Now we can talk." Tomes stepped away. "Oliver here neglected to mention that you were his niece, until I took his daughter." 
 
    My eyes shot to Oliver as he moved back into my view. I had no idea that he had a kid. He didn't wear a wedding ring, maybe it was out of wedlock or he had an ex-wife. Nothing had shown up when I ran his name when I first met him. "Nice to know I have a cousin." 
 
    "I wasn't in contact with her."  
 
    Wasn't, past tense. I looked at Tomes. "What do you want? Why did you take his daughter if you didn't know we had a connection?” 
 
    "Oh no, I knew you had a connection, just not that you were related. I saw him at the scene of the car accident." Tomes paced in front of the dead fireplace. "I saw the small amount of healing he performed there to get you to breathe again." 
 
    I clenched my fists, but kept my face blank. “So you have something against me and you forced my uncle to lure me here. Awesome. Why?" 
 
    "You're a conquest. I plan on putting you through a slow death at the hands of my blood-starved vampires. Witch blood delights them and they wouldn't be able to stop." He stepped forward and ran a hand down my cheek.  
 
    My heart sank and my body started to shake, but I kept his gaze. "Not much of a conquest if you had to threaten my uncle to capture me." 
 
    He backhanded me and my head snapped to the side. I licked the blood off my lip and raised my gaze to meet his again.  
 
    "I will ruin your body and your spirit and send you to the king. You'll be broken and drained of blood. There will be no hope of changing you to save your life." 
 
    I never had the desire to be a vampire and anyone who knew me would respect my wishes. "You don't scare me. I think you underestimate my power. The king isn't going to care if you leave my corpse on his doorstep." 
 
    He grabbed a fistful of hair and yanked my head back. "Oh how stupid you are. There are things you don't realize, Abby. Things in this world that you have no idea about."    
 
    A boom echoed through the house, shaking the walls. Tomes went silent, releasing my hair, and looking at Oliver.  
 
    Oliver shook his head and they both turned to the door. My ears rang from the noise, but I could hear voices calling out. Tomes turned his back and Oliver swept up my gun and shot him in the knee.  
 
    I pressed my lips together to keep from laughing. Oliver ran over to me and untied the ropes, while Tomes started to get up he unholstered his gun and shot. The fact that he missed and the bullet whizzed by my head was a miracle. The door to the room broke down and a small army of PIB agents with Nick and Melody at the head of it made me relax just a bit. Oliver handed me my gun and he looked at Melody.  
 
    "My daughter?" 
 
    "Safe and sound, back home with her mom. All of this will be nothing but a bad dream in time." She promised and looked at me. "You okay?" 
 
    "Tomes kicked my ass, but you know, I've had worse days." I holstered my gun. "What's all this about? I had it handled." 
 
    Nick snorted. "I told you she hated being a damsel in distress. She'd rather Tomes had put a bullet in her head."  
 
    But that wasn't what was going to happen. I would have found a way out or Oliver would have. The fact that Oliver was manipulated with a daughter I didn't know existed baffled me. He's shown nothing but a stone cold exterior. There was nothing in his house that even hinted at him having a child. Nothing in the PIB database or in my Big Book of Answers either.  
 
    A couple PIB agents pulled Tomes up and he snarled at me.  
 
    I walked up to him. I leaned in. "Next time you might not be so lucky. Oliver could have killed you." 
 
    "This isn't over, princess." He snapped back and I stepped away.  
 
    Princess? Why did he suddenly have a pet name for me? I shook my head. "Nick, you have him?" 
 
    "Yeah, of course. Agent Grace and I have this taken care of." He followed the PIB agent out. Melody stepped up to me.  
 
    "You wanted to be used as bait." She said easily and I snorted.  
 
    "That didn't mean you had to bring in an army of PIB agents in to rescue me." I rubbed my wrists. "How did you know?" 
 
    "Oliver reached out to me when his daughter was taken. He said he got the number from you and that he had information on Tomes. Tomes had planned to use Oliver's connection to you as a weakness, bring you to him or Tomes would kill his daughter." 
 
    I nodded. I had figured that. "Tomes never said why I was such a big part of his plan to piss off the vampire king." 
 
    "I don't have that answer, Abby. Maybe we'll get it out of him during the interview, but what matters now is that you're safe and so is Oliver's daughter." She put a hand on my shoulder. "I'll see you around." 
 
    I hated when people didn't have the answers that I wanted. I turned to Oliver and I knew he'd have the answers. I waited for everyone to clear the room.  
 
    "Because, Abby," he started as if he knew what I was going to ask, "you're the strongest PIB agent. To kill you is a kill to be proud of. It would show the king that Tomes means business. Not only would he have killed one of his own, but one of the best, and someone that's part of the vampire community." 
 
    I wasn't sure if I believed that. There were plenty of others that were stronger than me, better than me, just not any in this territory. My connection to Levi wasn't something I used often unless I was working for him. Though of course that could have been public knowledge to the vampires. But I still didn't see why the king would care.  
 
    I shook my head. "When were you going to tell me that you had a daughter?" 
 
    "Never, I wasn't in contact with her until Tomes decided to kidnap her. Her mother didn't want me in her life. That's what I get for having a one-night stand." He shook his head. "But I've always wanted a child." 
 
    That was news to me. "How old is she?" 
 
    "Four." He answered easily. "I've been keeping an eye on her from afar. She's adorable. Curly brown hair, beautiful brown eyes."  
 
    I could hear the love in his voice. "Must be hard." 
 
    "It's better for her. Her mother knows what I am and therefore she can be prepared. But let's face it; you and I both know I'm not the best person in the world. Had I not known to contact Melody, I would have turned you over." 
 
    That wasn't a comforting thought at all.  
 
    "Had you left the fire going than I could have defended myself." I pointed out. "We could have worked our way out of this together." 
 
    He shook his head. "Tomes knew what you are. There would have been no fire wielding for you without signing an instant death warrant." 
 
    "Oh yes, because being kidnapped and slowly tortured would be a much better option." I snapped. "I'm going home. Assuming that huge boom wasn't the Hummer blowing up." 
 
    "My guess was Agent Grace blowing down the front door. I'll see you next month for training." He said it so matter of fact, as if he didn't just admit that he would trade me for his daughter. Send me to my death without trying to help at all.  
 
    I couldn't fault him. The love a father has for a child was supposed to have no limits. But I felt that was just one of many circumstance that he would trade me for. Information that suited him could have been another one. A chance to kill Levi maybe.  
 
    I ran a hand through my hair as I made my way back to the front door. I stepped over the fallen door and slivers of wood. Not my door. Not my problem. I went to the Hummer and climbed in. Locking the door, I thought back to Tomes.  
 
    "It's not over yet, princess." 
 
    I should have shot him in the back when I had a chance. Instinct told me I'd regret it down the line.   
 
      
 
    I pulled up to my house and sighed with I saw Melody sitting on my stoop. Part of me was grateful that at least she hadn't broken into my house and waited in the living room for me, but I wasn't sure I was pleased to see her either. I got out.  
 
    "All done with Tomes?" I asked as I walked up. I sat next to her on the stoop, it felt right.  
 
    "He's Nick’s problem now. Once your territory is done with him then I'll take him back to mine and he'll face trial there." She shrugged. "I wanted to come talk to you about what he wanted from you." 
 
    I looked at her. "He wanted to mutilate my body and send it the King of Vampires. Oliver fed me some line that it's because of my position in PIB and my connection to Levi." 
 
    "He's convinced you have a connection to the king himself." Melody said and she had a smile on her face. "So I need to know, do you?" 
 
    I laughed. I couldn't help it. It'd been awhile since I'd heard anything so crazy. "No, I don't have any connections to him. I was adopted by Levi, but he makes sure that I stay out of most vampire affairs. I know enough to get me through and that's it. Honestly, I try to stay out of supernatural politics and affairs because they are complicated." 
 
    "Yet you were hanging out with a werewolf and helping him with something." She shook her head. "You're a contradiction, Abby." 
 
    I shrugged. "I really like the werewolf." 
 
    "Dating one isn't going to be any less complicated. Especially considering you are a witch. You can never be changed, you can never be one of them." She reminded me gently.  
 
    "Yeah, I know, I don't know if it's going to work out between us anyways. Doesn't matter. You really came all the way and waited on my porch to ask me about my connection to the mysterious vampire king?" 
 
    "I needed to get out of the office for a while. I'll be here until your territory is done with Tomes. I thought it would be a good idea to get to know the agents. I would have brought you coffee, but I figured you probably had some." 
 
    I stood. "Come on in for a cup. I had a long night and coffee sounds fantastic." 
 
    She smiled and stood as well. I unlocked the door and we walked in. Osiris sat back on his hunches and hissed at Melody. I picked him up. "Sorry, he's a little testy." Though she was the first person he had hissed at.  
 
    "He has all right to be, he knows I'm a shifter."  
 
    I blinked and turned around. "Shifter, not lycanthrope. You have the ability to turn into whatever animal you want." 
 
    "Yes, that makes him nervous." She sat at the breakfast nook. "Nice place." 
 
    "Thank you, it's a little big for just me, but I like it." I went and started to fix the coffee. Osiris jumped out of my arms and went into the bedroom. I went through the motions of starting the coffee. "So how long have you been working for PIB then, really?" 
 
    "About ten years. I went in right after high school. I wanted nothing more than to be an agent for the greatest new agency." 
 
    I turned around and handed her a mug. "You must have been close to one of the first agents."  
 
    "PIB's actually been around a lot longer, it just wasn't always public." She folded her hands around the mug. "You should know that." 
 
    "I meant first official of course." I knew the history of PIB, but I didn't know the details about how it functioned before it was government ran. I know a lot of older agents bitched and moaned about what they could or could not do now.  
 
    "I was close, but that doesn't matter. I climbed the ranks just like anyone else. Have you ever considered running your branch?" She sipped her coffee. 
 
    I laughed again. "Are you kidding me? No. I don't like to be in charge of other people. Besides, I don't want to be like Boss Man, holed up in an office and never on the field." 
 
    "Do you know much about Boss Man?" She tapped her nails against the ceramic mug.  
 
    "We don't even know his name. He likes to keep it that way. We rarely see him. I think I've seen him more this last year than I have since I've been with the agency."  
 
    She smirked. "And don't you think that's odd?" 
 
    "Have you seen my life? There's a lot of odd in it. It doesn't bother me. Everyone is entitled to their secrets, unless it affects my life." I sipped my coffee and savored the warmth of it sliding down my throat.  
 
    "We knew all about our fearless leader and she spent a lot of time on the field with us. I just think it's odd." 
 
    I preferred to work alone and I knew Nick did too. I'd never tried to look into Boss Man and his life. "If I learned anything tonight it's that secrets keep people safe." 
 
    "That they do Abby, just remember that down the line." She finished her coffee and put the mug on the counter. "I need to get going. Have a great night." 
 
    She let herself out and I was left staring at where she had been sitting. I was tired enough that I was willing to write her off as something else strange in my life. I just hoped she didn't turn out to be another partner at the agency. I couldn't handle any more. Not to mention, I couldn't trust a woman who had her identity completely rewritten to suit a job of spying on another PIB agent.  
 
    My mind turned back to Nick and I wondered again if he was there because I had been closely tied to the Barn Case six months ago when he had showed up. I shook my head and went to my bedroom. Tomorrow was going to be a long day full of witches and werewolves and I wanted to make sure that I got some sleep.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    I woke up in the late afternoon to Simon knocking on my door, I had showered and eaten. I swung the door open and invited him in. I noticed Osiris didn't even flinch this time when Simon walked in. I studied Simon's face. Dark circles under his eyes told me he hadn't slept much last night.  
 
    "What happened?" I feared the worst, maybe Greg had decided to punish him. How did an alpha punish another werewolf? Maybe he had them run laps in the forest until morning. It sounded like a bad joke and I figured I probably didn't want to know.  
 
    "Martha was killed last night at the hospital. Well, this morning, really." He ran a hand through his hair. "I just got done over there. They are ruling it a medical complication." 
 
    A ton of things ran through my mind. She had surgery to remove the bullets, but that shouldn't have killed her. She was a lycanthrope, which means that she wasn't able to get an infection. "What do you think happened?" 
 
    "I don't know. I was there when they were talking about the blood samples. One of the nurses questioned why she was in the lycan wing if it wasn't showing up in her blood." 
 
    Holy shit, Witch had managed it. Somehow. "I saw her change, she was able to shift before the hospital. When I touched her hand my magic could feel her animal. What do you mean there was no lycanthropy in her blood?" 
 
    "I'm just telling you what I heard." He shook his head. "Greg knows, but we need to get up to the pack grounds to get this meeting over with." 
 
    I snatched my bag off the ground, my mind still spinning about Martha. "Did she have any other visitors?"  
 
    "They said that her sister came to see her, but that's not possible." 
 
    "Yes it is, if she was with Witch. It's totally possible." I gritted my teeth. "They performed a spell there. Which means that another body is going to show up at some point." 
 
    Simon turned to face me. "But it took Martha's life." 
 
    "Maybe they tried without a sacrifice." I thought back to anything I knew about sacrifice magic. "The spell would be weaker. I imagine that the spell separates both souls, the wolf and the human. They failed because the magic wasn't strong enough, they managed to take out the lycanthropy but at the cost of her life." I climbed into his car. "There's no true cure for the disease because no one really knows what causes it to show up in the bloodstream." 
 
    "We know that it's transferred through cuts and bites and blood, but it creates another soul. One of the animal you're infected with. No one knows why magical creatures and vampires are protected from it." Simon finished for me. "But it doesn't matter. What matters is that this witch has killed three of our pups and tonight we face her." 
 
    I brushed my hand over the butt of my gun, trying to find comfort in the weapon. None came and I realized it was because I was walking into a death trap. I was facing a witch much more powerful than me in werewolf territory.  
 
    "Abby?" 
 
    "I'm okay, just nervous. I don't know anything about Witch, for all I know I could be walking into a huge trap and so could you and the pack." 
 
    Simon put his hand on my knee. "I won't let anything happen to you. I promise." He sped towards the mountain.  
 
    We both remained silent through the rest of the ride, but he never removed that hand on my knee and at some point I covered it with mine.  
 
      
 
    He pulled up to the dirt lot and parked with the other cars. More of the pack must have been called for tonight. Depending on what happened with Witch, the pack would either be gone after tonight or they would stay around to grieve the loss of yet another pup. I would either die or return home for the night. Simon and I walked hand in hand to the circle.  
 
    I walked in and looked at all the wolves standing there, some in animal form and others in human form. I walked up to Greg and pulled my hair to one side and bent forward.  
 
    "Not tonight Abigail, tonight you are here as my equal, a protector of my family, my pack." His voice was strong. 
 
    I straightened and met his gaze. "You honor me." I turned towards the woods. 
 
    The wind kicked up and magic danced with it. I shivered and it had nothing to do with being cold. The witch I'd met at the pack gathering walked through, a werewolf at her side. No one missed the silver leash and collar that tethered him to her.  
 
    Her magic felt completely different than when I first met her and now I knew that she was much more powerful than I had imagined. I was going to die tonight if I couldn't outsmart her.  
 
    "Mina." Greg snarled. "We invite you to our land and this is how you repay us? You kill our pups?"  
 
    Mina held her hand out and Rachel stepped up and took it. "Two were merely sacrificed to rid this one of the disease that plagues you all. She came to me willingly." 
 
    "But the pups you sacrifice didn't and you failed to clean Martha of lycanthropy." I met her gaze. "The pups weren't willing."  
 
    Mina pointed a finger at me. "What is she doing here? This sorry excuse for a witch has nothing to do with this meeting." 
 
    I debated on pulling my gun out and shooting her now, but she hadn't done anything to threaten me. Yet. "I was asked here by the pack." 
 
    Mina smiled. "Isn't that sweet? Simon thinks his little girl friend can offer him protection."  
 
    "You were here to teach our pack that living in the open and with humans was possible while still maintaining our traditions." Greg stepped up.  
 
    I was curious how this plan went so wrong. I kept my mouth shut while we all waited for her to explain something. Anything.  
 
    "You thought wrong. Paul and I have been making our way across the country taking other packs and adding them to ours. I cure the ones who wish to be cured by sacrificing those who aren’t willing join us." She spread her arms out and wolves walked out of the forest. A quick guess told me it was over a hundred.  
 
    Simon stepped up to me. "About half of those are pack members who attacked us two months ago." He whispered.  
 
    I nodded. "So no shooting the wolves then, got it. I don't want to kill any of your former pack members." I grumbled and he stepped away.  
 
    "So what will it be, Greg? We outnumber you, I outclass your witch in every way, and I'm willing to do what is needed to lead your pack."  
 
    This was going to turn into a drag out teeth and claw fight, leaving Mina and I to deal with each other. My odds weren't good. Other than sacrifice and removing the lycanthrope virus, I had no idea what she was capable of. Some witches knew how to wield their magic into a physical weapon. I only had to hope she wasn't one of them. The moment the fighting started, I'd draw my weapons. Gun vs. magic, it would come down to whoever was quickest.  
 
    "I will not bow down to you. My pack is my family, they are mine to protect. I will protect them until my dying breath." Greg snarled.  
 
    I heard howling behind me and the sound of bones snapping and muscles sliming their way around new skeletons.  I wasn't going to look back. I didn't want to take my eyes off Mina. I was already focusing my magic and energy into blocking an attack from her. I could feel the fear that curled inside me. There was a lot more to this situation than I was willing to admit. 
 
    I had very little time to make a full plan before the wolves attacked. Rows of them flooded the middle of the clearing. Snarling filled the air as they rushed towards each other. Clashing with their teeth bared they launched into attacks. A flurry of paws and teeth flashed as they threw each other to the ground. I felt the magic coming at me and I threw my circle up. It impacted hard enough that I felt the circle quake.  
 
    Mina stalked towards me, her lips moving fast, chanting her next spell. I pulled my gun out and lowered my circle. I fired twice and the bullets bounced off her own protective circle. I had a moment of awe that she was able to move with her circle. My awe didn't last long as another blast of magic hit me.  
 
    I fell backwards and air jumped out of my lungs when I hit the ground. I struggled to relearn how to breathe as I put up another circle. All around us wolves were tearing each other's throats out. Except for hers. Her wolf stayed faithfully by her side in his collar.  
 
    "You're no match for me, Abby. Your weapons are no good and your circle is easily breakable.” I pressed my lips together. I knew how to make my circle stronger, but I wasn't willing to let myself bleed not with all the werewolves around me. I'd done that once and it wasn't a pretty sight.  
 
    Circles were breakable, as she pointed out. All I needed to do was find the weak point in hers. I needed to take her focus off me. A wolf rounded her circle and snarled. I knew it was Greg from my previous time I'd seen him shift.  
 
    Mina leaned down and unhooked Paul and I waited. I let down my circle and crouched low. I let my mind slip into instincts and survival. Paul charged towards Greg and broke the circle. I ran towards Mina, shooting her once in the stomach before being taken down from the side by a werewolf.  
 
    Fuck me. The beast sat on me and snapped at my face. A warning, a nice one as warnings went from werewolves. I tried to throw him off me, using one arm to push. He jumped off but bit into my arm. His teeth hit bone and I cried out. I turned to find Mina wading through the crowds of wolves. There was no way I was going to let her get away.  
 
    I watched how she moved and realized she was trying to create a circle around the wolves. There was too much damage that could be done. I glared at the wolf in front of me as he licked his lips clean of my blood. My blood. I grinned and focused my energy. I reached out to the circle that was placed on the pack land, the one so long ago. I let my magic reach out to it as I holstered my gun.  
 
    I grabbed the bite on my arm and bent down. I smeared my blood in the dirt of the clearing and called the circle. The magic flared to life so vividly that the entire clearing was surrounded in purple. It would take a lot of energy to hold it up and every wolf that was against Greg's pack turned toward me. My eyes gazed over the ground and I saw the bodies of people scattered around. Wolves that had turned back into their human selves after dying. 
 
    Pain blossomed through my stomach and side. I gasped and looked to see the blood covered point of a blade shoved through me. How could I have been so stupid as to take my eyes off her? She pulled out the blade and I started to fall to the ground. I stumbled, recovered and turned to face her. She held the blade up and admired how my blood dripped down. I put a hand to my wound.  
 
    "You only made my magic stronger." I gasped out. "You can't perform dark magic in my circle. I control it." 
 
    "But I can still kill you." She went to strike down with the blade. 
 
    Greg leapt and grabbed Mina's wrist, taking her down to ground. I aimed my gun, but I wasn't fast enough. She ripped her arm free and switched the blade to her good hand. She stabbed Greg in the side as I shot her in the shoulder. Her body jerked back and I shot her again in the chest. I put another bullet through her just to make sure she was dead.  
 
    Wolves howled and for a moment I thought I'd have to fight off a whole pack. But the world faded around me and the only sound in the darkness was Simon calling my name.  
 
      
 
    A sharp pain in my arm woke me. I found it odd considering there had been a blade shoved through my stomach. But the discomfort there told me someone had either given me pain killers or numbed the area. I touched my stomach and groaned. The noise echoed through the room. Metal bed railings edged the narrow bed under me. A stainless steel tray sat within arm’s reach, just a few inches away from the IV that was tethered to my arm. The only thing the room lacked was the machines most hospitals had and some clue of where I was.  
 
    The door opened and a woman walked in with a smile. "Glad to see you're awake, Abby. I'm Doctor Mathews and you're in the medic part of the pack’s cabin." 
 
    Glad that she opened with that. I at least knew where I was. "I'm surprised to be alive." 
 
    "Mina missed your vital organs. We were able to get you stitched up and bandaged. I'm afraid you have a lot healing to do though. Between your stomach and your arm, you're going to be in a lot of pain." 
 
    Damn, just after I had gotten healed from the car accident. Wonder if Oliver would be willing to heal me again. Of course, last time that didn't end so well for me. He'd healed me just to hand me over to Tomes. "What's the damage from the fight?" I sat up and the pain increased. Pain was good; pain meant that I had survived.  
 
    "Much of our pack was killed, but after you killed Mina, her pack tucked tail and ran. What was left of them anyways."  
 
    That was good, I had been worried they'd all turn and try to kill me. She went to a sink in the corner and filled a glass with water. She handed it to me and stood at the edge of the bed. "Greg was killed and Simon injured." 
 
    My heart fell at that. I remember Greg keeping Mina from stabbing me. "How bad are Simon's injuries?" 
 
    "Nothing he won't heal in a night or two. Tonight we honor our dead and welcome Simon as our new Alpha. He wants you to be there, if you're feeling up to it." 
 
    I was already on pack grounds. It wasn't like I had to drive. "That depends on how many steps there are from here to the front door." 
 
    "I see your sarcasm and wit are returning." Simon's voice nearly made me jump out of the bed.  
 
    "Oh so much. Will you call Levi? I'm half-dressed and not entirely sure where my phone is." I sat up a little bit straighter and saw him over Dr. Mathew's shoulder.  
 
    He looked a little worse for wear. A healing slice across his face made me wonder if it was teeth or claws that had done it. 
 
    "I already called him and got a lecture about you getting hurt and nearly killed." He walked further in and I pulled the sheet up.  
 
    "Did you tell him that I killed a witch?" I sighed and sipped my water. "And that Greg's dead? And that he died saving my life?" I hadn't been particularly fond of Greg, but he had managed to change my mind and then died. Had he not grabbed her wrist, I'd be dead.  
 
    Simon was silent for a moment. "I didn't know he was saving you. That means he thought of you as important as the pack." 
 
    "I took my eyes off of Mina and she stabbed me in the stomach." 
 
    Dr. Mathews cleared her voice. "Side actually, since it didn't pierce your organs." She corrected.  
 
    I gave a small laugh. "Either way, I took my eyes off her. She was going in for the kill when Greg bit her wrist and dragged her a step away. She took him out with the blade."  
 
    Simon sat on the edge of the bed, at the end where the railings didn't block him. He put a hand on my leg. "Things are going to get complicated here. The pack is still divided, I'm to become Alpha tonight and there are so many of our own dead." 
 
    I nodded. "You ever get that feeling that life never calms down and no matter what, the fates just throw your plans out the window?" 
 
    "I do." He sighed. "After tonight, I'm going to step away from the bar for a while and leave it with my assistant manager. I'll have to focus on the pack for now." 
 
    Which mean no us, not right now. I opened my mouth to say something, but nothing came out. Despite the fact that I had hoped for our romantic relationship, I felt selfish for wanting to put it in front of pack business. Especially since they just got done dealing with a witch that controlled an Alpha. I didn't think they'd take it nicely if I started dating their new alpha.  
 
    "This sucks," was what finally came out of my mouth.  
 
    He nodded. "It really does, but I'll be back around after everything settles. Just let Levi know none of this was going to work out no matter how hard we tried. Not right now." 
 
    "Not right now." I repeated and it made the whole situation feel a little less final. "Could we not discuss this when I wasn't in a hospital bed?" 
 
    He laughed a little. "After you stay for the ceremony tonight, we'll all be in wolf form and running. You will be driving back home." 
 
    And going on with my mostly human life. "Yep, this sucks." I said again. "You drove me here." 
 
    "You can take my car. I'll pick it up in the morning with a spare set of keys. Just lock the set I give you in the glove compartment." 
 
    I ran a hand through my hair and looked at the bandage on my arm. I'd almost forgotten that I'd been bitten. If I had been truly human I'd be running with them tonight as a wolf.  
 
    "You lead a dangerous life Abigail." The doctor said as if following my train of thought. "I saw scars on you that no person should carry."  
 
    I met Simon's gaze before responding to Dr. Mathews. "I know I do. It's part of my everyday life." 
 
    Simon turned away from me and then stood. "We'll wait for you upstairs. Don't worry, it's not long or complicated." He walked out of the room without looking at me again.  
 
    I was in my little dark part of my mind. I shouldn't have cared so much that things weren't going to work out, but it hurt. "I need my phone." 
 
    "It's with your shirt. Just let me get the IV out of you and you're free to get dressed. Try to limit your movements." She pulled the tape off my hand and slowly slid the needle out. She put a little band-aid over the bleeding dot. It struck me as silly considering my other injuries. 
 
    "I didn't know you had a full hospital here." I said gently, mostly trying to make small talk.  
 
    "It's required, especially with pups." She shrugged. "There's a lot you don't know about us, that's why Simon is making the choice to step back." 
 
    I snorted. "I thought that it had to do with a rampaging witch who manipulated an alpha and a few packs." 
 
    "You might have fought with us, but not all of us trust you. Abigail Collins, PIB agent, adopted daughter of Leviticus. You're a threat to all of us."  
 
    And with that she walked out. She'd saved my life and kept me from bleeding out, but clearly she wasn't a fan. That was fine. My anger was starting to settle in. I'd be happy to leave the werewolves behind me for some time. I slowly pulled on my shirt and managed to not cry out in pain. This was seriously going to suck. I looked at the hole in my shirt and frowned. There would be no patching it up or getting the blood out of it. I retrieved my gun and holsters from the floor and put them on. I grabbed my blade before I picked up my phone and debated on calling Oliver. Deciding against it, I put the phone in my pocket and walked out the door.  
 
    I walked into a hallway and followed it to a flight of stairs at the end. The stairs took me to the main room in the cabin. I paused at the top and put a hand on my wound. It wasn't worse than the broken rib was, so I could handle it. The main room was empty and I walked outside to see the wolves all standing there. The bodies of the dead had been taken care of.  
 
    Simon stood in front of them and looked over his shoulder. He motioned for me to join the crowd. I made my way to them and then turned to face Simon. I wasn't pack and Dr. Mathews made it clear that not many people here liked me, but for once I didn't feel nervous standing among them. They had seen what I could do, if anything they respected me through fear. 
 
    "Tonight we lost twenty of our pack members, we lost three pups and Rachel tonight. All killed by the witch Mina. She came here with the intention of taking over our pack, but our bond is strong. Greg did what he could to protect everyone. He was the reason that Abigail was able to kill Mina. Tonight we honor our dead and you accept me as your alpha." 
 
    There were howls from the crowd that made the hairs on my neck stand up. The people around me all bowed to one knee and offered their necks. I did as well. I was ready to be done with werewolves, but I needed to make sure I kept good ties between us.  
 
    "Tonight we hunt our enemies that fled into our forest. Join me, my pack." Simon's voice boomed over the clearing. 
 
    The wolves started to shift around me and Simon walked up to me. He handed me the keys. "I only ask that you leave the justice to us." 
 
    "Like I'm going to say no to a bunch of grieving werewolves. You're safe as long as it doesn't end up in my case files." I knew I just condemned a small group of wolves to their death, but with my mind in my dark place I didn't care. I could feel guilty about it later, but right now, I wanted to go home and take some painkillers.  
 
    Wolves rushed into the woods. Only the sound of their paws against the ground filled the clearing as they started their hunt. I closed my eyes and cupped my hand around the car keys. My magic buzzed around me from around the pack grounds. My magic had over taken the old spell; these grounds were now mine to protect. Anyone who tried to work magic here would be warned and know that another witch held this circle.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
    I drove home on “autopilot” and went to bed. I barely woke at the rumbling sound of Simon's car drive off. Osiris meowed and pawed at the back of my head before I rolled over to face him. I forced my sore body out of the bed and followed the cat to the front door. A bright white note lay on the floor, one corner still tucked under the door.  
 
    Abby,  
 
    I'm sorry things didn't work out how we wanted them and if I came off as a jerk last night. I'll see you in a few months. Stay safe and take care of yourself. Look outside. 
 
    Simon.  
 
    I peeked out the door, unsure of what I would find. Ten bags of groceries sat in two neat rows on my front porch. My chest tightened and my eyes began to water. We knew things weren’t going to work out, but the idea of him being gone for a couple months hurt. I took a deep breath and closed my eyes to stop the tears. I refused to think I was brokenhearted.  
 
    I took a few slow trips between the front door and the kitchen to get the groceries in. Putting them away turned into a longer process as every move seemed to pull on an injury. Once they were put away, I grabbed a beer and lounged on the couch. Osiris jumped into my lap and head-butted my hand. I scratched his ear and the rumble of his purr came.  
 
    "I guess it's just you and me. I'm going to be the crazy old cat lady, assuming I live long enough for that."  
 
    He meowed at me and curled up on my lap. 
 
      
 
    The End 
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 CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
    Severed thumbs dangled in the window of the old rotting house. I stood in front counting the graying appendages and wondered if they were matching pairs or if our culprit collected just one thumb from each victim as a trophy.  The white thread wrapped tight around the base of the amputation site and strung up to the frame glinted in the early morning light. I spotted the thumb tacks that kept the thread in place, each one spaced perfectly apart from the next.  
 
    “What are you thinking, Abby?” Detective Mason’s rough voice pulled me away from the gross display.  
 
    He’d shaved his head in the last few weeks so there was only a light dusting of hair on top of his head. At some point, he’d decided to start growing a short beard too. His blue eyes watched me closely.  
 
    I wasn’t sure what answer he was expecting, nor was I aware of why he thought this was a supernatural crime. As a paranormal investigation agent, I only handled supernatural cases and Mason rarely made the mistake of calling me in on a human case.  
 
    “Why did you call us?”  
 
    “I didn’t call both of you, I called just you.” Mason motioned to a room off to the side of the kitchen. “Because of what’s in there.” 
 
    Nick, my partner, happened to still be on vacation when Mason called me. He’d be back in a couple days and I’d have no choice but to let him in on this case, but I appreciated working alone for a bit. I looked over the cracked tile of the floor and my gaze settled on the rotting wooden door. “Why hasn’t this place been condemned?” 
 
    “It is; the sign is down in the weeds.” Mason motioned to the door. “Go on in, I made sure the team didn’t touch it.”  
 
    I raised a brow and moved across the floor. I hadn’t felt anything magical when I walked into the house, but a shock went through me when my hand met the wood of the door.  
 
    Magic. Strong, powerful, could eat me alive magic. I glanced at Mason and he raised a brow. I pushed the door in and a chunk of wood fell from it at my feet. I raised my gaze from the black rotting chunk and found red runes covering the walls.  
 
    I clenched my jaw as I recognized the root language to them. I knew who had been here other than the crime teams and Mason.  
 
    “Was I right to call you?” 
 
    I nodded. “I haven’t seen or heard from the Cult of Ra since the Barn case.” It’d been about a year now. I clenched my fists as I looked over the runes, trying to decipher the spell. The last time I dealt with their magic a few things blew up, the barn included. “Nick would be helpful here, he’s studied the Cult more than I have.” 
 
    “But you know their runes.” Mason stated.  
 
    I didn’t look back at him. Each coven had their own runes for spells. My father had left me a guide to the Cult of Ra’s runes and Mason was right, I knew them. I studied them in my spare time to make sure I could read them in case they ever returned.  
 
    “I do, give me a few minutes and I’ll let you know what kind of spell this is.” I licked my lips and stepped further into the room. I froze, waiting.  
 
    Instead of evil pressing against me there was a strange comforting feeling that claimed my aura. I frowned. Normally magic that was foreign pressed against any witch or warlock who entered because it was a warning. The warmth confused me, especially because it came from the Cult.  
 
    On the other hand, I was glad it wasn’t going to cause something to explode. I looked around the room, my eyes drinking in every mark and symbol that they could, and I knew what this spell was for.  
 
    “It’s a protection spell, but it’s also a containment spell.” I brushed my hand against one of the marks. Electricity marched up my arm making the hairs stand up. “I can’t tell you what it’s containing though.” 
 
    “So do we just leave it here?” Mason stepped up next to me.  
 
    I shrugged. “Knowing how powerful the Cult is and seeing how much work they put into the spell, I’d say yes. Until Nick can get here to give me a second opinion.” 
 
    Mason mumbled something and I turned to him. “Did you guys have problems while I was gone?” I took a couple steps towards the door, but swore I felt something tug against my shirt. I glanced behind me and saw nothing. I shook my head and continued out.  
 
    “You’re never allowed to go on vacation again.” He motioned to the thumbs. “Want me to send those to the lab?” 
 
    “Please, see if we can’t identify who they came from. I was only gone for a weekend.” Though I knew he and Nick had to work a small case together while I was gone and it hadn’t gone great.  
 
    “Yeah, Nick struts around like a damn peacock while you’re gone.  You’re much more level headed.”  
 
    Which said a lot, because I really wasn’t. I was learning to make less rash choices as I grew older, but I wouldn’t really consider myself level headed.  
 
    “How was your mini vacation?” 
 
    I couldn’t help the smile that crossed my face. “Hellish, nothing like I expected it to be. So yeah, maybe I shouldn’t go on vacations anymore.” The vacation he spoke of was my trip to a book festival with a friend that ended with a demon being summoned and a date with another PIB agent. At least the date had been pleasant.  
 
    He shook his head. “I’ll make sure my men leave the room alone until Nick gets a chance to look at it.” 
 
    I nodded. I knew I’d get a call when the lab was done processing the thumbs, and until then I needed to start my research on the house and see who, if anyone, might still have some connection to it. I walked out of the kitchen and onto the porch. The wood squeaked in protest under my feet as I climbed down the two steps that led me to solid ground. The warm morning sun danced over the dead grass and gave just the hint of spring around the corner.  
 
    This house was far enough out in the country that there weren’t many gawkers. The crime scene had been found by some kids playing some augmented reality game on the phone. Other than the couple of nearby families and some freelance photographers looking to make a quick buck, things were mild and quiet at the end of the dirt driveway.  
 
    My hand paused on the handle of my new car. I glanced around to see if anyone in the small crowd looked familiar. I wouldn’t know what the Cult members looked like, but that didn’t stop the paranoia in my head.  
 
    I opened the car door and held my breath. Nothing set off my magic. Nothing exploded. I blew out the breath and climbed into my car. There was nothing like starting out your birthday with severed thumbs.  
 
      
 
      
 
    I arrived back at the office of the Paranormal Investigation Bureau. The tall office building blocked out most of the rising sun and could be seen from the highway, yet it housed a small amount of agents. Some of the lower floors contained the labs, so evidence could be processed faster than if we had to send it out, but most of the offices remained empty. Boss Man remained on the top floor, and as far as I knew, that’s all that was up there.  
 
    I walked into the lobby and waved at the daytime receptionist. She barely glanced up, busy with some paperwork. Her hair fell over her shoulders in an unnatural way, making me wonder if it was a wig. She wasn’t as observant or attentive as our regular receptionists, but I cut her some slack. She was new and filling in while our day receptionist was on medical leave. I went to the elevator and called for the car. The silence of the building eased the nerves and paranoia I had built up on the drive over. The last time I had dealt with the Cult of Ra I’d almost died in a burning building and was a victim of a hex. My uncle had wanted me to kill the high priest of the Cult as payment for his help. A member of that same cult wanted me to kill the murderer I was after at the time. It was a complicated situation that I wasn’t sure I wanted to repeat.  
 
    I rode the elevator up to my office’s floor and got out. What I needed to decide was if I should tell my uncle that the Cult was back in town or if I could wait it out. Our monthly training to work on some of my skills had been stretched out to every other month and I didn’t want to see him more than I had to. Especially since he had betrayed me a few months back.   
 
    I swiped my key card and opened the door to my office. Nick’s desk was still blissfully empty, but there was someone sitting in my chair. I put my hands on my hips as Oliver stood. My uncle hadn’t changed much since I’d last seen him. He was still dressed in a business man’s finest, today it was a pin striped suit with polished black shoes. His brown hair was styled out of his eyes in a business fashion and his hazel gaze met mine. “Hello, Abigail.” He folded his hands in front of him. “I thought maybe we could go have coffee.” 
 
    Whatever he was here to discuss, he didn’t want to do it in the office. I shook my head. “I can’t right now. I have things to research.” 
 
    “Ah yes, the house Detective Mason called you to.” He smiled and I found it unnerving as hell. “Rumors say that it’s haunted.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “What are you doing here? How did you even get in?” 
 
    “Well, I was going to meet you at your house, but I saw you got a new security system.” 
 
    Glad to see my investment was paying off. I shrugged. “I’m tired of random visitors in my house.” I crossed my arms. “Your reason for visiting?” 
 
    “It’s your birthday, I wanted to celebrate with you.”  
 
    But I knew better. He’d just appeared in my life last year, not long after my twenty fourth birthday. Now suddenly he wanted to celebrate my twenty fifth with me? I shook my head. “I don’t celebrate much anymore and, again, I have a potential murderer on my hands.” 
 
    “Or just a body part collector.” He offered. “Could just be someone obsessed with thumbs.” 
 
    I licked my lips, debating on demanding where he got his information, but part of me knew he would just lie. “I won’t know until the lab gets back to me with the results. But either way, I’m not stepping away from work right now.”  
 
    “As you wish. Maybe later.” He strolled passed me but the stopped right at the door. “I copied your key pass last time you were at my house.” 
 
    I cursed and made a note to have the receptionist order me another one. “Have a good day, Oliver.” 
 
    “You too, Abigail, and happy birthday.” He walked out and the door closed with a little click. I took a deep breath and walked over to my desk. If he had gotten the information about the thumbs that meant he could know about the runes, but Mason would have been smart enough not to mention who left the runes.  
 
    I sat down at my desk and found a powder blue envelope sitting in front of my keyboard. My name was scrawled on it in black pen and guilt settled into my chest. Maybe he really was here just to spend some of my birthday with me. I opened the flap and pulled out the card.  
 
    A generic birthday cake covered the front of it and I opened it to find a gift card to our local coffee shop taped inside. Under it Oliver had written:  
 
    “Happy twenty fifth birthday to my paranoid niece.” 
 
    I gave a short laugh and set the card back on the desk. I should have taken another vacation for my birthday. No, I would have gone crazy doing nothing.  
 
    I unlocked my computer and scrolled through my e-mails. A few generic happy birthdays popped up, a bit of spam, but nothing really work related. I went to open my search system so I could search for the history on the thumbs house and a blue screen with white text appeared. I opened my mouth to yell at the computer for crashing and then shook my head. I grabbed my phone and dialed the number for the office’s help desk. 
 
    “Thanks for calling help desk, we’re currently experience a site wide crash so…” his voice trailed off.  
 
    I let out a sigh. “The entire site is down?” 
 
    “Yep. We’re trying to figure out what caused it and will have you back up and working soon.” 
 
    “Okay. Thank you.” I hung up the phone and swiveled in my chair for a moment. There was always the old fashioned way of finding information, but the library didn’t always have what I needed. Though Oliver had said the house was rumored to be haunted. Those rumors had to have started somewhere. I picked up my birthday card and put it in my bag. I could stop and get coffee on the way. It was a long time before sunset which meant that I wasn’t expected at Levi’s any time soon.  
 
      
 
    I walked into the library and looked around the quiet halls. My city had several libraries, but the one downtown had all the old reference books I would need. It was the only location that had the microfilm machines and the biggest archive of history documents. I looked around the hushed aisles filled with books. I hadn’t expected it to be busy and I’d been right. A few people dotted the area, and I passed only a handful more as I made my way over to the computer lab and signed in to use one of the computers. First stop would be modern day internet and then I’d check out the microfilm machines if I needed. Since I wasn’t searching for anything that was confidential, I couldn’t get in trouble for using a public system.  
 
    I sat down at a computer and opened the browser. Typing in the address, I found myself wondering how far back the rumors went to the house being haunted and mentally went down my list of people I knew who had that sixth sense of talking to spirits. My list was minimal and the one person I knew had moved away. My mind turned to the runes in the room and the containment spell. Was it containing some type of spirit? I was going to need to bring in an expert if that was the case. Of course, I was going to need someone who could undo the containment spell too. Which meant getting a hold of someone from the Cult.  
 
    And that put my life in danger. I let that soak in as I scrolled through the search results on the computer. A couple old listings of it for sale, before it became decrepit and rotted. I clicked on the one with the most recent date.  
 
    Price: $80,000 
 
    Description: Charming 3,000 sq. ft. home with personality, a bit of a fixer upper, but it just needs a little love. Four-acre lot in the country. Four bedrooms, two baths, and a beautiful view of the mountains.  
 
      
 
    Even for a fixer upper the price was cheap. The entry was dated back ten years and there was no other record for it. Nothing saying it had sold or been pulled off the market. I wrote down the realtor’s number and went back to my search, modifying my key words to search for news articles. Nothing modern turned up. There were a few rumored happenings, but none from reliable sources.  
 
    My phone rang and I cursed the device. I’d forgotten to put it on silent when I entered the library. A few heads turned my direction with narrowed eyes and I quickly hit the ignore button. I didn’t bother looking at who called, they could wait until I was done in the library.  
 
    My scroll through the search results produced nothing else and my stomach growled, reminding me that eating needed to happen at some point. I could go home for lunch or I could grab fast food and head back to the office. I didn’t want drive all the way back to the house, so fast food sounded like the better choice. I pushed away from the computer and signed out of the computer lab before heading out of the building. 
 
    Lunch time had descended on downtown. People in business clothes shuffled by, some staring at their phones, some eating as they walked, and others nursing coffee. I made my way back to my car and got in. There wasn’t much else I could do if the systems were down at work. I had the number and name of the realtor that I could call when I got back to the office, the thought reminded me that someone had called while I was in the library.  
 
    I pulled out my phone and looked at the missed call. Mason’s name flashed on the screen and I unlocked the phone to call him back. The phone kicked over to the hands-free system.  
 
    He answered on the first ring. “You missed my call.” 
 
    “I was in the library. What’s up?” I glanced around me to make sure no traffic was coming as I pulled out of my spot.  
 
    “Lab ran fingerprints already. We have ten different thumbs and ten different victims.” 
 
    I bit my lip. “Alive or dead?”  
 
    “Don’t know, nothing came back on them. They said that the thumbs aren’t recent though, they are showing signs of decay. Estimate is about ten years old.”  
 
    That was possibly a plus. “Nothing on the victims at all?” 
 
    “Not in our system. PIB hasn’t run them yet.”  
 
    Because the computer systems were down. “We’re having technical difficulties right now, which is why I was at the library. I didn’t find much public information on the house. I’ll have to try again when the systems are back up.” The only reason PIB would have something connected to the prints in the PIB database was if they were connected to the paranormal world, normally if they were part of the government. Like the vampire king, or an alpha werewolf.  
 
    “The whole PIB office?” 
 
    I nodded even though he couldn’t see me. “Yep. Don’t know what to tell you, unless you contact another branch.” Which meant that we would have to bring in an outside agent. That didn’t sit well with me. “I’m going to call the realtor who was last known to handle the house, and if I can I’m going to try and locate someone who can figure out what the Cult is trying to contain.” 
 
    “Do you think that’s safe?” 
 
    I could hear the concern in his voice. It probably wasn’t safe, but it’s not like that had stopped me before. “I don’t know. It depends on who I find.”  I thought I had Merick’s phone number at home somewhere, but I didn’t know if he’d answer me or not. Nor did I know if he’d help me or not.  
 
    “If a car blows up again, I’m taking you off the case.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh. “If it’s the Cult’s fault then you can pull me off the case. The last time my car blew up it wasn’t really related.” Technically it was, but Mason didn’t need to know that. I ran my hand over my steering wheel. “I won’t try to contact the Cult unless I have no other options.” 
 
    “Do what you need to in order to close the case.” He disconnected the call without a goodbye.  
 
    I pulled into the fast food parking lot and thought about my choices. I didn’t cut corners when it came to solving a case, but I couldn’t recall a case that was so closely connected to something I didn’t want to touch on again. I could only hope the media hadn’t gotten the information on the runes in that house, or the Cult could already be alerted to me knowing about them. I twisted my hands around the steering wheel as I tried to not be paranoid about the Cult showing back up.  
 
    The Cult tended to hunt down witches or warlocks they felt violated the code of magic, but the problem was, no one really knew which code they followed. There were rumors that they wanted magic to remain in the shadows, and I knew firsthand that they didn’t hesitate at using black magic. They’d been responsible for my parents’ deaths when we all thought it was witch hunters. My last bout with the Cult had proven otherwise. They weren’t someone to mess around with and they didn’t strike me as the most helpful group.  
 
    I’d managed to calm my thoughts while I ordered and picked up my food. I headed toward the office in hopes of being able to accomplish something, even if the systems were still down.  
 
      
 
      
 
    I walked into the office to see the temporary receptionist was missing. I frowned and continued to my office. Neither of our normal receptionists ever left the desk empty. There were too many people that weren’t welcome in the office. I shook my head and got into the elevator. She was temporary so maybe she hadn’t been aware of the expectations.  
 
    I paused before swiping my key card to get into my office. I couldn’t see anyone from where I was standing, but that didn’t mean that no one was in there. Oliver had been at my desk and I didn’t see him until I walked in. I sighed and tried again to push the paranoia out of my mind. I unlocked the door and walked in.  
 
    The office remained peacefully silent and that eased my nerves a little bit. I went back to the computer and tried to boot it up again, but once more I was greeted by a blue screen with white lettering. I shook my head and pulled out my notes from the library. My fingers scanned the few lines of notes that I had managed to gather, stopping at the name and phone number of the realtor. Normally I would pull up information in the system first to see if I could find out any past on the person, but now I’d have to cold call them without knowing anything.  
 
    Chris Savante and he had a local phone number, which hopefully hadn’t changed since he’d been trying to sell the house. I pulled my cell phone out of my pocket. I held my breath as I dialed the number, waiting for it to either start ringing or play a disconnected message.  
 
    I let out a huff of air when the digital sound of ringing came through the receiver. Here’s hoping I didn’t scare the pants off someone who answered. No one liked a call from PIB.  
 
    The phone clicked and a voice with a slight Hispanic accent answered. “Chris Savante speaking.”  
 
    I closed my eyes and thanked the Goddess for a moment. “Mr. Savante, this is Agent Collins with the Paranormal Investigation Bureau. I have a couple questions about a house that’s part of an investigation.” 
 
    He was silent for a moment. “What can I help you with, Agent Collins? I assure you that all my houses are free of the paranormal and that I’m not using spells to sell them.” 
 
    “Using magic to manipulate your clients isn’t my department. This is about the house at 2525 Prairie Drive out in Ellicott. According to public records you were the last realtor to handle it.”  
 
    He took a deep breath. “The house was labeled as abandoned a while ago and last I heard condemned, but I can answer what questions you have. It might be better if I come to your office. I have all my papers and the history on the house.” 
 
    “You sound nervous Mr. Savante, I promise you’re not in any trouble. Feel free to come down to the office, or if you like, I can come to yours. Or we can meet for coffee.”  
 
    “I’d like to meet somewhere other than your office. There’s a local coffee place on Circle and Austin Bluffs. Know it?” 
 
    I’d been there once or twice. “I do. What time is good for you?”  
 
    “I have a client I’m meeting with at three, would five be too late?”  
 
    “Five would be fine. I’ll see you there.” 
 
    I disconnected the call and leaned back in my chair. What would make him so nervous? Maybe he really was using magic to sell his houses and something went wrong with this address.  
 
    No. That would be a simple spell and wouldn’t cause a bunch of thumbs to show up there. I rubbed my head.  
 
    “That good?” Nick’s voice caught me off guard and I jumped out of my chair. He held his hands up. “I should know by now to make more noise so you hear me coming.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile. “I wasn’t expecting you back for a couple days. What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I mean…I could leave if you’d like, but really now that I’m back I’m bored.” He shrugged. “There’s almost always something going on here, so I thought I’d return to work early.” 
 
    I smiled. “Just in time for a big case too. Welcome back.” I motioned to his desk. “It’s been quiet in here without you.”  
 
    “Fill me in on the case?” He pulled his jacket off and laid it over his chair.  
 
    I leaned back and debated where to start. “We have severed thumbs with no identification. A house with very little public history, a sketchy realtor, and…” I hesitated.  
 
    He looked at me. “And?” 
 
    “A containment spell with Cult runes.” 
 
    He pressed his lips together. “The Cult of Ra?” 
 
    I nodded. “They’re back to play.” 
 
    “I’m going to talk to Boss Man, you need to be taken off this case.” He shook his head. “I don’t want you near this, not after what happened with Devon.” 
 
    Devon was a rogue member of the Cult that had tried to kill me. He also happened to be Nick’s brother. His response was not what I had been expecting. “Like hell. The Cult has nothing to do with me. I can handle this. I’m a big girl.” 
 
    “We don’t know that they aren’t going to try for you again.” 
 
    Again? My heart sank, he knew more than he was letting on. “What do you mean, again? I was targeted by your brother, not the full Cult.” 
 
    “And yet a while ago you mentioned a member visiting you at your home. That means they have an interest in you.” He shook his head. “You shouldn’t be close to this.”  
 
    I stood and put my hands on my hips. “You don’t get to make that call. There has been no violent act made towards me from the Cult. I am not in danger.” 
 
    He didn’t need to know about the threats or the theory that the Cult had killed my parents. “Now, I have coffee with the realtor this evening. I’ll pass you my notes on the scene, but they are all hand written since our systems are down.”  
 
    He met my gaze, but nodded. “Fine, the notes would be great. I’d like to go take a look at the scene too. I’ll call Mason and make sure I’m cleared to go.” 
 
    “If you can wait until tomorrow, I can go with you.” I sat back down in my chair and gathered my papers for him.  
 
    He raised a brow. “Hot date tonight after you meet with the realtor?” 
 
    I wished. Simon hadn’t contacted me at all since he’d taken over the alpha spot for the pack, and the PIB agent I had drinks with at the book fest was in a different state. “It’s my birthday, Levi always throws a small dinner party for me. So I’ll be heading up to the mountains tonight.”  
 
    “Happy birthday.” He sat down and leaned back in his chair. “I’ll talk to Mason, if he wants me to wait for you, then I will.” He motioned his hand for the notes. “Until then, I’ll do what I can to catch up. Did help desk say when the system might be back up?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t think they even know what’s causing it. Every computer is blue screening.”  
 
    “Huh.”  
 
    I walked to his desk with the notes. “Huh is all you have to say about that?” 
 
    “It is weird, but I mean, they are electronics, sometimes weird shit happens.” He shrugged and took the papers from me. “What are you planning on doing until the coffee meeting?” 
 
    I shrugged one shoulder. “Play on my phone and hope something comes to me I guess. It’s only a couple hours, there’s not much I can do while the systems are down.” 
 
    “True that.” He muttered and looked over my notes. “Did you take pictures of the runes?” 
 
    I shook my head. I didn’t have to. I knew them on sight. 
 
    He glanced up at me in a silent question.  
 
    “What? I’ve been studying them. There’s nothing wrong with that. Stop treating me like a child, Nick.” 
 
    He went back to my notes and didn’t respond. It was bad enough when Levi became protective, to have Nick go that way felt odd to me. I needed him to be a partner, not a parent.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
    The air conditioning blasted me in the face when I walked into Pike’s Roast. I took a moment to get acclimated to the cold building. The single employee behind the counter waved at me and went back to their customer. A Hispanic man sat in the corner, nursing a cup of coffee. A blue folder lay in front of him on the table, and he rested a hand on it as if it was going to get up and walk away.  
 
    I turned away from him and went to order my own coffee, because I was going to need it for this conversation. I ordered and grabbed my coffee before heading over to the table.  
 
    I met the man’s chestnut brown gaze. “Chris?” 
 
    He nodded and motioned to the chair. “Agent Collins, I presume?”  
 
    I sat down and put my coffee on the table. “Yes, thank you for agreeing to meet with me.” 
 
    His shirt was a casual polo with the top button still undone, the dark green of it contrasting against the blue of his jeans and sneakers. He’d said he had a business meeting before this, but he was dressed pretty relaxed. Of course, I wasn’t a realtor, maybe they tended to dress down when out of the office.  
 
    “Of course. I’m not sure what help I’ll be, but I brought all the papers I could on the property. I sold it for cash ten years ago, but something didn’t sit right with me.” He sipped his coffee and waited for my reaction.  
 
    I pulled the folder closer to me. “And what was that?”  
 
    “In the early 1900s there was a murder there. I disclosed it, and where it had discouraged many of my prospective buyers, this woman said it would be fine.”  
 
    I opened the folder and the first page was a copy of an old news article. “This was right after the house was built.” My gaze scanned the article. “There was a young woman kept in the basement?” I didn’t recall any stairs that led to a basement, maybe it was a cellar and not an actual basement.  
 
    “It was a horrible story, many aspects of it seemed almost supernatural.” He glanced away and his brows creased. “But we’re talking about an event that’s over a hundred years old.”  
 
    Flipping the article over, I decided I’d go back to it when I had more information. “I didn’t see a basement,” I tapped the paper in front of me. “Your entry for the house on the website didn’t list a basement, but this says the house has a finished one.”  
 
    “It was sealed off by the person who bought the house before it was foreclosed on in…” He flipped over a couple papers. “Ninety-eight.” He tapped the paper. “Here you can see that the square footage changed.”  
 
    I looked over the information and it was identical to what I had seen on his listing. “How long did it sit vacant?”  
 
    “About two years. It was foreclosed on again in 2003. I sold it in 2005. It wasn’t in great shape, which is why it was so cheap.” He leaned back in his chair. “I hope all this helps. The information on the last owner is on the last page.”  
 
    I flipped to it and studied the information. The name didn’t sound familiar, but almost fake “Johnny Smiths”. “Thank you, it’s more than I had.” 
 
    “If there’s anything else I can help you with, please let me know.” He finished his coffee and put the mug on the table.  
 
    “Do you happen to have the original layout for the house? I’d like to see if we could unseal that basement.”  
 
    His eyes went wide. “Why would you want to do that?” 
 
    “I can’t tell you details because they haven’t been released to the public.” Of course, telling someone there are ten severed thumbs in the house with no bodies and no identities was probably bad form anyways.   
 
    “I can see if I can find the pictures of the house before it was sealed off. I might have to call in a few favors though.” He stood. “If you think it’ll help.” 
 
    “Please.” Even if our systems were down at work, I could access my e-mail at home. I handed him my card.  
 
    He took it and put it in his pocket. “Of course. Good luck with your case.” 
 
    “Thank you.”  
 
    He walked out and I took a few minutes to finish my coffee and look through the files he’d brought me. The article on the girl stood out to me, but it lacked details on what exactly had happened. They found a young woman tied up in the basement, dead, but the cause of death was never mentioned and neither was a suspect. Fear sat in my gut. Not only were the thumbs ten years old, but there was a possibly unsolved murder that had happened in the house.  
 
    I leaned back and sipped my coffee. Tonight I’d enjoy myself, and tomorrow I’d go over the information I had gathered, and see if Nick had anything to add. Another look at the house would be helpful if we could find where they sealed the basement off at.  I closed my eyes as horrors filled my mind on what I could find there. What I was hoping for wasn’t really pleasant, but I was hoping to find the bodies that belonged to those thumbs, even if the timeline didn’t sit right.   
 
      
 
    I went home and changed before driving up to the mansion. I had no idea what Levi had planned. He’d managed to get a handle on birthdays some time before high school, even if other holidays still tended to elude him. I placed my hand on the scanner and opened the door when I heard the tumbler click. Silence wrapped around me. I frowned, kicked off my shoes, and put my bag by the door. The driveway had been empty of anyone else’s car, so I was writing off a surprise party. It was possible I was early, but normally the mansion had some type of noise.  
 
    My heart leapt into my throat as my paranoia started to make my mind spin. Was Levi here? Was something wrong? My feet made no noise as I padded across the floor and peeked into the foyer. I didn’t draw my gun because I didn’t want to accidentally shoot anyone in case they did pop out to surprise me. The fireplace in the foyer was cold, not even a glowing coal left.  
 
    It reminded me of the situation I walked into at Oliver’s a few months back. No fire meant that I wouldn’t be able to use my elemental ability if I was in trouble, not that I made a habit of it, but someone taking away that option never boded well. I drew my gun when I heard an unfamiliar voice as I approached the kitchen. I took a deep breath and rounded the corner. A chill shot up my spine when my feet hit the cold tile and a vampire met my gaze.  
 
    I started to raise my gun, but Levi’s voice stopped me.  
 
    “He’s not a threat, Abigail.”  
 
    I still hesitated as I met the vampire’s dark eyes. His short black hair was greased out of his angular face and he smiled and showed me fangs. “Abigail.” He repeated with a thick Italian accent to it, “It’s nice to finally meet you.” 
 
    I holstered my gun. “I’m sorry, I don’t know who you are.” I glanced at Levi standing in the other doorway of the kitchen. “I thought it was a birthday celebration, not “spring new people on Abby” night.” 
 
    “We had a change of plans last minute.” Levi nodded to the vampire. “This is Mario; he came for a visit after our recent issue with the blood-starved vampires.” 
 
    I tensed at the reminder of the terror they caused. “Lovely, I’ll leave you to your vampire business then.” I had wasted a two-hour drive.  
 
    “Please, stay. I hear you’re a PIB agent, I’d like to get your expert opinion on the case.”  
 
    I had been way too close to the case and I didn’t wish to relive it. I heard the front door click open and I called “In here,” before anyone else could think the same thing I did. Anyone that could get in the door was welcomed here, I wasn’t putting myself or Levi at risk. I didn’t waver in my eye contact with Mario. “My expert opinion as a PIB agent is that the case is closed and the person behind it is in jail.” 
 
    “And your opinion as a member of the paranormal world?”  
 
    His question caught me off guard. My gaze flickered to Levi and he waved his hand like I didn’t have to hold back. “That there’s something else going on, but I know to keep my nose out of vampire business.” 
 
    Levi chuckled and we all turned when Clarissa walked in. Her newly colored red hair was pulled back in a braid with a few curly strands escaping around her face. Her huge smile faded when her eyes landed on the scene in the kitchen. Her hands gripped the cake she held awkwardly as she tried to figure out what she needed to do.  
 
    “I feel like I missed a memo.”  
 
    I nodded and motioned for her to put the cake on the island in the middle of the kitchen. “So did I, so don’t feel bad.” 
 
    “Mario is visiting for a few weeks to make sure that everything is sorted out with that case.” Levi looked at me and I could read the tone in his gaze. It meant that I needed to stay away from the mansion for a bit.  
 
    I nodded. “I have a big case with PIB right now and Nick is back in town, so I won’t be much help.” I glanced at Clarissa. “Chinese food for tonight? I think the little place down the road is still open.” 
 
    “It’s your night, hun.” She grinned at me. “I was thinking of feasting on cake. Anyone else coming?” 
 
    It was almost a sad question; I didn’t have many friends. I assumed that Levi hadn’t invited Simon because we broke up. “Nope.” I ignored the questioning look from Mario as I went to the fridge and grabbed the menu from under a magnet.  
 
    “I’d like to speak further with you on this matter.” Mario stepped up to me. “Without the influence of Levi.”  
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t have much to say about it. There were blood-starved vampires attacking people in the area. It was linked to a necromancer PIB agent who was using them as a distraction to keep the focus off of the zombies.” 
 
    “You were targeted, do you really think that’s all there was to it?” Mario asked, his accent becoming just a bit thicker. “Think deep down, Abigail.”  
 
    I didn’t want to think about it. The PIB agent had almost taken my life twice, I still saw him in my nightmares. “I have a dangerous job.” I locked my jaw. “Now if you would excuse me, I’d like to enjoy the rest of my birthday.” 
 
    “That’s enough, Mario.” Levi stepped up and it made me wonder what he saw about the situation that I didn’t.  
 
    Mario took a few steps back, giving me room to move. I waved the menu in the air. “We’re going to order food and watch some TV. Then binge on cake. In case you needed to know how my night was going to go in detail.” I couldn’t keep the sarcasm from my voice.   
 
    “She’s a spitfire.” Mario grumbled, but I heard him.  
 
    I turned and smiled. “Oh, you have no idea.” 
 
    Levi nodded in agreement and his hand moved over his mouth to cover his smile. “Mario and I have business to attend to. I’m sorry about dinner and your birthday.” 
 
    I shrugged a shoulder. “Chinese food and television sounds better than spending the night with my cat.” 
 
    Clarissa hooked her arm with mine and dragged me out of the kitchen.  
 
      
 
    I put my phone down on the edge of the chair and looked at Clarissa. “You really had no idea that Mario was going to be here?” 
 
    She shook her head and reached for the remote. “Levi didn’t say anything to me when I called. He said that he’d handle dinner and I just needed to pick up a cake. You don’t know who the vampire is?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Italian, judging by how thick his accent is. Levi said he was visiting about the vampire attacks a few months ago.” I shook my head. “I don’t like it when strange vampires visit.” 
 
    “You don’t like the idea that Levi may be hiding something from you.” Clarissa leaned back in the overstuffed chair. “You’ve rarely questioned his choices until the past year.” 
 
    I shrugged. “There’s been a lot of vampire business going on. It seems the more that goes on, the more that it’s hidden from me.” 
 
    “He has his reasons.” She assured me, which made me wonder how much did she know about what was going on. I rarely doubted Levi, but the events over the last year started to make me wonder. If I pried more into the vampire politics and events, what would I find? What was he protecting me from? 
 
    I clicked on the television. “All I know is that things changed last year, between finding out that the Cult was behind my parents’ death, to Agent Tomes trying to kill me to wage war on the Vampire King…If I’m in the center of something, I want to know.” 
 
    She was silent for a moment. “And you would deserve to know. I think that you just happened to be in the wrong places at the right times.” 
 
    I should have told her that the Cult was back in town. I should have let her know that Nick was the one who planted doubts in my head last year, but I couldn’t. Clarissa, though older than me, still had an innocence about her and I didn’t want to ruin that. I knew she trusted Levi and she would until she died. I wasn’t sure why, it’d never really come up in conversation. I was about to ask when Levi walked into the room.  
 
    “Chinese food is here.” He held out a couple bags for us. “I am sorry again that I didn’t cook for the night and that I have to deal with business.” 
 
    I shrugged. “It happens. Besides, I’m pretty sure that at twenty-five I can handle a low key birthday. How long is Mario in town?” 
 
    “Until Agent Tomes is sentenced.”  
 
    I cringed. “That could be a while. Agent Grace is still building the complete case. They won’t let him out on bond though, because he technically killed people with magic.”  
 
    “Then why haven’t they sentenced him to death? That’s the normal automatic sentence.” Levi crossed his arms. “I want to make sure he’s punished for going after you.” 
 
    Never mind the people he’d killed with the zombies. “I don’t have the answer, Levi. My guess is because necromancy is still a gray area when it comes to magic.”  
 
    He bowed his head. “I advise that you keep low and stay out of Mario’s way while he is here.” 
 
    “If Tomes is being sentenced and it’s a PIB case, why is there another vampire involved?”  
 
    He opened his mouth and I held a hand up. “If you say vampire business, I’m going to scream, this has to do with not one but two of my PIB cases.”  
 
    Levi glanced at Clarissa who turned away and started pulling the food out of the bags. “Levi?” I prompted.  
 
    “Because when I had worked the original case with Tomes there was more to it than him just using blood-starved vampires. Mario believes it may go deeper into vampire politics than we originally thought. He’s worried that Tomes might have been working with someone who will continue the attacks.”  
 
    It was probably the best answer I could have gotten out of him. “Thank you. He might want to talk to Melody Grace then, because she seemed to know more about it than anyone else.”  
 
    I plopped back down on the couch and pulled my box of chow mien towards me. Levi left without another word. Clarissa glanced at me. “Out of all nights, you wanted to push him for answers tonight?” 
 
    “Did you have a better idea? Need I remind you that Tomes threatened to leave my dead and broken body for the Vampire King? After letting his blood-starved vampires drain me? Not to mention having me kidnapped and me almost dying in a car accident because of it? You said it yourself. I deserve answers. If Mario thinks there’s someone working with Tomes, I could very well still be a target.”  
 
    She pressed her lips together and settled back into her seat. She took a few bites before sighing. “I forgot to tell you, the coven would like you to come celebrate your birthday next week. During the full moon.”  
 
    “Tell them that I politely decline.” I shoved some noodles in my mouth. The coven and I didn’t really get along. It’d been about a year since I’d gone to a gathering which had been to cleanse my aura of a hex.  
 
    “Abby…” Clarissa started. “What if I can promise you just a barbecue and no happy naked dancing?” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at her over my food. “And no harassment about going to other meetings?”  
 
    “I’ll do what I can. Please, Abby? You need community.”  
 
    I met her begging eyes. “Okay, fine. But if anything weird happens, I’m out of there.” 
 
    “We’re a coven of witches and warlocks, Abby, weird things tend to happen.”  
 
    Wasn’t that the truth. “More than normal.” I took another bite of my noodles. “And if my case allows for it.” With my luck, I could get out of it because we’d find the victims the thumbs belonged to.  
 
    “Of course, work first.” She smiled and turned to the television.  
 
    I couldn’t really read the tone in her voice, but I didn’t want to question it. I wanted to relax and enjoy my birthday.  
 
      
 
    I walked into the office the next morning to the sound of fingers tapping against keys. I glanced at Nick and threw my jacket over my chair. “Systems back up?” 
 
    “For the most part, but everyone is backlogged. So we still have no answers on the thumbs. Mason didn’t want me in the house without you. Said something about not trusting me.” He glanced up at me. “Know anything about that?” 
 
    I was surprised that Mason used such blunt language, but maybe there had been more than Nick just being arrogant while I was gone. “Nothing, but maybe he wants me there when you look at the runes. We going this morning?” 
 
    “Yeah, I figured we could carpool. I’ll drive.”  
 
    He didn’t trust my car to not blow up, I really couldn’t blame him. “I just got done with a long drive. Can we wait a bit?” 
 
    “I’d rather do it now.” He stood and I grumbled.  
 
    “Can we stop for coffee first then?”  
 
    He nodded and handed me a folder. “I also looked more into that murder in the 1900s when the house was first built. You’ll have some reading material while we wait in the drive thru.” 
 
    “Can’t you just brief me?”  
 
    “No, trust me. It’s better you just read it.” He handed me the folder. “Might be something you need to talk to Levi about. I don’t know how long he’s been in this area, but had PIB existed, we would have sent executioners out.”  
 
    I looked down at the folder and wondered what had happened to that poor woman. Chris said it had paranormal elements to it, but the article he provided didn’t give enough details to figure out what that might have been. I looked up to find that Nick was already out of the office. I cursed and ran after him.  
 
    “Are you that eager to look at the runes?” I asked when I met him at the elevator. 
 
    He nodded. “Aren’t you curious as to why the Cult is in town and dealing with the same house we are?” 
 
    “Of course.” The elevator dinged and the doors opened. “I’d just rather deal with it when I’m fully awake.” 
 
    He shook his head. “You know, you could start going to bed earlier.” 
 
    “I could, but then how would I get my junk TV fix in?” I pressed the button for the lobby. “Besides, part of it was because I stayed at the mansion last night and had to get up early to get here.” 
 
    “Ah that’s right, a big birthday celebration. Did you enjoy your night?” He didn’t look at me as the elevator started moving.  
 
    “I had a good night, but it wasn’t a big celebration. It was just Clarissa and I with some Chinese food.” I leaned against the back of the elevator.  
 
    “Long drive just for that.” Nick crossed his arms. “I figured Levi would throw you some elaborate party.” 
 
    I snorted. “Levi doesn’t particularly care for those.” The elevator dinged and we stepped out. Nick led the way to the car. He walked around the car not once, but twice, looking to see if anything had been tampered with. He looked at me over the roof of it. “All clear.” 
 
    I didn’t think someone would try to blow my partner up, but I wouldn’t put it past them. With the Cult in town and Mario thinking there might be more to the blood-starved vampires case…it was probably best that my paranoia rubbed off on Nick too.  
 
    I climbed into the car and buckled myself in. I flipped open the folder and looked at the information Nick had gathered. Black and white pictures of a young woman’s body were the first things in the folder. Dark puncture marks stood out against her pale skin, the black dots covered her pulse points on each wrist. The next photo showed her neck. I slowly flipped the page and found what I feared. Fang marks at the juncture of her thighs. I swallowed the bit of bile that burned my throat.  
 
    “She was a vampire victim.” And probably a victim of other things I didn’t want to think about. “Kept in a basement.” In the early 1900s vampires weren’t known to exist. Something like this would have been seen as weird and swept under the rug, which explained the article that Chris had given me, with its very few details.  
 
    “She was kept in the basement for over a year before someone noticed something odd about the occupant. Said that the owner fled and the house was foreclosed on.” 
 
    I scanned the notes Nick provided. “They assume she was there for a year. There’s no telling because technology back then sucked. So now, not only do we have ten thumbs to figure out, we have an unsolved murder.” 
 
    Nick gripped the steering wheel. “I want you to take that to Levi and see if he knows anything that might lead us to the vampire that did that.” 
 
    “It was over a hundred years ago, he might not have been in the territory at that time. .” I closed the folder. “Who knows if the vampire is even still alive.” 
 
    “That’s what we need to know.” Nick growled. “I’m not going to let her case go cold again, we have a chance to solve it.”  
 
    I started to ask Nick about his issues with vampires and why it seemed to hit so close to home, but I lost my nerve. My voice died in my throat as I tried to imagine what horror he might have gone through to have such hate and passion. I let it go as he drove out into the country.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
    Nick and I pulled up the gravel driveway of the house and sat in the car for a moment. “How bad are the runes?” 
 
    “You read my notes, you know what they are.” I glanced over at him. The color had drained from his hands and his fingers curled over the steering wheel with enough force to turn his knuckles white. “Nick?” 
 
    “You said there was just one murder here?”  
 
    “As far as our research shows, yes, but the systems were down so I wasn’t able to do a full search.” I opened the door to get out of the car, but he put a hand on my arm to stop me. “Nick, what? Are you afraid a ghost is going to jump out and get me?” I teased and pulled my arm away.  
 
    He sighed and got out of the car, staying right on my heels. “Don’t you believe in ghosts?” 
 
    “Well, I do, but I don’t have the talent to see, sense, or talk to them, so they’ve never bothered me.” I walked up the steps of the crumbling porch. “What I want to do is look the house over, see if we can’t find the basement entrance, and see if we can’t figure out what those runes are for.” 
 
    “You have high hopes for the day, I was just planning on looking at the runes.” He gave a shaky laugh and I wondered what it was that made him nervous.  
 
    “Nick, is there something wrong?” I opened the door, slipping under the crime scene tape.  
 
    His feet froze at the threshold of the door. “You don’t feel that?” 
 
    “No… I didn’t feel anything evil or malevolent when I walked in the first time either.” I crossed my arms. “If you’re trying to prank me, I’m not laughing.” 
 
    He shook his head and ducked under the tape. “No, I’m not pranking you, but I’m wondering why nothing is itching your aura, or at the very least making the hairs on your neck stand up.” 
 
    “No idea.” I kept my voice even, but if he felt something was there, then what I was missing? I turned and walked through the room that I assumed had been a living room at some point. I stopped in the middle and looked around for anything that looked like it led down to a basement. “It specified a basement, right? Not a cellar?” 
 
    “Everything I found said basement, do you have the blue prints or anything for the house?”  
 
    “Not yet, the realtor is supposed to e-mail them to me.” I glanced to the side. “I didn’t look at the rest of the house while I was here with Mason. Do you want to go see the kitchen and the room with the runes while I look at the rest?” 
 
    “What are you hoping for? Mason swept the house, he didn’t find the bodies.” Nick’s voice was soft.  
 
    I turned to meet his gaze, his eyes darted around the room as if trying to keep track of multiple things moving about. His hand hovered over his gun, his fingers twitching every couple of seconds. “If there are any to be found.” I said. 
 
    “Oh, there are.” He muttered and closed his eyes. He took a few deep breaths and the worry on his face smoothed out. “Go ahead and look around, let me know if you find anything. Just point me in the right direction.” 
 
    “Kitchen is just through the left, the room straight through there.” I motioned to the doorway. “Watch out, the door to the room is rotting. Just be careful with it.”   
 
    I heard the floor creak as he walked away. I took a deep breath and finished walking through the living room and into the bedroom to the left. An old mattress lay in the corner, shredded. I assumed that an animal of some sort had gotten to it, but there was nothing unusual in the room. Some rickety furniture shoved into a corner. I looked down at the dirty smeared floor and the clean trail that stretched from one side of the room and led to the furniture. Someone had moved it recently. I heard a crash back in the kitchen and went running towards it.  
 
    I expected to find Nick on the ground, but the door to the room lay on the ground and Nick was still at the kitchen window. “What the hell?”  
 
    Nick held his hands up. “I swear I didn’t do it.”  
 
    “Someone’s been here, and I don’t know if it was Mason’s men, but there’s been furniture moved in one of the bedrooms.” I moved towards the door and knelt down to see the hinges were rusted through. “The door has just had enough.”  
 
    Nicki let out a breath, as if he was holding it in fear. “What do you mean moved?”  
 
    I looked back to see him scrubbing his hands over his face. I stood and opened my mouth to tell him exactly what I saw, when a piece of wood came hurling towards me. I ducked and it shattered against the wall. I glanced over my shoulder to see the runes in the room fading.  
 
    “Um, Abby, you’re going to want to get out of the house.” Nick shooed me towards the exit. “Now, the faster the better. I’ll be out there in a minute.”  
 
    I tried to protest, but a drawer flew out of the counter and slammed into my side, almost knocking me off my feet. I stumbled as I ran towards the exit, trusting Nicks words. Furniture slid in front of me. I flung myself over the couch as it cut me off, only to find a bookshelf falling away from the wall and crashing to the ground. I dodged to the side, the wood shattering right next to my feet, and I dove out the front door.  
 
    The havoc inside quieted down the moment my feet crossed the threshold. I turned around on the porch and stared into the living room. Whatever Nick had felt that I hadn’t manifested as soon as that door had crashed down. I wasn’t an expert in ghosts, but I felt that maybe we were dealing with a poltergeist and it had something against me.  
 
    I rubbed my side where the drawer had hit and knew that there would be a bruise there. My heart pounded in my chest as I tried to breathe past the adrenaline that pulsed through me. I hadn’t been running in a few days, but a quick sprint like that made it feel like I hadn’t been running in a year. I closed my eyes and focused on forcing the air in and out of my lungs as I leaned against the car. 
 
    Nick came out a few minutes later. “You’re not welcome in the house.” 
 
    “No shit.” I raised a brow. “But why me and not you?” 
 
    Nick toed the ground and didn’t meet my gaze.  
 
    I put all his odd comments together. “You can see them!” I shoved away from the car. “You can see the ghost!” 
 
    “Ghosts, actually, and at least one of them is a poltergeist.” He motioned to me. “One who doesn’t like you.” 
 
    Poltergeists were able to interact with the physical world, where a typical ghost couldn’t. “Why? I’m here to help them.”  
 
    “They know you’re in contact with the vampires. He doesn’t like you.”  
 
    He? “So it’s not the girl from the article?” I stepped closer to him. “I would have thought it was her.” 
 
    “No, she’s around, but she’s much quieter, I think this guy and the others scare her.”  
 
    “Like, ghost bullies?” I shook my head. “What about the runes?” 
 
    “They were keeping this guy in. I wasn’t welcome in the room, so I couldn’t tell you much other than that. Even after he was free, the magic in the room pushed against me and I thought it best I not force it.” 
 
    The words ‘in case it exploded’ hung in the air. “Interesting, I walked in without an issue.”  
 
    “They knew you’d be coming then.” He shook his head. “Now you can’t go in the house, because of him.” 
 
    If the Cult knew I was coming they would set the runes to accept me, but they probably weren’t expecting Nick. “Because we set him free.” 
 
    “No, because the door crumbled and the trigger rune was on that.” Nick growled. “I think they were trying to lure you in.” 
 
    I laughed. “Remember a few months ago you called me paranoid?” 
 
    “It was when you drew the gun on me.” He smirked. “I could go in and ask the ghost.” 
 
    “By all means, go talk to the ghosty, and while you’re at it, ask him about how he was killed.” I smiled sweetly and opened the door to the car. “I’ll wait here and Google some things on my phone.”  
 
    He rolled his eyes and went back towards the house. I sat with my legs sticking out of the car and pulled my phone out. There wasn’t much more the Internet was going to tell me, but it was at least going to give me something to do. I looked up when he walked into the house. I gave it a moment to see if he came running out screaming. Nothing happened.  
 
    I looked down at the screen of my phone, scrolling through social media to distract myself from why a ghost may or may not like me. Had I known the victim? Had Levi? How did he know that I was involved with the vampire world? There were no answers for me, but maybe Nick was having some luck.  
 
    “Abigail…” The voice whispered across the wind. 
 
    Dust and dirt kicked up with the wind, pelting my pants. Had I been wearing shorts, it might have hurt. My name came again with the gust and I stood up out of the car. I wasn’t like Nick, I didn’t have his ability to talk to ghosts or see them, but I was smart enough to follow if something felt right. The wind pushed me away from the house and car towards the field behind.  
 
    My steps crushed over the dead plants that covered the ground. A small gray mound, just a bit bigger than my palm, stuck out of the dirt. I bent down and my heart pounded. I knew that shape, I knew the marks and cracks on it despite a chunk missing from the side. I unburied part of it with my hand, being gentle as I dusted dirt off with my fingertips.  
 
    I held my breath as I uncovered the eye sockets and nose. The corpse was old enough to be clean of skin which made me wonder if we had more unsolved murders connected to this house.  
 
    “Abby?” Nick’s voice called over the property.  
 
    “Out back.” I yelled and continued to slowly work the skull from the ground. “We need a forensic team out here.”  
 
    I heard his feet come up behind me and slow. “What did you find?” 
 
    “A skull at the very least.” I glanced at him. “Make the call?” 
 
    He nodded and pulled out his phone. 
 
    “What did you learn from our ghosts?” I blew some dirt away from the bone and frowned. I didn’t know much about bone structure and I’d have to wait until someone from the lab or the medical examiner got back to me to even find out if the person was male or female.  
 
    Nick didn’t answer me, but I heard him telling someone to get the forensic team out here again. I pulled out my phone and shot Detective Mason a quick text on what was going on.  
 
    “I didn’t find out much, he didn’t know the person who murdered him, he doesn’t remember anything from that night. As it tends to go with the undead. He has no idea who it was from the Cult that sealed him up.” He shoved his hands in his pockets. “Violent deaths scar people in the afterworld.” 
 
    I stood up and dusted my hands off. “Well, I wouldn’t know, my only undead encounters are with zombies and vampires.” 
 
    We both went quiet at the thought of zombies and I forced a chuckle out. “It’s a good thing that’s over with, huh?”  
 
    “Yeah, but we’ve moved from zombies to ghosts. I don’t know how much improvement that actually is.” He shoved his hands in his pockets.  
 
    “When were you going to tell me about having the sixth sense?” I met his green gaze.  
 
    He shook his head. “You know, we all have at least one ability we’re not proud of or don’t want people to know about.” 
 
    I thought about protesting, but he was right. Mine was the elemental ability, bad things tended to happen to those who could control elements. “Well, I’m glad it’ll come in handy in this case.”  
 
      
 
    By the time forensics had shown up, Nick and I had several theories about the skull, ranging from the obscure to the logical. 
 
    “Abby, leave it to you to find a skull.” Jason, the medical examiner for our area, laughed and I spun around to greet him.  
 
    “Not a full skeleton, just a skull.” We clasped hands and shook, he bowed his head to Nick.  
 
    “Agent Averin.” 
 
    “Jason, always a pleasure to see you.”  
 
    I stepped away from the skull. “We’ll leave your team to work.” I looked at my phone for the time. “We’re going to head back into town, I want to do some more research on this house. Let us know what you find.” 
 
    “It could be a couple days. We’ll have to canvas the area to see if there are any more parts.” Jason’s eyes swept over the property. “Any idea what my team might find out here?” 
 
    “None.” I didn’t want to bring up the possibility of vampire victims. I turned to go back to Nick’s car. He said a few quick words to Jason before running to catch up to me.  
 
    “What else do you want to look into about this house?” 
 
    “I’m hoping I can find that basement. I also have some witchy business to take care of tonight.” I got in the car and leaned back in the passenger seat. Would forensics find ten skulls out there to match to our victims? The woman’s body had been recovered years ago, but that didn’t mean the vampire didn’t have other victims that hadn’t been discovered.  
 
    “Are you going to go talk to Levi tonight as well?” Nick slammed his door shut.  
 
    “I’ll probably call him. That’s a long drive for me, and if he thinks it’s important he’ll come to me.” I buckled myself in and started flipping through the folder again. “Like I said, he may not have any information on it.” 
 
    “You don’t know how long he’s been in the territory? I find it hard to believe that you never asked.” He glanced at me as he pulled out of the driveway.  
 
    I shook my head. “He’s told me before, but that doesn’t mean I remember. It was when I was young and could hardly see past Friday night. It never really seemed that important to me.” I shrugged.  
 
    “You know less about the man who raised you than he knows about everyone in this damn city. That should alarm you.” Nick gunned the engine and merged onto the highway.  
 
    I closed my eyes as the momentum in the car shifted. Nick’s words were mere assumptions, I doubted that Levi kept tabs on everyone in the city. All the vampires, yes, but not the humans and other creatures. He did have some sort of alliance with the wolves, but again, I didn’t think that meant he kept track of them.  “Not much alarms me anymore, Nick. This last year has been kind of hellish.”  
 
    “No kidding. All you’ve done since I’ve gotten here is attract trouble.” He laughed.  
 
    I opened my eyes and glanced at him. “Maybe you’ve been attracting the trouble.” 
 
    “Doubt it, I think it was just a matter of time.” He navigated through the traffic. “What do you make of the skull?” 
 
    The sudden shift in conversation killed the lighter mood. “I don’t know. I’m hoping it belongs to one of our thumbs and we don’t have either another unrelated murder to solve or another vampire victim.”  
 
    “You’d think the vampire would have known to bury the person deeper.” 
 
    “Land shifts, erosion wears down the ground, they could have been six feet under and everything worked them back up to the surface. We’ll know more when forensics can tell us how old the bones are and if they find anymore.” I looked at the photo of the vampire victim. “Until then, we focus on one crime at a time.” 
 
    “Which one do we have more information on?” 
 
    That was a good question. “I think it’s about even. We have a name for the vampire victim, and her body was recovered. It’ll be an old file, but we might be able to find more information on her. The other one we have thumbs, but no identification yet. The regular systems showed nothing and PIB systems are backlogged thanks to the computer crash. And we have a ghost who’s pissed off, but can’t tell us anything.”  
 
    “Sounds like we’re in a bad mystery novel.” 
 
    “No kidding.” I closed the file. “I’ll let you know if Jason calls me with anything tonight.” 
 
    “Why won’t he call me?” 
 
    I smirked. “He likes me better.” 
 
    “Well, if the first time I’d met you I’d been wearing a fancy dress, I’d like you better too.”  
 
    “Not my fault I was on a date when more bodies were discovered.” I shook my head. “And if you recall, I ended the night barefooted and in scrubs, dealing with blood-starved vampires.” 
 
    “And caught without your gun.” Nick clicked his tongue. “Not a very good way to be caught, Agent A.” 
 
    “And you, Agent N? Maybe you should go out more.”  
 
    “I went out to get groceries one night… you saw how that ended.” There was still a joke to his voice, but we both knew it had been a long night.  
 
    “You’re right, might be better to start staying home.” I glanced at my phone for the time. What I needed to do today was something I was dreading. I needed to check on the wards I had placed on Simon’s bar. Since he’d taken up the alpha spot in the pack, I knew he wouldn’t be there and one of his wolves would be watching over it. But it’d be the first time I’d be stepping foot on pack ground since Simon and I broke up, and since I’d gotten the alpha killed.  
 
    We took the rest of the drive in silence. I didn’t bother going inside the office, I was going to go to the bar and then see if I could find some old case files on the vampire victim. I climbed into my car and took a deep breath before heading out.   
 
      
 
    I walked into the bar and let out a sigh of relief to find it empty. My wards hid the bar from human sight so that it was available to supernatural clientele only. The act of using magic for that purpose was slightly illegal, but it wasn’t something I was going to push. I understood what it was like to want a place where I could be myself. “Hello?”  
 
    “Welcome to…” The words died on the woman’s lips as she came from the back room and saw me. “Who are you, witch?” 
 
    Wasn’t exactly the greeting I was expecting, but I kept my face blank. “I’m Abigail Collins, I’m the witch Simon hired to put the wards on the bar. It’s been a year since I’ve last checked them. I wanted to make sure everything was good.”  
 
    “Hey Travis, there’s a witch here saying Simon hired her.” She called over her shoulder, her eyes still glued to me. I stood there trying to look harmless, which was hard when I was tall and had my gun on my hip. I’d luckily had the foresight to hide my PIB badge before walking in. “I just need to walk around to make sure—“ 
 
    “No.” A gruff voice came from the back room and I tried to decide if I was going to leave it at that or not. I could have turned around and went right back to my day job, but I couldn’t in good conscience not check on the wards. If something was to happen and the bar was caught hiding, it could be trouble for the pack.  
 
    “No?” I asked and put my hands on my hips. “My wards have been protecting this bar for over three years.”  
 
    The woman moved out of the way and the wolf came from behind her and filled the doorway. I hadn’t seen him before. His bleached white hair and brown eyes would have been something I remembered, not to mention the sheer size of him. It was rare I met someone that made me feel short, but he towered over me with his solid muscular frame. I pressed my lips together as I met his gaze. “You must be Simon’s assistant manager; he’d mentioned he was leaving you in charge for a bit.”  
 
    “I’m not only his assistant manager, but second in the pack.” He crossed his arms and the veins in his arms bulged.  
 
    I raised a brow. “I don’t remember seeing you at the fight against Mina.” Mina was a witch that had tried to take over the pack. It hadn’t worked out well for her.  
 
    “You were too busy playing with the witch and getting our alpha killed.” He took another step towards me. “You aren’t welcome here.”  
 
    “My wards protect this place. You kick me out, I take them down and you’re exposed. Good luck finding another witch willing to do the wards and has the connections that I do.” I spat the words out as my heart jumped. I didn’t want him much closer to me than he was. I could take him down with magic, but if he moved too fast he could take me out with just brute force before I could mutter a spell.  
 
    “I have another witch coming to replace them.”  
 
    I couldn’t tell if he was bluffing or not. Many witches would walk away from the job. I didn’t because I liked to help the pack, normally in return they’d help me if need be. Of course, they were also usually a little friendlier toward me as well. “With Simon’s approval?” I felt like Simon would have given me a heads up, he knew I would have been stopping by.  
 
    “I don’t need his approval. Now leave, or I’ll tear you apart limb from limb.” He snarled and his eyes flashed to the yellow of his wolf’s for a moment.  
 
    I put a hand on the butt of my gun. “I don’t take kindly to threats, wolf. I was doing the pack a favor, if my services are no longer needed, fine. But I’d rather it came from the alpha, not his hot-headed second.”  
 
    He rushed me and slammed me into the wall, one hand pinned my throat against the wood paneling and the other wrapped around my wrist. He pressed his entire body against me to keep me from wriggling out of his grip. “My word is just as good as Simon’s.” He snarled in my face. “You set foot in here again, I will make good on my threat. Simon’s ex or not.”  
 
    His nails bit into my skin and fed my anger. I tried to take a breath but found my air restricted. I did the only thing I could think to do. I flatted my palm against the wall and felt for my magic of the wards. I pulled on it and called it back to me. I felt the final snap of it hit me and smirked at the brute in front of me. “Let go of me and I’ll leave.”  
 
    He dropped me and I rubbed my neck and glanced up at him. “You didn’t feel it because you’re a werewolf, but I called my magic back. This place is no longer protected by my wards. Good luck.” I spun on my heels and left. My heart still hammered in my chest. A dull ache settled in my wrist as I unlocked my car. I debated on texting Simon to ask him what the hell was up with his crazy second, but I let it go. He made it clear he would contact me when he was able to. He had his hands full with the pack and didn’t need me or a relationship to distract him. I started the car and leaned my head against the seat. Maybe it was me who wanted the distraction.  
 
      
 
    I parked in front of the PIB records office and got out. Glancing at my watch, I made sure that I’d have time to get in and check the files out. I’d called ahead and the receptionist said that she’d have them pulled for me. I walked in and an older woman with gold rimmed glasses looked up at me the moment the door opened.  
 
    “You must be Abigail.” She smiled at me and shuffled some papers around and then pulled out a folder. “I just need your ID to sign you in. I can’t let you leave the premises with these files since it’s a cold case.”  
 
    “That’s fine, what I’m looking for won’t take long.” I handed her my badge and opened the folder while she signed me in. “I’m glad you guys still had these.” I looked at the faded pictures, I was paying more attention to background than anything else. The woman’s body was photographed in a room that I hadn’t seen in the house. Concrete walls and a tiny window told me that it was a basement.  
 
    When they had the basement sealed they must have sealed the window too. If I went back to the house I might have been able to spot where the window was covered up, depending on how good of a job was done. I moved the picture and looked at the next one. Just another angle of her body. I studied the background and other than the floor having carpet there was nothing there for me to be interested in.  
 
    “Here’s your badge back. If you want an empty office, the third one down the hall on the left is empty. There’s a table you can spread out on.” 
 
    I nodded and took my badge and folder. “Thanks, I shouldn’t be too long.” 
 
    “Don’t worry hon, if you need extra time, I’ll stay a bit late.” She smiled at me and I bowed my head in thanks. I made my way to the office she spoke of, and found a big round conference table in the middle of the room with a couple of chairs scattered around it.  
 
    I sat in the nearest chair and opened the folder again. I moved aside the notes and the pictures that I’d already gone through, saving the notes for later. If I could find what I needed in the pictures it’d give me a better visual than the words. The handwriting on the back of the photos had faded, eaten away by time. I pulled another one out and paused. There was a shot of the room I’d ventured into, the one with all the furniture moved. And where the space had been cleared stood a door.  
 
    I jumped out of my chair and called Nick. Hope filled me as I looked down at the picture. I hadn’t seen a closet door in that room, so I highly doubted I was wrong. Nick answered on the third ring.  
 
    “Social plans go bad?” He joked.  
 
    “No, I think I found where the closed off basement is.” I looked at the picture and my hope was replaced with dread. “I can’t go into the house to find out.” 
 
    “You’re right, I have to. You need to stay away from the house, roaming around outside might be okay.” 
 
    “Might be? I was able to go into the backyard.” I muttered and put the photo down. “I’m going to sit here and comb through the file. I don’t think there’s much else we can learn since supernatural creatures weren’t really known then…” 
 
    “Just our luck that the police shoved most of the cold case files to PIB, huh?” Nick chuckled. “You do that. I’ll go back tomorrow to check out the house. I’m working through the runes now, trying to decide why they weren’t welcoming to me, but were to you.” 
 
    “If you go back tomorrow, take pictures if you can. I’ll see if I can help decipher them.” I set the picture aside and looked down at the next one. A vague blurry figure was in the background and I frowned. “You said they never caught the vampire, right?” 
 
    “And I also said I don’t want you near those runes.” He grumbled. “But I’m glad you heard something I said. Why?” 
 
    “Remember where the myth that vampires don’t show up in photographs came from?” I tried to will my eyes to bring the figure into focus, but of course it was the photo, not my eyes, that was the problem.  
 
    “Some say it’s because they don’t have souls, but scientifically it’s because they moved too fast to be captured by old technology, so they showed up as blurs or just a vague outline. Many of them didn’t want their image captured to keep the secrecy, so they moved faster on purpose.” 
 
    “Yeah, I think one of our cops captured the vampire on film.” I pressed my lips together. “It may be nothing, but it could be everything. I’ll see if I can get the lab here to enhance the photo and see if we can’t get it cleared.” It was a stretch for an old photo, but many of the people in the labs could work digital magic.  
 
    “Abby, did you just crack the case with a photo?” His voice was light, but that feeling of dread started to claim my stomach again.  
 
    “Possibly the vampire victim case, but we still have ten thumbs and part of a skeleton to figure out.” I reminded him, my voice didn’t match his tone as my eyes were locked on the image of the vampire. “I’ll call Levi tonight and ask him about the case.” I hung up without saying goodbye.  
 
    I put that photo aside as well and started scanning through the notes. I found a list of detectives who worked on the case and made a note in my phone. I doubted any of them were still living, and if they were, they probably didn’t remember this case. I closed the folder and snatched the pictures from the table. I went back to the desk and smiled at the receptionist.  
 
    “I hate to be a bother, but can you put in a request for your lab to enhance this photo,” I handed her the one with the blurry figure, “and copy this one for me?” 
 
    “I’ll have to get it all approved.” She took the folder from me and the photos. “But I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    “Thanks, just let them know that it’s connected to a current PIB case and they might be a little more willing.” I handed her the file back. “Thank you for working with me on such short notice.”  
 
    She smiled and put a sticky note on the photo. “Of course. You have a good night. I’m sure we’ll be seeing you again.”  
 
    I bowed my head. I’d probably be visiting several times over the case. I went out to my car and unlocked it. I hesitated for a moment. There was still daylight, I could go back to the house and look around. Or I could go back home, have a glass of wine and find my nerve about asking Levi about the victim…especially while Mario was in town.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
    I was about half a wine bottle in before the sun went down. Osiris, named mainly because of his breed, Sphynx, lounged on my lap. He had a fine layer of hair over his body and black markings on his face, meaning he wasn’t show quality, but he was cuddly and loved me unconditionally. I scratched his ear and sighed. “I guess I should call Levi. Hmm?” The familiar buzz of alcohol moved through my brain as I took another sip of wine. I was a witch, the buzz would be gone quickly, but that’s why I had the bottle sitting on the table.  
 
    Osiris meowed and stretched out before jumping off my lap. I took it as a sign that he agreed with me. I pulled out my phone and hit the speed dial for Levi. He answered within a couple of rings.  
 
    “Did you blow up another car?” 
 
    I frowned. “No, why? Is the news saying I did?”  
 
    “No, I haven’t had a chance to check the news tonight, but you don’t normally call me unless something just blew up.” I couldn’t tell if there was relief in his voice or not. “Or if someone died. Did you kill someone?” 
 
    “I haven’t killed anyone since Mina at the pack thing. So, no. I needed to talk to you about something that came up in my and Nick’s current case. It deals with a young vampire victim being kept in the basement. Early 1900s. Ring any bells?” 
 
    He was silent on the phone for a moment. “Do you have any more information than that?” 
 
    “I have what Nick and I were able to gather from the scene and the databases.” I glanced at the folder on the counter behind me. “You’re welcome to come take a look at it. Nick is determined to solve it alongside our other case.” 
 
    “And your thoughts?” His voice lowered a little and I wondered if someone was listening, like Mario.  
 
    I took a sip of wine. “I’m hoping that you’re not involved in it. That’s about as far as I’ve gotten concern wise. If we can solve it, great. We can send the executioner out for the vampire. If we can’t, it’s a case long cold. Nick says her ghost is at the house though.” 
 
    “Nick can see ghosts?” There was a tone of worry in his voice that made me pause in my next sip.  
 
    “He can talk and interact with them, yes. I didn’t know until today. That worry you? Don’t want a medium in your territory?”  
 
    He muttered something that I couldn’t understand. “Levi…” 
 
    “No, it doesn’t bother me. I just don’t like knowing that he was hiding an ability like that from people. He could have been useful long before now. I’ll be over there in a few minutes to look at the file.” 
 
    I hadn’t really expected him to visit, but maybe he could help Nick and me with the case. “I’ll be here. Don’t spook my cat.” I hung up the phone and downed my glass of wine. I poured another one and Osiris gave me a glare. “What? I don’t want to discuss murder without wine.”  
 
    He meowed at me and then pranced away. I rolled my eyes and sipped my glass. Levi and Mario appeared in my living room and I didn’t even jump. I raised a brow at Mario. “I don’t remember inviting you along for this conversation.” 
 
    “I don’t remember you specifically saying I needed to stay away either.” His accent rose goose bumps up my skin. “Anything that has to do with vampires in this territory is my concern right now, including this.” 
 
    I took a big sip of wine and glanced at Levi, who gave me a one shoulder shrug. I swore I was going to make him explain all this when Mario left. “File is on the counter, I’ll fill you in after you look at it.” I filled my wine glass again and noted that I might need another bottle by the time this conversation was over. The picture of the blurred vampire wasn’t in the file since I didn’t have authorization to copy it. I was thankful because I wasn’t sure I trusted Mario with that information.  
 
    Levi walked over to the counter, but Mario sat down on the other end of the couch. I glanced at the vampire. “I thought your concern was just the blood-starved vampires.” 
 
    “Any vampire problem.” He stated again. “Should you be drinking another glass of wine?” His gaze went to the bottle.  
 
    I smiled. “I’m a witch, I can have another half a bottle and be fine.” I swirled the liquid around and saw the way he watched me. “Jealous?” 
 
    “Abigail.” Levi snapped and I glanced back at him. “Do not tease him.” 
 
    I drank a sip. “I’m sorry, I won’t tease the big bad vampire. What do you make of the file?” 
 
    “I know the case. I had just moved to the area.” He came and leaned against the arm of the couch, closest to me. “I don’t know who the vampire was though, if that’s the information Nick is after.”  
 
    “I think it is. He’s pretty determined to solve that case as well. With it being a hundred years old, I’m not holding my breath.” I took another sip. “It’s pretty barbaric though. Not to mention we found other…” I glanced at Mario. “Evidence on the property that we’re still waiting to process.”  
 
    Levi looked down at me. “You don’t have to go into details, I’m sure I can imagine what you found. Do we know why Nick is so bent on solving this crime too?” 
 
    “Because a young woman’s life was cut short by vampires.” It made sense and it was the simplest explanation I could come up with. I studied the red liquid in the glass. “I’m curious myself, especially if her soul is not at rest because of what happened.” It made me wonder if there was more to the story. For someone to be turned into a poltergeist, a traumatic emotion-filled death had to happen. I had no doubt that her death was traumatic, but a strong emotion like hatred or even love needed to be felt. It also brought up the question of why there were so many poltergeists there.  
 
    “You and Nick can pursue it, but there’s not a whole lot I can help you with unless you had a name or a face to go with the vampire.” Levi pushed off the couch and went back into the kitchen. Osiris hissed at him and ran off and I wondered what the cat had against the vampire.  
 
    I took another sip of my wine. “I may have a picture, but I’m waiting on some red tape to clear.”  
 
    “An actual photograph?” Mario raised a brow. “Vampires didn’t photograph then.” 
 
    I looked at him and gave him a half drunk smile. “No, they ran from the cameras then, and left blurs and outlines behind. Technology is an amazing thing nowadays.” I frowned at my empty wine glass and reached for the bottle only to find nothing in it.  
 
    I stood up to get the other bottle from the kitchen. Levi caught my wrist as I reached for it. “Something bothering you about this case?” His gaze went to the wine bottle and then to me.  
 
    “There are a couple personal things that have sprung up that I really don’t feel like sharing with our guest.” I gently pulled my wrist and he let go. “I’ll share when he’s decided to leave or when I have to. Assuming Nick hasn’t shared yet.”  
 
    “Nick does not speak to me often. The fact that you think he might have shared worries me.” Levi opened the bottle for me and poured me a glass. “I still owe you a birthday dinner. Alone.”  
 
    I glanced at Mario who had turned to look at us. I started to say something but Osiris bolted up from downstairs and to the front door. He let out a shriek that made us all pause. Evil magic pressed against me and I gave Levi wide eyes. “Get my book.” I demanded. I sprinted to the door without thinking and threw it open. The world around me shook and I was thrown from the house with an unseen force. 
 
    The ground bit into my body as I tumbled into the street, my arms over my head to protect it. My heart climbed my throat as I tried to recover my breath and hearing from the blast I hadn’t remembered. Levi and Mario were suddenly by my side, one with my book and one with my bag. Osiris was nowhere to be seen.  
 
    I stood, trusting my weight to my shaky limbs. Levi grabbed me by the elbow to help steady me. My heart calmed a little bit, but I could feel the residue of a black spell sliding down my aura, making me feel like I was covered in mud. I looked back at my house, expecting it to be in flames. But what I saw wasn’t a house that was victim to an explosion or a bomb. It was collapsed, as if imploded. The ruins held evidence of a burn, but there was no smoke, no coals, nothing to indicate a fire.  
 
    “Abigail?” Levi asked, his fingers digging into my elbow a little too much. I tried to take a step and my feet failed. I couldn’t breathe, I couldn’t focus; almost everything I owned was destroyed in the matter of a single spell. This wasn’t someone blowing up my car, this wasn’t a hex. This was a full spell aimed at killing me and destroying everything. It wasn’t even subtle. Osiris had felt it, that’s why he had run. He was trying to warn me.  
 
    I collapsed as my body went numb and blackness ate at the corner of my vision. I closed my eyes, trying to push it away, and passed out.  
 
      
 
    “Abigail?” Levi’s voice broke through the darkness.  
 
    I forced my eyes to open, and instead of seeing the vampire’s face I saw Osiris’ slim face and little pointed teeth sticking out of his mouth. My fingers tangled in the grass below me and I let out a sigh of relief. If I was still outside; that meant I hadn’t been unconscious long enough for someone to send me to the hospital. Shock was not something that I wanted to be admitted for.  
 
    “I’m okay. Just…shock.” I sat up slowly and looked at my house again. Gone, still gone. Just a pile of beams and wood. My stomach churned as the shock tried to manifest in a different way. “I’m not okay.” I said and pet Osiris. “This might be too much.”  
 
    Mario knelt in front of me. “Do you think that this is related to your case?” 
 
    Funny, that was normally Levi’s question. I tried to think of anything that would have linked this to the case. My normal default answer was yes, that it meant I was getting close to cracking a case, but this…there was no progress in the case that would have led to this. I was getting really tired of attacks on my life.  But this…this was completely unrelated to work which made it scarier.  
 
    “Abigail?” Mario prompted.  
 
    I swallowed. “I don’t owe you an answer.” I stood again and snatched my bag and my cat off the ground. “I…I don’t want to deal with this tonight.” I could go stay with Levi, but that meant two hours in the car, that thankfully had survived the spell.  Too much time to spend in my own head. Not to mention, I shouldn’t drive when in shock.  
 
    “Mario is just trying to figure out if it’s related to Tomes.” Levi reminded me and I closed my eyes. I wasn’t going to yell at him.  
 
    “I just lost fucking everything.” I kept my voice down. “Except for my car, my cat, my bag, and my book. I really don’t want to discuss who might be trying to kill me right now.”  
 
    Levi knew the tone in my voice, it was the one that I used before I shot someone. He held his hands up. “Come to the mansion tonight—“ 
 
    “No.” I growled. “I’m not going to the mansion. I’m going to get a hotel room for the night. I’ll deal with this tomorrow.” I glanced back at the house and took a deep breath. Osiris curled up on my shoulder, digging his claws just slightly into my skin. I scratched his head. “I guess we’re going to have to go back and get you another litter box and more food.” Sirens filled the silent night. It was just a matter of time before they made it to the house and I’d have to face a bunch of questions and people. EMTs would want to treat me for shock. I hung my head in defeat. Which of my neighbors had called the emergency crews whispering about the crazy witch’s house suddenly being destroyed?  
 
    “I’ll take care of it.” Levi put a hand on my other shoulder. “Let me drive you to the hotel so I know you are safe. I don’t like how you look.” 
 
    Which made me wish I had a mirror. “I’m pretty sure I’m still in shock.” 
 
    “Your house just imploded, I think that’s a good reason to be in shock.” Mario bowed his head. “I’ll go back to the mansion and wait for Levi there.” He disappeared into the night. No cool trick, no wave of magic, just poof. Gone.  
 
    Good, because I was tired of him. I didn’t think another bottle of wine was going to cure this night. “I’m pretty sure my phone was in the house…”  
 
    “I’ll have a new phone to you by tomorrow.” Levi promised. It was the best I was going to get, unless I went to replace it now. Most of the things I needed were in my bag, except my big book of answers, which was tucked under Levi’s arm. The book had been passed down to me from my parents and held everything from my ancestry to potions and spells that would help me out. I’d started keeping the research of the Cult of Ra runes in the book, and now I found myself grateful for that.  
 
    “Okay.” I took a few shaky steps towards the car and eyed it hesitantly. Did someone put a spell on that too? I glanced at the cat on my shoulder. His eyes were closed and a purr rumbled through his body. He remained that way the closer to the car I got. I took it as a sign that things were safe. I dug my keys out of my bag and tossed them at Levi. He caught them with one hand and unlocked the car.  
 
    I situated myself in the passenger side and buckled in. I held on to Osiris and concentrated on scratching his ears. I focused on the wrinkles of his skin, refusing to look up at what was left of the house. “Maybe I should—“ 
 
    “No, tonight you go get a hotel room. You process and regroup. I will handle everything, it’s well before dawn.” 
 
    It was just after sundown and someone had tried to kill me…with two vampires in the house. Did they plan for that? I rubbed my eyes and tried to think back to when I got home. The security system had still been set; there hadn’t been anything out of the ordinary. I hadn’t left the door open behind me for an unusual amount of time. I looked down at Osiris. He’d gone downstairs and then back up, so I doubted the cat could have anything to do with it.  
 
    “You said there was something about the case that was bothering you.” Levi said a few minutes into our drive. I hadn’t remembered him backing out of my driveway or anything.  
 
    I nodded. “The house had a room covered in runes from the Cult of Ra. I didn’t want to say anything in front of Mario, because I don’t know who to trust.” 
 
    “You can trust him.” Levi didn’t hesitate.  
 
    “You said I could trust Tomes as well and he had me kidnapped.” I leaned my head back. “Here’s the odd thing about the runes. I was welcomed in by the magic, but Nick was not.”  
 
    “So whatever was in there was for you. What was it?”  
 
    “It was sealing in a poltergeist who doesn’t like me.” I laughed. “It’s really been a bad couple of days, even by my standards.”  
 
    “Do you think they purposely trapped the poltergeist in there to harm you?”  
 
    “No, because it didn’t come out until Nick came into the house.” I hesitated. “I know it sounds strange, but I’m wondering if they didn’t seal it up to help me. To make sure I could come into the house to solve the crime.” 
 
    Levi was quiet for a few moments. “Why would they do that?” 
 
    “I don’t know. After killing my parents, and Merick making it very clear that I was not on their good side, I don’t expect help from them.” I leaned my head against the window. “I don’t understand any of this.”  
 
    “When you’re a little more clear-minded then we can discuss you staying at the mansion.” He turned onto the highway. “Until then, a hotel close to the office.”  
 
    I tried not to roll my eyes. “I’m not staying at the mansion with Mario there.”  
 
    “I told you that you could trust him.”  
 
    I snorted. “I don’t feel like I can, maybe that’s still the shock talking, but there’s something about him that I can’t put my finger on.” 
 
    Levi was quiet for a moment. “Then where do you plan on staying while your house is taken care of?” 
 
    I pressed my lips together and thought about my options. I chose one that didn’t include me mooching off someone else. “I can stay at my parents’ old house. The contractors finished with the walls in the basement. I should be fine there. Not many people know that I still own the house, which means it’s safe. I can have my security system subscription moved there.”  
 
    “I don’t know if that’s a wise idea. The mansion—“ 
 
    “Not while Mario is there.” I cut him off. “I don’t want him poking around in my business any more than he already has.” 
 
    He twisted his hands on the steering wheel. “You invite no one into that house. Understood? Not even Nick. I’d prefer if you perform all magic out of the house as well.”  
 
    “I’m not going to blow it up.” I muttered. “Not even Clarissa?” 
 
    “No one, Abby. Just you and the cat.” He glanced at the sleeping feline in question. “Even then I don’t know if I want him in the house.” 
 
    I didn’t like the request, but if agreeing got him off my back, I’d be willing to bend, and if something came up…well, what Levi didn’t know didn’t hurt him. 
 
      
 
    I got checked into the hotel and laid back on the bed. Levi had made me promise again that I wouldn’t allow anyone in the old house. He’d have it ready by tomorrow night and have a new phone delivered to me by the end of tonight. Osiris curled up on my stomach and started to purr. I scratched his ear.  
 
    “Just you and me tonight, buddy. Guess I’ll take a night off without meaning to.” I closed my eyes. Levi and I had managed a trip to the store, so I had a pair of clothes for the next day and the cat had everything he needed. My eyes shot open at a sound in the next room and my heart skipped a beat. I lay in silence waiting for another noise. Nothing but voices came through the thin wall and I sighed. Paranoia.  
 
    Sleep was probably not happening tonight. I moved Osiris off me and went to the door of the room and placed my hand on the knob. Taking a deep breath I called on my magic and whispered a basic spell. It’d let me know if anyone tried to get in and out of the room, giving me some peace of mind. I stepped away from the door and leaned my head against it. What the hell was I thinking? Staying at my parents’ old house for the first time since I was four. The last time I visited there I found runes on the wall from the Cult.  
 
    But the other option of staying at the mansion while Mario was there didn’t really seem safe either. When had I run out of safe places to stay? This was one of those moments where if I had a phone, I’d call Clarissa. But no, the phone was destroyed in the house. I couldn’t use the hotel room phone because I didn’t memorize numbers anymore. Who did in this digital age? 
 
    I looked back at the cat and took a deep breath. I was not going to break down. I was not going to cry over this. I was alive, that’s what mattered. It didn’t matter that this was the third attempt on my life in a year.  
 
    Holy shit. I was living on borrowed time. It was only a matter of time before one mistake killed me. What if Osiris hadn’t come running up the stairs? I would have died. With the other attacks on my life, I had depended on my magic to save me. It wouldn’t have saved me this time because I had no warning signs that something was wrong. Other than Osiris’ reaction. I slid down the door and put my head against my knees and sobbed. I couldn’t be strong this time. I deserved to break down, just once, while no one was watching.  
 
    Osiris came up and nudged my elbow and started purring again. I gave his body a half ass pet and tried to regain control of myself, but I couldn’t get past the lump in my throat that had formed when I started crying. My pants were wet with my tears when I finally looked up at the animal. I swore I saw understanding in his eyes. I took a few shaky breaths and pulled myself back under control. There was only one way to solve this problem. Get down to the bottom of why someone was trying to kill me. I’d solve it like I did any PIB case. Start with seeing if there was any connection between the attempts. Tonight though, I needed to sleep and push past the shock. When I was somewhere that wasn’t public I’d start pulling together what I knew. I didn’t want to use any system that could be tracked because…paranoia.  
 
    I glanced at the cat who patiently sat by my side. “Okay, let’s get some rest. Tomorrow is a new day and I’m sure Levi is going to be here before dawn with a phone.” 
 
    I pulled myself off the floor and wiped my eyes. The shock still ate at me, but I could move forward from this.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
    The sun streak peeking through the crack in the curtains stirred me awake. Levi hadn’t dropped off the phone last night, but there was a blinking light on the hotel phone saying that I had a message. I wasn’t sure who knew I was here, but I picked it up and listened to a message from the front office saying they were holding a package for me. I assumed it was probably my phone. I pulled myself out of bed and went to the shower.  
 
    I undressed and assessed the bruises on my body. Lifting my arm, I looked at the black and blue appearing around my ribs from the drawer slamming into me. Other than that, small cuts and bruises from my tumble on the ground dotted my arms. Another reminder that I was lucky. I stepped into the shower, the hot water rolled down my skin, stinging some of the small cuts and reminding me of the promise I made the night before. I would find out who was behind trying to kill me. It was only a matter of time before I did and when I figured it out, that person better run.  
 
    I washed and got out. I pulled on the clean clothes slightly regretting that I wasn’t able to wash them first, but at least they weren’t dirt stained. I looked at Osiris. “You be a good cat while I’m gone. Don’t annoy the neighbors.”  
 
    He gave me a droll stare and I chuckled before I left. I walked down to the front desk and mustered up a friendly smile.  
 
    “There was a message on my machine saying that I had a package waiting for me. I’m Abigail Collins.”  
 
    The lady smiled. “Of course.” She picked up a package from behind the counter. “He told me to let you know that it’s active and it’s the same number.” Thank the Goddess for small favors. I took it from her.  
 
    “Thank you. Have a nice day.” I walked away from the desk and opened up the brown envelope. Levi had managed to get me the same type of phone that had been destroyed. I tossed the packaging on my way out the door. I used one hand to turn on the phone while I walked to the car. I’m sure I’d missed at least one call and maybe a couple texts while the phone was gone. True to my thoughts, the moment the device was done booting up, two texts popped up and three voice mails. I got into the car before looking at the messages.  
 
    One was from Nick wondering what the hell had happened to my house, that there was something on the news about it. The second one was from Clarissa telling me that if I needed anything to let her know. I would have loved her help in my new mission, but it was best not to include her. I shot Nick a message saying that I’d be in the office soon and one to Clarissa simply saying ‘thanks.’  
 
    I set the phone up on the hands free system on the car and checked the voicemails. One was from Nick, stating the same thing. The other one was from Jason saying he’d found more than just one skeleton in the yard, that they were processing what they’d found and would be returning today to canvass more. Apparently they needed more than just this team. The third came from an unknown number asking to meet with a promise of calling back. I didn’t know the voice at all and they didn’t leave a name. 
 
    I threw the car into gear and drove to the office. The amount of bodies found sat in my mind. There was no actual count, but they had to go back to find out if there were anymore. I took the highway heading away from the office and called Nick.  
 
    “You are lucky to be alive Abby,” was his greeting.  
 
    “Yep, I know, trust me, that’s all I thought about last night. I’m going back to the house. Meet me there?” 
 
    I heard a frustrated growl in his voice. “I thought you were coming to the office.” 
 
    “Changed my mind. I want to see if I can find that basement.” Something beeped and I realized someone else was calling me. “Got to go, I have another call. I’ll see you there in a bit.” 
 
    “Abby—“ 
 
    I switched calls before he could protest any more. “Agent Collins speaking.” 
 
    “Agent Collins, this is Chris. I have those blueprints you wanted, but I wasn’t able to get a digital copy of them. Can I meet you somewhere?” 
 
    “I’m actually on my way to the house, can you meet me there, just outside the driveway?” I switched lanes to pass someone going under the speed limit.  
 
    He hesitated. “I don’t have to step foot on the property?” 
 
    “Nervous, Chris?” I couldn’t keep the chiding tone out of my voice. “You don’t have to step foot on the property, and you can’t because it’s a crime scene right now.”  
 
    “A crime scene?” His voice rose a little bit. “I thought the crime that happened there was a cold case.” 
 
    “I can’t discuss the details, but why are you so nervous?” 
 
    “Because there’s a ghost on that property and she really doesn’t like me.” He muttered.  
 
    I tightened my hands on the steering wheel. “You never mentioned a ghost before, nor did you mention that you had the sixth sense.” That would have been nice to know beforehand.  
 
    “I didn’t think it was relevant to your case. I’ll meet you there.” He disconnected the call and I continued on my way. I wasn’t sure if it was something that would be relevant, but it would have been nice to know, not to mention he knowingly sold a haunted house to someone without disclosing it. If I could track down that person, then maybe I could figure out what exactly happened in that house and why there were several bodies and ten severed thumbs on the property.  
 
      
 
    I saw a shiny red car parked at the edge of the dirt driveway, the driver’s side window was down revealing Chris. I parked my car behind him and got out. Walking to the window, I tried to find the confidence that had faded the night before. This was work, this was not personal.  
 
    “Blueprints?” I asked nicely.  
 
    He handed me a folded long leather portfolio. “I had to call in a few favors.” He’d mentioned it before, but I wasn’t going to push. That was his business, not mine.  
 
    “Thank you.” I grabbed it from him. “Thanks for meeting me here.” 
 
    “You were already on the way and you are investigating a murder, so I guess it was only fair.” He started the car and put his sunglasses on. “But I’m not staying long, even being this close makes me nervous.” 
 
    I tucked the portfolio under my arm. “You do realize that you’re supposed to disclose if the house is haunted.” 
 
    “I told her about the murder, I wasn’t going to confess to my sixth sense and ruin a cash sale.” His tires squealed as he rushed by me, leaving a trail of smoke in his wake. I went back to my car and put the blueprints on the passenger seat and headed to the house. A bad feeling ate at the inside of my stomach as my tires crunched over the gravel. I probably should have waited for Nick to soothe the ghosts over before I tried to find this basement. With the blueprints in hand though, I should be able to locate it without going in.  
 
    Vehicles dotted the driveway. I spotted a couple of coroner vans, a police cruiser, and Detective Mason’s truck. I parked behind him and got out. Mason stood at the front door, his hands on his hips and looking up at the house.  
 
    “Poltergeist doesn’t like you either?” I guessed as I walked up behind him. He spun around and faced me.  
 
    “Nick told me you were on your way and to keep you out of the house. I was here helping Jason with the canvassing for bones.” He crossed his arms. “We’ve found some more bones, some possible fragments.” 
 
    I handed him the blueprints. “Since I can’t go in the house, will you look over these with me and go in if we need you to? At least until Nick gets here?” 
 
    “Is it really a poltergeist that is keeping you out?” Mason raised a brow. He walked to the nearest car and flopped open the blueprints.  
 
    I flattened out the portfolio and ran my fingers over the blue pages, studying the white text. “This house has had a lot of renovations since this blueprint.” I muttered. “The room by the kitchen was added.” 
 
    “Abby, the poltergeist?”  
 
    “Yes, I can’t go in because the ghost apparently knows that I’m connected to Levi and he hates vampires.” I turned the large page. The white title at the top made my stomach sink. “Basement one.” 
 
    “How can a house have multiple basements?” I turned the page and saw ‘basement two.’  
 
    Mason peered down at the papers. “It’s not unheard of. There was a man in Austria who had a basement in two parts, two different entries, though the second one wasn’t known until later.”  
 
    “So someone sealed off two basements in this house, after the woman was found and the house sold.” 
 
    “Maybe to stop the ghost?” Mason offered.  
 
    “Except the ghost isn’t that victim.” I turned the page and saw the designs for the attic. “Did your men go up there?” 
 
    Mason shook his head. “Didn’t realize there was one.”  
 
    We had a house that was almost as puzzling as the Winchester Mystery House, and more deaths than we knew what to do with. “Okay, we need to find the entry to that and the basements.”  
 
    A whirlwind kicked up and the blueprints flew off the hood of the car, the pages fluttering in the force. Voices around us shouted, some were yelling to head for cover, but the others were an indescribable screech echoed through the area. I spun around, reaching for my gun as my heart pounded against my chest. A dust tornado the size of the house came around the corner, tossing anything in its way. Mason grabbed my arm and pulled me towards cover as the tornado went towards the rows of cars.  
 
    The screeching noise continued as I shielded my eyes from the sharp particles of dust and debris whipped past my face. The freak storm headed right for my car.  
 
    “No, no, no!” I yelled and pulled away from Mason toward the tornado. I didn’t know what I’d do against an unnatural thing like that, but I didn’t want it going after my car. Crunching metal and shattering glass joined the noise. My eyes widened as my car flew around a few circles and slammed into a nearby tree. The swirling vortex pulled the car back in and threw it across the field, the crash echoed over the now silent area of the house. The storm dissipated and people came out from hiding, staring into the distance where my mangled car had created a small dent in the earth.  
 
    “I think that dislike might be an understatement. I didn’t know poltergeists could stir up storms.” Mason put a hand on my shoulder. “Hope you still have access to that Hummer.” 
 
    On the bright side, at least this was unlikely to make the news. “I’ll have to call Levi and ask.” I hung my head. “This is not my week. Okay, so I can’t go into the house, the blueprints were destroyed, now what?”  
 
    Tires on the drive made me look up. Nick’s Charger pulled up where my car had just been, and he got out. “Abby, I told you I didn’t want you near the house.” 
 
    “I am not a child, you can stop starting your sentences with ‘I told you’.” I put my hands on my hips. “I had a long night last night, and my day is not any better.” 
 
    He mimicked my stance. “I didn’t start my sentence with ‘I told you’ I started it with ‘Abby’.” He snapped back. His gaze moved passed me and at the field. “Is that your…car?” 
 
    “Was, your ghost friend decided to trash it.” I turned away from him and started picking up the scraps of the blueprints. “Shouldn’t you have warned us that the poltergeist could create tornados?” 
 
    “Only powerful ones, normally created from rage, can do that.” Nick’s eyes widened. “If that’s the case, then they probably banded together, but it still takes a lot of rage to manifest in a storm like that.”  
 
    I snatched another piece of blue paper up. “Is there a reason they’d want to prevent us from solving anyone’s murder? Because that’s what it feels like.”  
 
    “I don’t know. I asked them about their deaths, but they don’t remember.”  
 
    I nodded. “Did you ask for a name? Or names?” 
 
    Nick paled a little bit.  
 
    “You didn’t think to do that?” I couldn’t keep the amused smile off my face. “Really, Nick? What’s the first thing we ask in an interrogation?” 
 
    “I was trying to get other information at the time. Besides, it’s been a while since I’ve had to talk to a ghost.” He rubbed his eyes. “I’ll go talk to them and see if I can look around.” 
 
    “Check the room off the living room where all the furniture was moved. There was a photo of a door in the vampire victim’s file, but there are two basements, so I don’t know if that’s the one we need.” I would assume it was since someone had taken a picture of it, but this case kept throwing me for loops already. “I’m going to need a ride back to my hotel after this.” 
 
    “I’ll give you a lift.” Mason glanced at me. “And you can fill me in on everything I’ve missed.” 
 
    I nodded. “Deal. I want to walk around the house first and see if I can find anything else that indicates where the basements or the entrances were.” I looked at the crumpled papers in my hand. “There’s something about this house that isn’t right.” 
 
    “You mean other than the multiple ghosts?” Mason shook his head. “Have you heard anything back on the thumbs?” 
 
    “Nope, I think our lab and system are still back logged.” I looked over at the group getting back to work searching for bones. “I think this case takes the cake for strangest one in a while.”  
 
    “We have multiple crimes, and PIB has nothing to go off of. Should you call back up in?” He glanced at me.  
 
    I knew what he meant, I didn’t meet his gaze. “Maybe. It’s possible my contact could shed some light on one of the biggest mysteries so far in this house.” I pressed my lips together. “Assuming all my contacts synced to my new phone, I can call him today. I don’t know if he’s in town, but the number he gave me is a U.S. number, not an international one.” 
 
    “Meaning?”  
 
    “Meaning, he’s not in Egypt where the Cult’s base is.” I started walking towards my car.  
 
    Mason walked with me. “And just where do you think you’re going?” 
 
    “To get my bag out of the wreckage. It currently has everything I own in it. I’d like to keep it.”  
 
    Mason walked with me in silence until we finally reached the car. We both slid down into the small crater towards the crunched up mess. My gaze went over the twisted metal and the shattered glass. Gray showed through where the paint had been scrapped off by debris and being banged into things. The wheels stuck up in the air reminding me of a helpless turtle that’d been flipped over. Mason was the one who finally reached in the car and pulled out my bag.  
 
    I shook off the glass that I could and wondered how much more I was going to be able to take. The meltdown last night had helped, but I hadn’t expected it to be followed up by my car being destroyed. “I’m going to need a new bag, nothing clings to fabric like auto glass.” 
 
    “Throw it in my truck for now and let’s walk the perimeter of the house.” He motioned back to the house and I stopped for a moment to take in the full picture of the house. It looked like any other farmhouse, with bits and pieces on the outside that didn’t match up due to add-ons as time went by. From this distance it didn’t look like it had a basement anywhere, but the codes were different then. Massive windows wouldn’t have been required, just small ones. Ones that could easily be boarded up and sealed.  
 
    “Come on, Abby.” Mason called over his shoulder, pulling me out of my zone. I trudged back to the house and threw my bag in the back of his truck. Mason met me by one of the corners by the house. “Ready?” 
 
    I nodded and started walking slowly along the edge of the house. Cracks marred part of the foundation, moving in a spider web pattern up to the siding. I took another step and the world rushed by me. Air flew over me as I fell and my body hit the ground.  
 
    “Aw fuck!” I sat up and flexed my fingers and wrists to make sure nothing broke. Stretched my arms and then slowly stood and looked up. I was going to feel the bruises tomorrow, but right now I was happy that nothing was broken from the eight foot fall. 
 
    “Abby?” Mason’s voice called down the small hole I’d made. “You okay?” 
 
    “Nothing’s broken, but toss me a flash light and watch your step.” I called back up. The stream of sunlight that came through the hole barely touched anything where I was. I batted dirt off my body, hoping no creepy crawler had decided to stick to me. I heard him calling out to people above me. 
 
    “Help’s on the way. Flash light coming down.” Mason dropped a flashlight in the hole. It landed with a thunk by my foot and I bent down to pick it up. I clicked it on and swallowed a scream. 


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
    Bodies lay over bodies, with wrinkled skin stretched over bones. Sunken empty eye sockets stared at me with stretched out jaws of silent screams. The putrid smell surrounded me, stirring acid in my stomach. “Mason…” My voice raised a pitch and I moved the flashlight over the room. The light shook as it bounced over rotten beds and buckets near them.  
 
    “Hang in there Abby, they’re trying to figure out if the ground is safe to walk on.” He called back. “What do you see? A big spider?” 
 
    A spider would be the least of my worries now. Wind swept up around me, raising the hair on my arms. “Mason…I need to get out of here now. There are bodies everywhere.” 
 
    “Bodies?”  
 
    I turned completely around to look behind me. Nothing but more bodies. I had a feeling that the ghosts in the house didn’t belong to the thumbs, but to these victims. Outstretched limbs reached out as if trying to escape the horror they’d endured.  
 
    “Harness coming your way.”  
 
    Rope with a climbing harness attached dropped down next to me. I put the flashlight in my mouth and put the harness on quickly. “Ready.” I called up and clung to the rope as it started to raise me up.  
 
    Mason grabbed me once I was safely on solid ground and hugged me. “Get an EMT over here now.” 
 
    “I’m okay.” I muttered, but I knew I wasn’t. I knew I’d see those bodies in my sleep tonight. “I think things just escalated and it’s time to call my contact and see what he knows about this.” The acid climbed my throat and I held out a hand to ward Mason off. Vomit spilled out of my mouth, splattering on the ground. I pushed a hand against my stomach to try and stop the dry heaving, but no luck.  
 
    Mason led me over to the bumper of one of the vans. “How many bodies?” 
 
    “Fifteen? Maybe more?” I closed my eyes. “They are fairly well preserved. I don’t know how long they’ve been down there.”  
 
    Mason shouted orders that I didn’t pay attention as I tried to wrap my mind around what I had just found. Nick came running out of the house, coming to a stop in front of me. “Abby? Again, I can’t leave you for ten minutes.” 
 
    “It’s been thirty.” I countered. “And I think I know why your ghosts are so angry. I think I just found their bodies.” I pressed the back of my hand to my mouth. “Did you get names?” 
 
    He nodded. “A few of them, then I heard Mason shouting about getting bodies unburied and preserved.”  
 
    “I found one of the basements by accident. Did you happen to find an entrance?” I glanced up at him. “Because I’d really hate to discover the next one the same way.” 
 
    “I think so, I’m going to get some tools and knock a wall down.” He paused. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “Nothing broken.” I repeated almost as a mantra, but I wasn’t going to mention the look on the corpses faces when I found them, or the smell, or the nightmares I was going to have.  
 
    He patted my shoulder. “Head back to the city. I’ll pick you up tomorrow and update you.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I’ll have the Hummer and I don’t know if I can come back here.” 
 
    “The ghosts are calling a truce. They understand that you’re here to help.” He motioned to the house. “You still have your house to figure out too.” 
 
    I snorted. “I’m sure the insurance on that is going to take a while. I’m staying at my parents’ old place until then. It’s a little bit out of the way, but it’ll do.” 
 
    “I didn’t know you still had that house.” Nick smiled. “There are a few memories I have of it too.” 
 
    I kept forgetting he knew my family at some point, that part of his original story hadn’t been a lie. “It’ll be nice to have some quiet for a bit.” I stood. “Let me know if you find anything, or need me for anything else. I’m going to do some research while I can, and maybe talk to the PIB records to see if my request was granted.”  
 
    Mason walked up. “Ready Abby? No way am I letting you stay on the scene right now.”  
 
    “I’m a big girl, but yes, I’m ready, will you drop me off at PIB?” 
 
    He nodded. “Jason’s crew is almost done with their canvassing. He’ll call you with the results.” 
 
    Perfect. “Have him call Nick with the results of the basement. Please.” I already had a working theory in my head, but it might have been tinted with my own horrors.  
 
    I climbed into the cab of the truck and settled into the passenger seat. I didn’t want my request questioned. I buckled up, zoning out and simply going through the motions. Movement on the porch caught my eyes.  
 
    A pale afterimage of a woman was leaning against one of the supports, her hair flowing down her shoulders, and a ghost of a smile on her face. I blinked and she disappeared, fading away.  
 
    “Abby?” Mason asked when he climbed in the car.  
 
    I rubbed my eyes. “I’m thinking about retiring.” 
 
    “A few dead bodies have you thinking about that already?” He chuckled.  
 
    “No, I’m starting to see things.” I made a note to ask Nick about it later.  
 
    Mason didn’t push as he started the truck. I closed my eyes and focused on my breathing while he got the truck on the highway. 
 
      
 
    I told Mason everything I knew about the case, filling the time it took to drive to the office. I waved to the receptionist and went to the elevator. I looked at the mirrored wall. Sighing, I tried to scrub the dirt off my face. No luck, it was stuck. I was just going to have to deal with looking like I’d crawled through a few holes. I got out when the doors opened. Outside my office stood a man, middle age, his black hair slicked back, and with a dark skin tone only found through genetics. His dark eyes met my gaze and I nodded to him.  
 
    “Hello Merick.” I let out an exasperated sound. “I don’t know how you knew I needed to contact you, but I’m glad you’re here.” 
 
    He bowed his head. With his three piece suit he could have passed as an agent himself. His little white visitor badge stood out against the black jacket. “I tried your house.” His voice had just a slight hint of an accent. “But it seems to have been destroyed.” 
 
    “Then you had nothing to do with that?” I swiped my key pass over the sensor and opened the door for him. “Please come in.” 
 
    He walked in and sat at my desk. “No, nor did the Cult. If they wanted to kill you, you’d be dead.” 
 
    I held my tongue to keep from reminding him that I had survived their hex before. “That means someone else is out to kill me.” 
 
    “That shouldn’t be a surprise, Abigail, but it also seems you have other troubles on your hands.” He motioned to me. “Take a fall, did you?” 
 
    I tried to dust more dirt off me, but gave up. “I fell into a hidden basement at a house that I know the Cult has something to do with.” 
 
    “The runes in the house were meant for you.” Merick tapped his fingers on my desk. “Have you been able to solve the crime there yet?” 
 
    I leaned forward. “Did you leave them there for me?” 
 
    “I figured you’d be the one to investigate. The Cult had been looking into the house because of an increase in paranormal activity there, we thought maybe someone had been using black magic, or summoning demons.” He glanced at me. “You’ve handled a demon, what do you think?” 
 
    I needed to find out who told them about the demon at the book fest. “It’s not a demon. It’s apoltergeist. Did you not know that when you sealed the room?”  
 
    “I knew there were a few poltergeists that we sealed away. I was hoping the spell would last long enough for you and your partner to figure out the crime. It didn’t?” 
 
    “The door fell apart, destroying the trigger rune.” I put my head in my hands. “Why would you put a trigger rune on a door like that?” 
 
    He was silent and I looked up at him. His gaze was cast to the side like he was trying to remember something. “The door was solid when I was there.”  
 
    I raised a brow. “When we got there, the door was rotten and the hinges rusted. It was on its last leg. Nick said it just fell while he was in the kitchen.”  
 
    “I think you have a different problem then. My spell would have held up.” He folded his hands together. “Who else knows how to read those runes?” 
 
    “We arrested one of my dad’s partners last year, she’s still in jail. Nick knows some of them because he studied the Cult.” I pressed my lips together. “But I doubt he would unleash that many poltergeists into the house…” Doubt filled me. This was a huge case, if Nick could break it alone, it would break our partnership. But at the cost of my life? Would he really do something like that? 
 
    “You’ve thought of something, Abigail?” Merick asked.  
 
    “Just paranoia.” Well-deserved paranoia, but still. “Do you know where the thumbs in the house came from?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I don’t. I paid off the boys that found the crime scene to keep me out of it. There was no reason that you should have known I was there, other than the runes. That house is no longer safe for you.”  
 
    “There’s a truce between me and the ghosts now.” Probably because I found all the bodies. “But if you have any more information for me, please share, because this case is like chasing the white rabbit.”  
 
    He met my gaze. “And just how far down that rabbit hole do you want to go? Because it’s a mad world out there.” He stood. “I’ll be in touch, please, stay safe.”  
 
    He walked out and the door shut behind him with a little click. I leaned back in my chair and debated on how much I could trust him. He’d potentially saved my life by placing the spell, but then again he had the sixth sense and he probably knew more than Nick did about the ghosts. Clearly they had an agent watching over me, because he was up on recent events. I put my head on my desk, taking a deep breath. The bruises and aches from the fall were starting to set in already and protested when I breathed. Cults, ghosts, and threats on my life. Happy birthday week to me.  
 
      
 
    I called the PIB records department and they were able to push through the request of a copy and enhancement of the photos. The receptionist promised that she was going to have them faxed over to our office. I flipped on my computer while I waited, trying to think of things to research, but all my mind could bring up was the mummified bodies. I pulled up our search system and typed in the address of the house. Files cascaded down my screen. Apparently PIB had more on the address than any other database. From names and sales, to reports of ghosts and paranormal activity. Judging by the number of files and information, it was impressive that there hadn’t been a PIB agent assigned to investigate yet.  
 
    I clicked on the first file. The date went back a few years before Chris said he’d sold it for cash. I looked through my notes to see who had owned the house before then and compared it to the notes. PIB wasn’t an official branch then, but the FBI did have a branch that helped out with paranormal investigations. All their files had been used to create the database and luckily they’d been great with notes.  
 
    I scrolled through the notes detailing how things in the house moved and the wind always seemed to blow. There were voices heard below the house, but no one could place where they were coming from. I looked at a scanned in sketch of a woman standing on the porch leaning against the railing. The same woman I had seen before.  
 
    I stared at it. She looked so young, too young to be a ghost, but there was no other explanation. I pulled out the file Nick put together on the vampire victim and looked at the picture of the woman kept in the basement. The same girl. I bit my lip and compared the drawing to the image of the body. I didn’t know why I had missed it before. I wasn’t supposed to be able to see ghosts though.  
 
    I picked up my phone, pressing the contact listing for Nick.  
 
    “Abby, please tell me you haven’t found more trouble.” He let out a loud breath. “I have fifteen corpses on their way to the lab, your car being removed, and the most terrifying basement I have ever seen.” 
 
    “I’ll get back to the basement statement in a minute. I have a ghost question.” 
 
    “Okay, what is it?” 
 
    “People without the sixth sense, is it possible for them to see ghosts at all?” I stared at the screen and wondered why the woman showed herself to me.   
 
    Nick hesitated. “They can, but it normally takes a lot of energy for the ghost to become visible. So you might just catch a glimpse or a feeling of them. Hear a whisper or a hand on your shoulder. Why?” 
 
    “I saw a woman on the porch right before I left, and it looks like two owners back also saw her. There’s a sketch in the PIB database, and it looks like the vampire victim.”  
 
    “I haven’t seen her around, just the poltergeists.” Nick was silent for a moment. “But maybe since they’ve quieted down I might see her. I wonder why she chose you.” 
 
    I had no idea. “I thought I was seeing things, you know, left over shock. I’m going to try to contact this person and see if they can describe the house to me in more detail.”  
 
    “Good plan. I’ll fill you in on the basement.”  
 
    Single. “Did you open up the other one yet?” 
 
    “No, I don’t think we’ll find anything in that one. This one though, is a mess. It was like a prison or something.” He swallowed. “I’ll make sure to bring all the pictures tomorrow, and Jason is calling in back up to work on all the bodies. They’ve never had this many of them.” 
 
    “Are any bodies missing their thumbs?” I tapped my fingers on the desk. The thumbs weren’t fitting in anywhere.  
 
    “Not that I’ve noticed, but I didn’t get too close. Look, Abby, I have to go. Good luck with the former owner. Call me if anything of priority shows up.” He disconnected without another word. Part of me wanted to know how that basement looked in the daylight, the other part of me didn’t want more fuel for my nightmares.  
 
    I glanced at the clock. My stomach rumbled, agreeing with the numbers that it was lunch time. I had no car, so going out to get lunch wasn’t an option.  
 
    I pulled up a sandwich delivery place and put my order in. I switched screens, locating the number I needed, and put it in my phone. The phone rang three times before someone picked up.  
 
    “Look, if you’re selling something, I ain’t buying. Don’t call again.” A deep southern draw rang out. “I’m on that do not call list.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to disturb you, but I’m not selling anything. I’m Agent Collins with the Paranormal Investigation Bureau, I have some questions about a house you might have owned. Is this Jerry Borneheart?” 
 
    He was silent for a moment. “This about that house out in Ellicot? The one that was foreclosed on in 2003?”  
 
    “Yes, sir, particularly about some of the activity that went on in the house while you were there.”  
 
    “Ma’am, I swear, had I known that house was haunted, I never would have bought the place. My cupboards would always be open in the morning. The least the ghost could have done was make my damn coffee.”  
 
    I chuckled at that. “That would make them helpful ghosts. I’m actually asking about a female ghost that you drew a sketch of.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, she was a beaut, she always looked so sad though, even when she smiled. She was the only apparition that I saw. I assumed it was her that was opening the cupboards.”  
 
    “You also mentioned voices. Can you tell me where they were coming from?” I made a note on a pad of paper on my desk. 
 
    He was silent for a moment. “They were coming from outside, right near the south side. It sounded like they were coming from underground.” He hesitated. “Have you heard of Tommy Knockers, ma’am?” 
 
    “I have, I’ve never personally dealt with them.” I made note of the location and made a note to cross reference it to where I fell through.  
 
    “That’s what it reminded me of, something evil trying to call out.” He made a noise that sounded like he shivered. “I’ve never heard anything like it before.” 
 
    Tommy Knockers weren’t originally evil creatures. The original Irish folklore had them as helpful spirits, but as soon as the spirits came to the United States they became malicious. “Not many people hear or see spirits, have you had any other experiences?” 
 
    “Not since then. Now I bring in someone to make sure none of my places are haunted. I don’t know how this is going to help in your investigation. Why are you even looking into this?” 
 
    “There’s a murder investigation going in that house and I’m just trying to hunt down some leads.” I couldn’t give anything else away.   
 
    “I was told about the murder, but I never thought anything of it. I hope I was able to help.” 
 
    “A little bit, thank you sir.” We disconnected just as the sandwich delivery guy knocked at my door. I got up and opened it, stepping out to greet him. He flicked his little plastic visitor badge. “You guys take security here seriously, huh? Visitor badges for the delivery people?” He handed me a receipt to sign. 
 
    “Yep.” I signed my receipt and he walked off, shaking his head. I stepped back into the office. My phone buzzed in my pocket, catching me off guard. I nearly dropped my bag as I tried to dig the phone out of my pocket.  
 
    “Agent Collins speaking.” I balanced the phone between my shoulder and cheek.  
 
    “Abigail, any chance you can come downstairs to the lab?” It wasn’t a lab tech that I was familiar with, but it was the in house lab.  
 
    “I just got lunch. Can you just tell me the results?” I put my bag down on the table and sat in my chair. “Is this about the thumbs?” 
 
    “Yes, but I’d rather you come down so you can see it.”  
 
    I looked at my sandwich and then to the door. “Okay, I’ll be down there in a few minutes.” 
 
    “Thank you.” He disconnected.  
 
    I pulled my sandwich bag close to me. I was going to take a few minutes and eat. I deserved a bit of a lunch break after the day I had.  
 
      
 
    The brightness of the lab lights stung my eyes. I walked down the hall. We didn’t often use our own lab for big cases, just little things here and there because it wasn’t top notch and PIB was still trying to find the funding for it. A lady in a white lab coat walked out and smile at me. “Agent Collins, thank you for coming down.” She motioned to the room behind her. “I have the thumbs in here.” 
 
    “The person who called made it sound like an emergency that I came down to look at them.” I crossed my arms. “I’m not a scientist, I’m not going to know what I’m looking at.” 
 
    “I know you’re not, but you’ll be able to see what’s etched into the skin.” She held the door open for me. “I’ll be able to update you on the rest if you tell me what the symbols mean.” 
 
    Great, more runes. I pressed my lips together and followed her in. I was debating on what I was going to find, runes from the Cult, runes from my coven, or something else entirely.  
 
    “I’m sorry, I never caught your name.” I pulled a pair of gloves out of the box hanging on the wall.  
 
    “Doctor Withers.” She smiled. “I’ve ran a few of your labs, but I don’t think we’ve ever met in person.” 
 
    The name sounded familiar, but she was right, we’d never met face to face. “Well, it’s nice to meet you.” I walked over to the table in the middle of the room. A silver tray lined with white parchment paper glinted in the overhead light. Dr. Withers had laid out the ten thumbs all in the same direction, the severed bone facing me, the nails facing down. Above the edge of the cut, on each thumb was a letter scratched in. Not runes at all, just letters.  
 
    “Can you get me a pen and paper?” I leaned over, careful not to touch them. Dr. Withers came over with the requested items. I put the pad down on the table before glancing at her. “They aren’t magic, if that’s what had you worried.” 
 
    “What is it then?”  
 
    I copied down the letters ‘pbototleai’ onto the pad. “I don’t know. Can you tell me if the marks were made before or after the thumbs were cut?” 
 
    “I can tell you that the thumbs were sliced off with a sharp blade while the victims were still alive. We’ve confirmed that they’ve been kept in a preservative for ten years, and that those letters were carved recently.”  
 
    I stepped back and looked at the paper. “Okay, thank you. I don’t know what to make of it, but I’ll work on it. Did we have any luck with identification?” 
 
    “I did with our system. I’ll email you the full report, but all ten thumbs belong to humans.” That was a relief, to an extent.   
 
    “Thank you. I’ll start looking into the names and see if they are—“ 
 
    “They were all labeled deceased in our system, or proclaimed dead.”  
 
    Great, I had ten more bodies hiding somewhere. I’m pretty sure I’d hit my body quota for a case. “Lovely, thank you for all your work.”  
 
    “You’re welcome. Good luck with your letters.” She went back to the thumbs.  
 
    I walked out with the sheet of paper. I stopped in the hall to text a quick update to Nick. I still had a few hours until sundown, so going home wasn’t an option since I needed Levi to bring me the Hummer.  
 
    I wasn’t paying any attention to where I was going, my eyes all for the yellow legal paper that had the letters scratched on it. Just random alpha characters with no known rhyme or reason to it. I looked up when I stepped out of the elevator to see someone standing in front of my office door. His caramel colored hair had grown a bit since I’d seen him last. He turned hazel eyes to me and my heart jumped a bit, until I noticed the scowl on his face. I had a feeling that Simon hadn’t come for a fun visit.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
    I stopped in my steps and waited for Simon to give me a friendlier look, but his face never softened. I found my voice. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “You can go back to the club and fulfill our deal.” He crossed his arms. “You left us…exposed.” 
 
    I raised a brow. “I thought your second in command had another witch coming in.” I unlocked my office and invited him in with a wave of my arm.  
 
    “He told me that you took the wards off before he could bring someone else in.” He sat down in front of my desk. “Abby, you look like hell.” 
 
    “I fell into a body pit today. So really, if you’re here to yell or degrade me, I suggest you leave.” I sat in my chair and met his gaze. “Your second threatened my life, it was either take my magic with me, or shoot him.”  
 
    “You should have just walked away.”  
 
    Yes, because that was an option when I was pinned to a wall. “You should teach him not to attack a witch.” I shook my head. “I’m not coming back to redo it. He made it clear that he didn’t need your permission to handle that aspect, and I like my limbs right where they are.”  
 
    He nodded. “Then I guess we have nothing else to discuss here.” 
 
    “Really? You came down here to handle that? Couldn’t have just called?” I turned to my computer and tried to keep my voice even. “Keep your pack members in check, I’d really hate to have one of them cross my cases.” 
 
    He didn’t move. “I came down to see you, I was hoping the bar was a misunderstanding. Clearly it’s a case of you and him not getting along and neither one of you understanding what was best.” 
 
    “My life was on the line. How much more pissed off would you be if I had shot him?” I closed my eyes. “How much more of your pack would want my blood after that? Not six months ago, I was the reason your alpha was killed, and if I had shot him? That’s one more wolf dead because of me.”  
 
    He was silent. “You’re right. I’ll handle it.” 
 
    “Don’t, he made it clear he doesn’t want me on the grounds, you need to back up your pack members or you’re going to lose their support.” I tried to force a smile. “Go back to your wolves.” 
 
    He sighed. “They are still torn, the events with Mina really widened the divide in the pack.” 
 
    “Then back those who are loyal to you, Simon. You haven’t seen the last of this witch, remember? I own the protective circle around your pack grounds.” I gave him a look. “You just have to tell me if you need back up and I will go up there if things are that bad with the pack.” I hadn’t known there was still turmoil, and I wasn’t sure what else I could do against a bunch of werewolves, but I wasn’t going to just leave him without an offer. It was my land now after all.  
 
    “I don’t think it’s that bad. Not yet anyways, but I’ll be sure to let you know if I need magical intervention.” He stood. “Until then, I guess I’ll let you be. I’ll have him get another witch for the bar.” 
 
    “Make sure he doesn’t threaten that one. We don’t like it, and the next one might not be so nice and actually hex him.” I leaned back in my chair. “Have a good day.” 
 
    He glanced back at me over his shoulder. “Did you really fall into a body pit?” 
 
    “At least fifteen bodies, hidden basement. Great fun, you should try it.” I scrubbed at my cheek self-consciously.  
 
    He shook his head. “Try not to get killed.” He walked out without another glance. I debated on calling him back for a hug, but that wasn’t going to happen. Now I needed to find something to keep me entertained until I could call Levi for the Hummer.  
 
      
 
    Five games of solitaire in, and no luck with the random letters from the thumbs, my phone finally rang. I snatched it up. “Agent Collins speaking.” 
 
    “Bodies are at the morgue now.” Nick’s voice came through. “Fifteen total, good guess. All vampire victims it seems from first sight. We won’t know any details until they are done with the bodies.”  
 
    I groaned. “Any idea how long they’ve been down there?” 
 
    “Judging by the timeline of the house, it’s possibly that they’ve been down there for a hundred years.” 
 
    Back with the first murder. “Do we know the ratio of male to female yet?” 
 
    “I didn’t check. I’m heading back to the office, did you accomplish anything there?” 
 
    I thought about Simon’s short visit, but pushed it out of my mind. “A little bit, turns out that there are letters carved on the thumbs, all ten victims are humans, the thumbs were cut off while they were alive, but the carvings were done at a later time. They are ten years old, and were kept in some kind of preservative. I think you got the better part of the case.” 
 
    “Oh yes, because I want to deal with fifteen mummified bodies. I didn’t think you’d want to touch them after falling in on them.” He laughed. “I’ll see you in a bit.” 
 
    I tried not to roll my eyes. “Did you seriously call just for that?” 
 
    “Well, I was checking in on you to make sure you were okay after your fall.”  
 
    It was sweet, and really he should be concerned for me since I was his partner. “I’ll probably have some nightmares, but I’ll be okay.” I hesitated, debating on telling him about the information I got from Merick, but I kept quiet. “I’ll see you when you get to the office.” 
 
    I didn’t want to explain how Merick knew about the runes, nor did I have a good explanation of how he knew I needed to talk to him. Nick wouldn’t have been happy about it and I’d had enough talking down to for the day. My e-mail dinged at me and I saw a message from the receptionist saying that someone had faxed me a few photos. I wished that the higher ups would just give us fax machines in the office, but they considered it an outdated technology even if some branches still used it. “I have to go Nick, it looks like our first clues to the vampire aspect of this case just came in.” 
 
    I hung up without waiting for a response. I ran to the elevator and bounced on my heels waiting for it. If they had been able to enhance the photo enough, then I could have a vampire connected to the crime. The elevator dinged and I stepped in. Jamming the button for the main level, I tried to reign in my impatience. There was nothing on this case other than dead bodies and letters. Nothing to go off of. 
 
    The doors opened. I gained control over my emotions as I stepped out, heading towards the receptionist’s desk. I looked around for the receptionist and shook my head. Where was that woman? Someone needed to talk to her about leaving her post. I saw the pictures with a sticky note on her desk. My name stood out against the bright yellow post-it, so I snatched up the pictures. I looked at the first one, just a copy of the photo with what we hoped was the entrance to the other basement. I flipped that one to the back and looked at the photo with the blurred image. The first one was the original, the second one was the enhanced version. It was clear enough to tell it was a male, dressed in a tail coat and a top hat, but that’s not what caught my attention. I knew the face peeking out from the hat. A smirk pulled up at the corners of the man’s lip, his eyes glinted in the camera as if daring the photographer to admit to seeing him there. I couldn’t place where I knew him from. It wasn’t Levi, which was a relief, and it wasn’t Mario. But I knew that vampire from somewhere.  
 
      
 
    I took the images back to the office. I scanned them in and tried to run a search for the vampire’s face. The systems sat there while the mouse turned and turned and turned some more. I put my head on the desk, the slow search made me wonder if we didn’t have gremlins in the systems. I looked up at the screen. The results filled the window, but in the right hand column, was a word I hadn’t seen in any of my searches before.  
 
    Restricted.  
 
    As far as I knew there weren’t secret files amongst the PIB, especially if it was related to another case. I double clicked on the first file and it pulled up a similar photo, but this time the vampire was standing still. I scrolled down to see the name, date, and location, only to find black bars from the redacted information. I frowned and leaned back in the chair, studying the picture. Redacted information meant top secret, restricted was a light word for that. I closed out that result and opened the next.  
 
    A report with the year 1918 scrawled on top, an obviously scanned in document, but another black mark blocked out the rest of the date and much of the report itself. It was originally an FBI report, judging by the year, but just like the vampire case, it was imported to PIB intel because of the nature of it. Still, everything that I needed was redacted.  
 
    The door squeaked as it opened. I looked up to see Nick walk in. Dirt clung to his shirt and pants and I wondered if he had fallen into another hole. “Long day on the field?”  
 
    “Glad to be back in the office for a little bit. I had some things I wanted to run through the system before calling it a night.”  
 
    Night. I glanced out the window and saw the sun starting to set. I snatched up my phone and sent Levi a quick text. “Well I hope you have better luck than me. All my information is coming up as redacted.”  
 
    “That’s strange, there’s not a lot in the PIB databases that is considered classified.” He walked over to the computer and looked over my shoulder. “All of that is marked as restricted?” 
 
    “Everything that came up with searching this photo.” I showed him the enhanced photo of the vampire.  
 
    Nick frowned and took it from me. “I know him.” 
 
    Odd, I had thought the same thing. “Do you know from where though?”  
 
    “No, I can’t really place it, but I have seen him before.” Nick tapped the photo. “Just, damnit, where and when?” 
 
    I put the photo on the desk. “I don’t know, but the good news is that we both recognize him, which means that wherever it was, we both might have been there. If it was separate places, there still might be a connection.” 
 
    He went back to his desk and sat down at the computer. “Any luck with those random letters?” 
 
    “Nope, not yet. I got distracted, I might have a glass of wine tonight and try to figure it out. Maybe something will come to me.”  
 
    He raised a brow. “A glass of wine at the hotel?” 
 
    “Well, I was hoping to be at my parents’ place tonight, but that does require a shopping trip first since the house has been empty for years.” Levi had done a decent job of the upkeep so the house wasn’t dusty, but there was no reason for anyone to keep it stocked with food. “So one more night at the hotel, and why not enjoy a glass of wine there? Hell, they have a bar.” 
 
    He smiled. “Whatever helps you relax.” 
 
    “Well, at this point I might need a heavy sleeping aid to get the images out of my head.” I glanced out the window again.  
 
    Nick gave a small grunt. “I think we’re all going to have nightmares tonight.” He tapped a few keys. “Jason should hopefully have something on those bodies tomorrow. Something to go off of.” 
 
    Which was really more than we have right now. “You said I was safe to go into the house now, right?” 
 
    “Yes, why?” 
 
    “The woman showed herself to me, maybe I can get her to lead me to something useful.” Though I had a hunch she had already led me to the skeletons, but maybe, just maybe there was something more that she had to say. She did appear to at least one of the other owners after all, and that was before the thumbs were cut off.  
 
    “I’d be careful with that. She very much reminds me of a Lady in White.” Nick peered at me over his screen.  
 
    “A Lady in White is a scorned lover. She’s a vampire victim…” 
 
    “Who might lead you to your death.” He tacked on and went back to his screen. “I’ve never seen a Lady in White, just heard stories about them, so I don’t know if they are actually scorned lovers. I don’t think I’d want to sit down and talk to one either.” 
 
    “I’m also female, I don’t think Ladies go after females.” I mused. “Is there a Man in White?”  
 
    He shook his head. “Not that I know of.”  
 
    My phone vibrated across my desk. Levi’s name popped up in the little message balloon. I unlocked my phone to read the message.  
 
    ‘Do I even want to know what happened to your car?’ 
 
    I texted him a quick ‘no’ back and left it at that. I wanted to request that he didn’t bring Mario, but I had a feeling that wasn’t really an option.  
 
    “You look concerned.” Nick’s voice was soft.  
 
    I tried to find the right words. “I’m just not having a very good day and I’m trying to digest events and evidence.” 
 
    “Well, you work on the word scramble tonight, and I’ll see what else I can pull up.” He motioned to his computer. 
 
    I glanced down at the piece of paper with the letters on it. “Do we have an algorithm system?” 
 
    “Yes, did you not think about putting it in there?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I didn’t, sorry, like I said it’s been a long day.” 
 
    “Abby, you’ve been in front of a computer all day.” 
 
    “This coming from the guy who forgot to ask a ghost their name.” I resisted the urge to stick my tongue out at him.  
 
    He shrugged. “Okay, fair.”  
 
    I turned back to my computer and typed in the system. After a minute it kicked back hundreds of results. At least I could pass the time by scrolling through them and seeing if anything stuck out.  
 
      
 
    An hour later, I had almost give up hope, but the last one on the page, right above the ‘next’ button caught my attention.  
 
    “Too late PIB.” I muttered. “Nick?” 
 
    “Yeah? Something promising?” He stood, stretching his back in an arch.  
 
    I wrote down the phrase. “Yeah, I think the person is mocking us. One of the suggestions was “Too late PIB.””  
 
    “Which means we were too late to solve the crime? What?” He leaned over my shoulder to look closer at the screen as if it had the answer.  
 
    I shrugged. “Hell if I know, I was just trying to figure out what the letters were for. If they are mocking us, the question is…is this another cold case?” 
 
    “From ten years ago? I think we might have a better chance of solving that one than we do solving the one that’s a hundred years old.” He pushed off my chair and I spun around to face him.  
 
    He stood against the fading sunset with his hands shoved in his pockets. I crossed my arms, leaning back in my chair. “Except we have a suspect for the hundred year old one.” 
 
    “A vampire with redacted information in the system. My gut tells me it’s because he has to do with vampire politics.” 
 
    I hadn’t thought about that. “That would be a good reason to hide the information, but I thought it was only the King of vampires that wished to remain as anonymous as possible.” 
 
    “If that’s the case, then maybe this person has a direct connection to him.” Nick shrugged. “Either way, I doubt we’ll be able to get that information, regardless of if we can link him to our case or not. And Levi had no idea who the person was?” 
 
    “I didn’t have the picture to show him, just the location and the information on the victim. He had said he’d heard about the case, but he didn’t know anything.” I had told them that I might have had a picture, but I didn’t want Nick to know I was going to be sharing key evidence with Levi.    
 
    He glanced at the picture on the desk. “I hate to suggest this, but maybe pass this picture by him. If you’ve seen him, chances are Levi knows him as well.” 
 
    “You want me to share confidential information with Levi?” I raised a brow. “Are you feeling alright?” 
 
    “Not particularly, but hey, seeing a ton of dead bodies might alter my thinking again. We’ll go through the pictures tomorrow. I’m going to head out for the night. Levi coming with the Hummer?” 
 
    I nodded. “He’ll be here in just a couple hours. When he gets here, I’ll show him the picture, that way it doesn’t leave the property.” 
 
    “I’m okay with that.” He walked to his desk and grabbed his jacket. “Abby?” The hesitation in his voice made me look up from my screen.  
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Never mind. I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
    “Hey, if you’re going to make me look through gruesome pictures, you’re in charge of bringing coffee.” I kept my voice light, hoping to soften the haunted look in his eyes. 
 
    “Yeah, okay. See you then.” He walked out and the door clicked shut behind him. I wanted to know what he was going to say before he changed his mind. It was too late to push now. All I could do was wait for Levi to show up with the Hummer so I could go back to the hotel for the night.  
 
    I turned back to the results of the letters and stared at them for a moment. Ten years ago, PIB was still in its baby stages as the world was coming to terms with the existence of supernatural creatures. “Too Late PIB” could mean anything at this point, was it the first official case for PIB? Had it been cold and abandoned by the FBI?  
 
    I closed out the screen and then put the paper in my file for the case. Nick had mentioned that maybe the vampire was connected to the Vampire King. I leaned towards my keyboard and started a new search in the database.  
 
    I typed in ‘vampire king’ and a new window popped up. ‘You are not authorized to access this information.’  
 
    I frowned. It wasn’t even like the other files that just had redacted information. I tapped my fingers against the desk. I couldn’t even access a list of known associates.  I glanced at the clock, I still had an hour or so before Levi would be here, and that’s if he sped a little bit. I’d done everything I could on the case, now all I could do was wait for information from Jason or another coroner helping him out.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
    A tapping on my door made me look up. Levi stood there with Mario by his side. A little white visitor badge had been pinned to both of them. The scowl on Mario’s face told me he was less than pleased about something. I got up and let the pair of vampires in. “Before we leave, I have something to show you. I promised that it wouldn’t leave PIB property.” I motioned them to the desk. I wasn’t particularly happy that Mario showed up, but I’d have to deal and work around him. I pulled the picture out of my file and showed it to him.  
 
    “Nick and I both know the face, but we can’t put a name to it.”  
 
    Levi’s brows creased and then he looked at Mario who gave a subtle shake of his head. Levi’s face went from concerned to blank and I had a feeling that he was going to lie to me.  
 
    “I don’t know him.” 
 
    “How is it that I know him, but you don’t? You’re the leader of this territory and you can’t put a name to him?” I put the image back. “Nick recognizes him too. That means that we’ve both seen him at some point.” I wanted to know why Levi was taking cues from Mario, but an outburst right now wasn’t going to help my case.  
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe he was at the press conference about the blood-starved vampires.” Levi offered. “I wasn’t there.” 
 
    No. He hadn’t been there, but Nick was. A lot of that night was a blur to me because I’d almost died, but that gave me one other person that I could ask. My uncle Oliver.  
 
    “Maybe.” I glanced at Mario who’d been quiet, he shrugged one shoulder as if trying to put me at ease. I grabbed my bag by the loop, not willing to put it on in case there was still auto glass attached to it. “Thank you for coming to my rescue.” I started toward the door. 
 
    “What happened to your car?” Levi asked behind me.  
 
    I paused and tried to think of the best way to put it. “Well, turns out that if a bunch of ghosts get together, they can form a tornado and destroy things.” 
 
    Mario’s lips turned up in a smirk. “Your car was destroyed by a blanket of poltergeists?”  
 
    “Yep. You should have seen my last two cars, puts what happened to my house to shame.” Though the zombie visit at my house was pretty odd too. I led them back to the elevator without answering any other questions.  
 
    Levi stepped up next to me. “You’re smeared in dirt, don’t tell me that you were in the car when it happened.”  
 
    “Nope. I fell into a sealed up basement, nothing broken. I think there are a few bruises, but nothing serious.” The elevator doors opened and I walked in. “I’m okay, it’s just been a rough day.” 
 
    Levi grumbled something that I couldn’t hear. “Your parents’ house is ready for you to stay in. I had one of my daytime people go grocery shopping for you and take over some of your clothes from the mansion.”  
 
    “Thank you, I’ll go over there tonight then.” I’d have to pick up Osiris from the hotel and check out. Nerves filtered through me at the thought of staying at the old house, but it was safer than a hotel room. Less chance of someone else getting hurt. “I’m going to call the security company and get the system transferred out there.” 
 
    “It’s out in the middle of nowhere, are you sure you need to do that?” Mario asked.  
 
    I studied him. I didn’t know what connection he had with Levi, nor how he knew where my parents’ house was located. “If you knew the amount of unwelcome visitors I tend to get, you’d want that security system moved.”  
 
    “I think it’s a good idea. I want you as safe as you can be.” Levi walked out when the doors opened again. “The Hummer is yours until your car is taken care of. Don’t blow it up.” 
 
    I think we’d both be sad if I managed to blow up the Hummer. “To be fair, I didn’t blow up this one. It was thrown into a field via poltergeists.”  
 
    “Don’t destroy it.” He corrected and I smiled.  
 
    “No promises.” I held my hand out. “Keys? Did you move anything else out to the house? I know you have most of my dad’s books at the mansion, but other than that?” 
 
    He tossed me the keys. “I didn’t. The utilities are back on in full for you, I was able to get it de-winterized for you during the day.” 
 
    “Thank you for going through all the hassle. It really does beat staying at a hotel.” 
 
    Mario cleared his throat. “You know, you could always stay at the mansion.”  
 
    “I don’t like strangers.” I gave him a pointed look. “I would also rather be somewhere that’s a little closer to town in case I get called on in the middle of the night.” 
 
    “Would they do that with these cases on your plate?” Mario raised a brow. “You’re swamped already as an agent.” 
 
    I laughed. “We have people working on bodies twenty-four hours a day right now, this case doesn’t end with paperwork and research, it ends when we have the right people in custody. I get breaks and sleep as time allows.” 
 
    He nodded slightly and disappeared. I glanced at Levi. “You really don’t know that vampire?” 
 
    “Did you run it through your system?” Levi didn’t miss a beat, the hesitation from before wasn’t there.  
 
    “I did, and a lot of the information on him has been redacted. Nick thinks it’s because the vampire might have ties to the Vampire King. And I don’t have the ability to access any information on the Vampire King at all.”  
 
    “If that vampire is involved with the King, then you need to stay away from the case. Your last case where someone was involved with the King almost got you killed. Twice.” 
 
    “Once, I was perfectly safe the other time.” I corrected. “Levi, you can’t hide information from me. I have fifteen dead bodies that might be connected to this vampire, sixteen unsolved murders counting the original woman found in the basement. If you know something, I need to know.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I don’t know anything that is going to help you.” 
 
    I tried to decide if he was lying. “Okay.” We were going to have to have a talk if I found out that he was lying to me. “I have to go. Thank you again.” 
 
    “Of course.” He bowed his head and disappeared. I turned around and looked for the Hummer, it wasn’t hard to find in the nearly empty parking lot. Its yellow paint had been touched up since the last time I borrowed it, but I suppose after one takes a car through a horde of zombies it would need a touch up. I unlocked it with the key fob and climb in. Even with as tall as I was, the Hummer made me feel short, but I loved it. Wrapping my fingers around the wheel I felt invincible and powerful. I could run over almost anything in this car. Okay that wasn’t really true, but it made me feel better than being in my little sedan. I just couldn’t justify owning one in the city.  
 
    I turned the key and the engine purred to life. I closed my eyes and enjoyed the hum of it before taking a deep breath and heading to the store. The promise of not letting anyone in the house would work to my advantage and make it easier to hide what I was working on behind everyone’s back.  
 
    The idea that I was going to tackle the murders of my parents, alone, and with very little resources, started to eat at my nerves. There was no choice  if I wanted to know why attacks on my life had increased over the last year and who was really behind it. I had to start somewhere and it wasn’t safe to let anyone else in.  
 
    Then I realized it…I didn’t know who I could trust anymore. Everyone was hiding something from me in one way or another. Even my own partner.  
 
      
 
    I’d stopped by the store for what I needed and went to the hotel to check out and pick up Osiris. A shiver went down my back as I reached the door to my room. I paused, someone had broken my spell by going in and out of the room. The do not disturb sign still hung on the knob, glinting in the light of the hall. Room service shouldn’t have even touched my door. I pulled out my gun, it wouldn’t do any good against magic, but if someone was waiting for me I wouldn’t be caught by surprise.  
 
    I put the key card in and unlocked the door. I swung the door open and stepped in. There was no stealthy way of entering a hotel room, so I wasn’t worried about being quiet. I waited a moment to see if any magic flowed over me or if someone jumped out at me. Nothing happened. I swept the room and bathroom, but nothing was out of place. Osiris looked up from the bed and gave me a sleepy yawn. He wasn’t freaking out so I doubted there was magic around.  
 
    My clothes remained untouched, still crumpled up in a plastic bag with my toiletries balanced on top of it. The sheets and blanket were still thrown to one side from when I had gotten up that morning. Someone had been here according to my spell, yet nothing was touched. I holstered my gun and gathered up my bag. “Come on, Osiris. We’re moving to a new place for now. Somewhere that my paranoia isn’t going to get the best of me.” So I hoped. There was no telling what kind of things I would think about when I was at the old house. Would I have nightmares about the night that they were killed? Would the memories be too much for me? No. I’d been there not long ago and all the magic that the Cult left behind was gone now, I would be safe. I was just staying at an old home. That’s it. Who knew, maybe it would become my new home and I wouldn’t worry about the house that imploded. I could rebuild and then sell.  
 
    Osiris jumped up onto my shoulder, lounging on it so that his back feet hung down my back and his front paws down my front. “You must have had a nice relaxing day.” I chuckled. “Better than my day I’m sure.” 
 
    He meowed at me as if confirming my point.  
 
    “Yeah, buddy, I know, I smell like dirt and corpses. Promise I’ll shower once I get home. My car was destroyed, so I didn’t have a chance to run home and we don’t have showers at PIB.” Though I probably could have gone to a gym and borrowed a shower. I shook my head. “It’s been a really long day. I’m just ready to get settled and go to bed.” 
 
    He nuzzled my neck as if understanding. I scratched his ear. “I’ll pick up food on the way home, I got you a ton of cat food too. It should last you a while.” He made a noise as we walked out of the hotel room and made our way to the lobby. He sat there the entire time I checked out and until we got to the car.  
 
    The moment I opened the front door he jumped into the seat and curled up. I threw my bag of clothes and cat items into the back and then went to the driver’s side. I started the car and held my breath. Nothing happened. No sign of something blowing up or magic, just the hum of the engine. Good.  
 
    I threw it into gear and headed to the house.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The trees around the property had been trimmed recently, but still did a pretty good job of isolating the house from anyone who would drive by. I parked the Hummer in front of the tri-level house and looked up at it. Three thousand square feet of a custom built home, commissioned by Levi for my parents as a thank you. I got out and grabbed both my old bag and new bag from the back. Osiris jumped out of the open door. Without a second thought the cat trotted up to the house and sat in front of the door.  
 
    I pulled out my key and slid it into the dead bolt. With a deep breath, I turned it. The tumbler clicked. I wrapped my hand around the knob. It wasn’t too late. I could go back to the hotel or go stay with Levi. I didn’t have to force myself to face a gruesome past.  
 
    Osiris scratched at the door, his claws the only sound in the night. I nodded and opened the door. He ran in and started running around like a crazy cat. Jumping on everything, hauling tail from one room to another and back again. I let him do his cat thing, he wasn’t trying to escape the house so I wasn’t too worried about his reactions. I put my bags down by the front door. There was a thrill of magic, but it wasn’t danger, no, this was magic that welcomed me home. The anxiety I had felt before opening the door faded and I knew that I belonged here.  
 
    I turned on the light in the small hall that led to the living room. All the sheets that had covered the furniture were gone now, leaving the very eighties furniture exposed. Dark browns and orange accents stuck out against the white walls. I made note that if this became a more permanent situation that I was going to need new furniture. Even the old tube style television sat on a big media stand with storage for VHS tapes on either side of it. Made me wonder what VHSs were still there and if they still worked.  
 
    Osiris had curled himself on the back of the couch and was already fast asleep. Oh, to be a cat. I continued past the door that led to the basement. I didn’t have the nerve to go down there tonight. I knew that all the dry wall had been replaced so that the runes were no longer there. I headed up the stairs where the bedrooms and the office were. I paused at the final step. The last time I was here, Simon was with me. Levi had insisted the wolf watch over me because of the hex, but now Levi didn’t want anyone to visit. Had something changed since? 
 
    I shook my head and took that last step. I skipped my room, I wasn’t going to be able to fit into the toddler sized furniture, but I paused outside the door. No. There was no need to go in there, not right now. I walked a few more feet down the hall and opened the door to my parents’ room. Most of the stuff had been removed and new sheets flowed over the bed. Levi had taken some care to get ready for my stay. I appreciated his attempt to help curb my anxiety. 
 
    In the closet, a few outfits hung, all work appropriate and clean. I stripped off my dirty clothes and headed to the master bath off the bedroom. Fresh towels and new soap were on the counter. I was going to have to find which one of Levi’s daytime people did this and thank them.  I started the water and waited for it to heat up before turning on the shower head and stepping under the hot spray.  
 
    I scrubbed at the dirt caked on my skin until it was red. I tried to wash the feeling of the day away, but even as the dirt disappeared, the aches and pains still kinked my muscles. I stepped out and dried off. I looked in the mirror at the dark circles under my eyes and wondered if the person who had gone grocery shopping for me had been wise enough to pick up beer or wine. I walked back into the bedroom and grabbed a set of PJs out of a drawer.  
 
    Once dressed, I went back out to the living room where Osiris was still curled up on the back of the couch. I sat down and took a moment to breathe. Silence engulfed the room and I became aware of the lack of sirens, people, and traffic out here. It was one of the things that appealed to people about living in this area, but right now I wanted noise of some sort.  
 
    I pulled out my phone. Scrolling for the music, I made a mental note to pick up a blue tooth speaker for the time that I was going to stay here. As I flipped through my choices for music, I added to my list of things I needed. Internet, more clothes, and a ton of other things I had lost.  
 
    Osiris meowed and laid his head on my shoulder.  
 
    “I know, buddy. Once I know what’s going on with the house we’ll make things a bit more like home here.” I reached back and scratched his ear and selected a rock station on my phone. “Until then, we’ll just have to deal. I should hear back from insurance soon.” Of course, it’d have to be investigated to make sure I wasn’t just simply trying to collect the insurance, but at least with the magical coverage addendum to the policy, it would be covered.  
 
    I leaned back on the couch and wondered now what. There was no Internet here yet, no cable, hell the television was even too old to get the local channels without a converter box. I glanced at my watch. I had time to start putting together a timeline for my parents’ murder before I needed to crash for the night, and if I worked until I was exhausted, then I’d probably sleep better.  
 
    I stood, grabbed my phone, and then the bags by the door with the office supplies. “Come on Osiris, we’re doing this downstairs.” Chances were no one, like Levi, would randomly visit me here, but if they did, I didn’t want this stuff hanging around in plain sight. Someone was bound to question my sanity and what had caused me to start looking further into this.  
 
    I went to the basement door and took a deep breath. Going down there and starting this meant there was no going back. I twisted the knob as nerves ate at my stomach. The door opened without noise, leading down the steep stairs. The last time I was here, I’d learned that it was the Cult of Ra who was responsible for my parents’ death, not witch hunters like I was originally told. I didn’t know if Levi knew it or not, but Simon and I had returned to find runes all around the basement that gave us clues as to what happened.  
 
    Other than the night with Simon, I hadn’t been here since I was a child and my parents were killed. I took a step down and Osiris rubbed against me, encouraging me to continued down. I continued down, more determined with each step. The stairs opened up to a family room. My mother’s body had been discovered not three feet away from the stairs and my father’s had fallen over the couch. The couch and the blood stains had been removed long ago, but the coffee table and recliner still remained.  
 
      
 
    An hour later, I had sticky notes and post cards laid out on the coffee table. Each had a person or an event listed on it. The timeline was filled out below those cards and events. I leaned over them and picked up the sticky notes with names, placing them on the events that I knew they had been present for. There were a few people involved that I didn’t know the location of during the actual murder.  
 
    Looking at the timeline, there were a few things missing from what I could remember. Who was the witch that let me out of the circle my mother put me in? Levi had gotten one, but I couldn’t remember who it was. How many Cult members were involved? Who were the Cult members my parents had trusted enough to give them time to carve runes in the house? I leaned back on the couch and frowned at the holes. The biggest thing that was missing was the motive behind killing them. Levi had said it was over research, but to kill two people over the research of a coven language seemed a little bit extreme.  
 
    My phone rang and it made me jump. I closed my eyes, taking a deep breath as I answered it. “Agent Collins speaking.” 
 
    “Abigail Collins,” it was the male voice I didn’t know, the one who had called and left a voice mail the night my house had been destroyed. “I wanted to meet with you.” 
 
    “Who is this?” 
 
    “I can’t disclose that over the phone. I’d like to meet with you in person, tonight.”  
 
    I didn’t really trust people who didn’t want to talk on the phone. “It’s been a long night and I’m not really in town. Can this wait?” 
 
    “Not if you want to survive your week.” His voice dropped a bit. “I’m a friend of Levi’s. You can trust me.” 
 
    “I need a name for that to happen. Last person who was connected to Levi that I thought I could trust nearly got me killed.” I looked down at my cards and notes. I put Agent Tomes’ name down on a sticky note.  
 
    “I can’t give you that in case he’s listening.” Wow, that sounded extremely trustworthy. He continued. “What if I was to meet you at the PIB office? Public, secure, and a place you’re comfortable with.” 
 
    I glanced at the clock. What I really wanted was to go to bed, but I had a feeling that this might help me out in my current mission. I’d have my gun and he was right, the PIB office was more secure than most places. “I can be there in two hours.”  
 
    “Thank you.” The phone went dead in my hand and I looked at Osiris. “I must be crazy.” I glanced down at the cards once more before standing up to get dressed and prepare to go back out.  
 
    For a moment, I debated on calling Levi, but the man had expressed concern that Levi might be listening in. Though how he thought the vampire wouldn’t recognize his voice was beyond me. With Levi being a vampire, his hearing was exceptionally well, of course maybe he meant someone else was listening in. Oliver had bugged my phones a couple of times, but I hadn’t seen him since I’d gotten a new phone. If the man was a friend of Levi’s, then why was he worried about Levi listening in? 
 
      
 
    I pulled up to the PIB office. There were only a few other cars in the lot from agents that only worked nights and Kathy, our night receptionist. I got out and looked around. The empty shadows stared back at me, leaving me with nothing but the feeling of paranoia running down my spine. What on earth was I doing meeting this person at a PIB office if he didn’t want to identify himself over the phone? Why would he be willing to meet with me in public?  
 
    I walked into the office and waved at Kathy. She held her hand up to stop me as she finished up on the phone. “Uh huh, I’ll make sure to pass on your message to the boss. Yes ma’am, without a doubt, uh huh, I promise that he takes all cases seriously.” She rolled her eyes. “No ma’am, I can’t say we’ve gotten a lot of calls about aliens, but I will pass on the message to my superiors.” 
 
    I held my laughter in as she tried her best to get off the phone. She hung up and let out an exasperated sigh. “Sorry, Agent A. But I wanted to warn you before you went up. One of our vampire agents insisted that he was allowed in your office.” 
 
    I raised a brow. “In the office?” 
 
    “Yeah, I didn’t let him in. He had a badge so I let him go up to wait outside your office without a visitor badge .” 
 
    Interesting, it meant that there was no paper record of him being here. “Is he actually one of our agents? Or is he from out of town?” 
 
    “He’s from here. He normally works special assignments, so I’m not sure what he wants with you.” 
 
    Special assignments were those that the government wanted under wraps. From my understanding it normally dealt with supernaturals in the government itself. “Interesting.” 
 
    “Nick was up there earlier too, said he needed to do a few things.” She picked at her black nail. “Said you guys had a massive case you were trying to break open.” 
 
    I pressed my lips together. “Nick left a couple hours before I did for the day.” 
 
    “And look, here you are, back as well.” 
 
    She had a point. “Thanks Kathy.” I walked to the elevator and wandered what I would find waiting for me.  
 
    I got out of the elevator and a man stood there, except I knew better. He wasn’t a man; he was a vampire. I could tell by the feeling he gave my aura. He was just about my height, a fedora covered his head and shaded his eyes. He looked like he’d just stepped out of a 1920’s movie in his pin stripe suit and shiny shoes. He looked up and nodded to me. “Abigail, it’s nice to meet you face to face.” 
 
    His voice matched that on the phone, but I didn’t know him on sight. “Can I have a name to call you now?” 
 
    “My name is Grayson Yorkingson. I work for Levi and I work for PIB as one of their Special Assignment agents.”  
 
    I unlocked my office and glanced at Nick’s empty desk. I wondered what he had come back for. I went to my desk and found my file opened. I know I had closed it when I left, after I showed Levi the picture of the vampire. I shuffled through the papers. That picture was now missing. My partner and I were going to need to have a talk about taking things off my desk and off property when I swore that I wasn’t going to take it off the grounds.  
 
    “Something wrong, Agent Collins?” Grayson asked.  
 
    I shook my head. “It’s just been a really long day. You said you could help me survive the week?” 
 
    “You’ve had a rough one already, house imploding, car being taken out by poltergeists, falling into a pit of a basement.”  
 
    All but two of those happened during the day. “Have someone spying on me?” 
 
    “News travels fast in the PIB offices.” He took off his hat, revealing gray hair. He motioned to the chair. “Do you mind if I sit?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Feel free. How can you help me survive this week?” 
 
    “Step away from the cases. This is going to lead down a road you can’t turn back from.” He met my gaze and I tried to keep my shock to myself. One white eye stared blankly ahead while his brown one met my eyes. “Abigail, this case goes back to before PIB was founded.” 
 
    “The thumbs are only ten years old.” I wasn’t going to give away the body count, not right now. If he was honestly worried about the vampire victim case, then he was probably involved in some way. “Grayson, I appreciate the concern, but I can take care of myself and my case.” 
 
    “Your house, that wasn’t the Cult, or case related.” He shook his head. “That was a direct attack on your life.” 
 
    I frowned at the change in subject. “We were talking about the case, not the attack.”  
 
    “I was talking about both of them. I’m trying to warn you, Agent Collins. Step away from the case and consider retiring early to keep yourself safe. There are people you think are your friends who are not.” 
 
    “You’re telling me someone is going to betray me?” I smirked. “Welcome to life.” 
 
    “Haven’t you questioned why your house was attacked?” He put his hat on his knee. “Why Levi is suddenly being followed around by Mario?” 
 
    Of course I had, but it wasn’t any of his business. “What road do you think this case is going to take me down?” 
 
    “One you’ll be lucky to survive. You’ve got, what was it? Fifteen bodies? All possible vampire victims?” He leaned forward. “When people get hint of this, there may be a fight back on vampires and those associated with them.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I’m a PIB agent, and those bodies are around a century old.” Or so I hoped. I glanced down at the file where the missing picture should be. Was Nick hiding something from me again? “What do you know about the rest of this case, Agent Yorkingson?” 
 
    “I know that there’s two cases in one there and that the agents who crack the case will be the biggest PIB celebrities ever for the department and that Boss Man is chomping at the bit.” 
 
    So my theory about Nick wanting all the glory to himself could be true, but again, I didn’t think he’d be willing to risk my life for it. “Boss Man thinks that about all cases.” 
 
    “Especially ones concerning you, but this one means that people could fear vampires again. Your position could be compromised.” 
 
    “So you want me to step away so Nick can have all the glory? I don’t think so. I’m not a vampire, no one is going to come after me because of this case. Nice try.” I shook my head. “I appreciate your warning, but I’m afraid your time has been wasted.” So was my time and my gas to drive down here.   
 
    He stood and put his hat back on. “You are your father’s child. Stubborn without a doubt.” He shook his head.  
 
    “You knew my father?”  
 
    He just chuckled before disappearing from the office. I looked at the spot where he had stood and let out a long sigh. What the hell was going on here?  
 
    Nick walked in just a second later and I glared at him. “Decided to take the picture, did you?”  
 
    He gave me wide eyes. “I was going to have it back before you came in for the day. What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I…” I had no idea what to tell him. “It doesn’t matter. I thought you went home for the day too.” 
 
    He nodded. “But I wanted another look at the picture and yes, I did take it, but I wanted to compare it to the pictures of the press conference.” 
 
    So he had a similar thought to Levi and I. “Any luck?” 
 
    “Yes, there was a reporter there who looks identical to this guy. The name he gave his news station is most likely a fake though.” 
 
    I groaned. “Let me guess, something like John Smith?” 
 
    “Close, Johnny Smiths.” 
 
    Yep, most likely a fake, seeing as it popped up before. “Does he happen to have a real address?” 
 
    “Well, yes, but…” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “It was set on fire right after the press conference.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Okay, arson?” 
 
    “It’s thought so and that he did it himself to cover some type of tracks. The news station had issues with people being fed from. Employees, visitors, random passersby.” He shook his head. “Who knows what he had been trying to cover up.” He took the picture and put it back on my desk. “Since we’re both burning the midnight oil, why don’t we grab some coffee and brain storm?” 
 
    I nodded and closed the folder. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “So what are you really doing down here? I thought you were staying at your parents’ place tonight?” 
 
    I thought for a moment. “It was too quiet there and I couldn’t sleep. I thought since my mind was on the case, I would come back down and pull an all-nighter.” 
 
    “You’re going to burn yourself out by the age of thirty, Abby.” He laughed. “And then what am I going to do for a partner?” 
 
    “Find someone else’s territory to transfer to?” I offered and walked out of the office.  
 
    He followed me to the elevator. “To be honest, I couldn’t sleep either. I kept thinking back to the basement.” 
 
    I could relate to that; the faces of the bodies were haunting me as well. “Tomorrow we’ll go through pictures and see what we can sort out while we wait on Jason’s results.”  
 
    “I’ll let you do that. I don’t want to relive that first thing in the morning.” He shivered. “Really, I don’t think I’ve seen anything so horrible.” 
 
    “Do you think that’s where your poltergeists are coming from?” 
 
    “I know so, Abby, there’s no way those souls aren’t connected to those bodies.”  
 
    We got out of the elevator and went straight to Nick’s Charger almost out of habit now. He didn’t like me driving because my cars had the habit of getting destroyed.  He opened the door for me and I climbed in, shut the door, and buckled up. I didn’t know what we were going to brain storm about over coffee if he didn’t want to think about the bodies, but maybe he just wanted company. Maybe he really was having problems sleeping and all he needed was a distraction from what was going on. Coffee with Nick beat sitting at home in silence until I fell asleep. Though at least the cat was there, I didn’t think Nick had a pet. Maybe he should get one.  
 
      
 
    Nick and I stared at each other from across the table over our steaming coffee. Neither one of us wanted to start the brain storm session on the case and I was betting we were both thinking about all those bodies in the hidden basement.  
 
    “So what about the thumbs? Ten years ago someone thought it’d be a great idea to steal ten of them.” Nick picked up his mug. “Do you think they really took them just to spit at the PIB?” 
 
    “PIB had just been created then, but a lot of cases were still handled by the FBI. We were still just a baby department if that.” I leaned forward. “I want to know if they took the thumbs from the other hand too. Why just take the ones from one hand?” 
 
    He laughed. “Does it really matter why?” 
 
    “It might. What if there’s another set out there with another message.” I shrugged one shoulder and poured a packet of creamer into my coffee. “What if we’re missing that and it completes the massage?” 
 
    Nick shook his head. “For our sake, I hope that’s not the case. I’m hoping they are just egging us on. Taunting us, hoping to get something out of it.” 
 
    “Maybe hoping we screw up and don’t actually catch them?” I took a sip, making a face as the bitter liquid hit my tongue. “More sugar.” I reached for another packet.  
 
    Nick nodded. “Or maybe they just want some sick thrill out of it. We still don’t have bodies to go with the thumbs, but all of them have been identified and classified as deceased.”  
 
    “And all of them are human.” I nodded. “So we have names, tomorrow let’s start talking to the families. Maybe that will open something up. Are we done at the house for the time being?”   
 
    “We still need to open up that second basement, even if we don’t think we’ll find anything there.”  
 
    “You don’t think that.” I pointed out. “I’m sure it was cleaned up from when they found her, but maybe there’s something else that they wouldn’t see.” 
 
    He gave an exasperated sigh. “Like what, Abby?” 
 
    “Magic.” I offered. “Hear me out on this. This woman has shown herself to at least one resident of that house, yes?” 
 
    He nodded. “Which takes a lot of energy for her as a ghost, because as far as we know the person doesn’t have the sixth sense.” 
 
    “Right. So why would she do that, especially when there are a bunch of bully ghosts hanging around the house who obviously have a very good reason to be reaching out to people?” 
 
    Nick leaned back in his seat. “Because whatever is holding her to this world hasn’t been solved yet. She needed more than a proper burial. I had assumed that it was probably someone to solve her murder.” 
 
    “Which means we probably don’t have all the pieces. Think about how many cold cases we’ve been able to solve just because we know how to look at paranormal cases. Look at the records for how many cases PIB closes in record time just because there was something the FBI didn’t understand or know existed then.” I tapped my fingers against the table. “Why don’t I go and open the basement tomorrow? I should be okay with the ghosts now, right?” 
 
    He nodded. “And she showed herself to you, not me, I’m betting there is a reason. If you think you can handle it, go. Wear your mother’s pentagram and let me know if anything crazy happens. If anything odd happens, get out of there ASAP.” 
 
    “Of course, I get it. Don’t tempt the ghosts.” I chuckled. “When I joined PIB, I never thought I’d deal with ghosts.” 
 
    “What’s the strangest thing you’ve dealt with so far?” Nick smirked. “I’ve seen ghosts before, possessed people, hell, I think the strangest I’ve dealt with was the shifter who’d learn many different forms, not all animals. That was…interesting.” 
 
    “So far, demon I think is the strangest.” I chuckled. “It sounds like your adventures are a bit more exciting.” 
 
    He snorted. “Until I got here and met you.” 
 
    I glanced up. “What is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “Well, exploding cars, Cult cases, a blanket of poltergeists…” He laughed. “Lighten up, Abby, I’m joking.” 
 
    “I still think you might be the one attracting all the crazy stuff.” I sipped my coffee and smiled as the taste was finally to satisfaction. “So we have direction for both cases. I’ll look at the basement pictures tomorrow when I get back from opening up the new one.” 
 
    “I’ll start contacting families.” He agreed.  
 
    Both of our phones dinged at the same time. I pulled it out and read the text. “Jason has three skeletons so far.” 
 
    “And both of them are missing their left thumbs.” Nick practically jumped out of his seat. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “Go? Jason says there’s nothing to see. I’m not going to go look at the skeletons just to be disappointed.”  
 
    He sighed and flopped back in his seat. “That’s a good point. But that’s three out of ten so far. If we can get the other seven bodies put together, then maybe we can find something to connect them.” 
 
    “Not much you can get from bones. Maybe some DNA, some facial reconstruction, but who knows?” I continued to drink my coffee. “Has Jason slept at all during this case?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I don’t think many of us are sleeping right now.”  
 
    He had a point. I finished my coffee. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “Go?”  
 
    I laughed at the echo of the conversation. “Let’s go to the house. We’ve only been there during the day. Let’s see what goes on at night.” 
 
    “You aren’t thinking about trying to open that basement in the dark are you?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, I’ll wait for daylight for that. I’m hoping that maybe there’s some type of nighttime activity that might give us a clue as to who our nameless vampire is.” 
 
    “You’re crazy, but let’s go.” He downed the rest of his coffee and put some cash on the table. “If you get me killed, I’m coming back to haunt your ass.”  
 
    I smiled. “I wouldn’t expect anything less.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
    I got out of Nick’s Charger and looked at the house in the dark. No lights flickered in the windows, the wind whipped around us, but nothing out of the ordinary. I don’t know if I expected to see orbs of lights for the ghosts or what, but the dark house wasn’t really what I thought I’d find.  
 
    Nick handed me a MAG light over the roof of the car. “Disappointed?” 
 
    “I don’t know, I guess I just expected a legit haunted house to look, I don’t know, haunted?” 
 
    He laughed. “It has the caution tape,” he pointed to where the yellow tape danced around the hole in the ground. The ground was cut away and the tape was wrapped around fence stakes to warn people to stay away. “And the house is falling apart, but if you think you’re going to just see a bunch of random ghosts…” He stopped for a moment. “Abby?” 
 
    I was too busy trying to figure out how big of a hole there was for the basement that I didn’t see what he was looking at. “What?” 
 
    He moved my head so I was looking at the far end of the house. Nothing was there. “Must be a ghost, Nick, I don’t see anything.” 
 
    “The woman is standing right there and crooking a finger at us to follow.” He grabbed my wrist and started pulling me forward. I followed him with the flash light. His quick steps covered a lot of ground, but he stopped right at the corner of the house.  
 
    Giggling filled the air. I glanced at Nick. His wide eyes turned to me. “So we saw the vampire at the press conference, right?” 
 
    I nodded. “Working theory was that he’d given a fake name to the press he was working for. Why?” 
 
    “I think we need to talk to Levi again.” He put a hand on my shoulder and started to walk backwards.  
 
    “What do you see that I don’t?”  
 
    I glanced around, focusing mainly on the house.  
 
    He motioned forward. “Look in the field.”  
 
    I rolled my eyes and turned off the light to let my eyes adjust to the dark. Figures moved through the shadows. The faint red glow of eyes came through the darkness. The closer the figures came, the more ridged their movements. There was only one type of creature I knew that had red eyes like that.  My heart dropped. “Are those…” 
 
    “I think they’re blood-starved.” He started to move backwards and reached for me as if planning on forcing my steps. “Back in the car. We can’t take that many.” 
 
    We both turned and ran. I was panting by the time I got into the car. We took a moment to look around to see if they had followed us.  
 
    “I think we need to talk to Agent Grace and maybe visit Tomes.” I tried to catch my breath. “Also, we need to start running more.” 
 
    He nodded and started the car. “My question is: how are there that many blood-starved vampires without Levi knowing? What are they feeding from? There’s been no reports of vampire attacks since we arrested Tomes.”  
 
    I looked back towards where we had seen the figures. “We go out there tomorrow in the daylight and see if we can find out.”  
 
    And I would be asking Levi and Mario about it, demanding answers even. If there was a horde of blood-starved vampires, or even new vampires, PIB should have been informed. Someone should have told us.  
 
    Nick threw the car in gear and peeled out of the driveway.  
 
    I laughed a little. “Should have brought the Hummer.” 
 
    “Why?” He didn’t even glance at me as he turned on the road.  
 
    “So we could have run over the bastards.” I couldn’t hide the twisted smile that formed at the thought.  
 
    He echoed my laugh. “Really? Hummer vs vampire? Hummer vs zombie is one thing, but vampires move quickly.” 
 
    I hmed for a moment. “True, but how many of them do you think I could take out before they get me?” 
 
    “I give it three before one of them is in the car with you. You’ve already almost died from a car accident before, do you want to repeat that?” The light heartedness in his voice died a little bit. “I’d hate to lose a partner that way.” 
 
    I sighed. “No, I’d rather not repeat that. I was lucky. So very lucky.” I leaned back in my seat. “I think I’m going to go home and try to grab a couple hours of sleep.”  
 
    “What happened to pulling an all-nighter with me?” He joked and just like that the tension broke in the car.  
 
    I shrugged. “That was before we were going to go speak with Tomes.” 
 
    “Did you want me to handle that?” 
 
    Did I want Nick to? “No. I want to see the look in his eyes when he realizes that he has no more power over me.” 
 
    “Abby…” 
 
    “I’ll be fine and I won’t overreact.” I promised. “I won’t even bring my gun into the visitor room.” 
 
    He snorted. “I don’t think they’ll even allow you to do that.”  
 
    “I’m an agent, I don’t think civilian rules apply to us there.” I watched as the sleeping world went by as we drove. “You should get some sleep too. Dealing with grieving families take a lot of energy.” 
 
    “Yes, but at least now we have three sets of remains from the field that the family can put to rest.” He sighed. “And then we can start working on the fifteen bodies in the basement and see if they have relatives.” 
 
    “Do you think someone is missing them almost a hundred years later?”  
 
    His grip tightened on the wheel. “I have no idea.”  
 
    I didn’t either. There might have been family rumors that still existed, but I would doubt living relatives were still looking for these people. 
 
      
 
    Nick dropped me off at the Hummer and I drove home in a daze of sleepiness. I didn’t know what he was going to do, but that didn’t matter too much to me at the moment, what mattered to me was getting into bed and getting a few hours of sleep before I had to head back to the office. I unlocked the door and dropped my bag in the entryway. Osiris greeted me with a meow before trotting up the stairs and then to the bedroom.  
 
    I nodded. “Yep, I know. I was out much later than I planned. Sorry, things got complicated.” I rubbed my eyes. 
 
    Osiris rubbed against me and then jumped up on the bed. I changed back into my PJs, putting my gun on the night stand, and then crawling into bed. I took a deep breath before closing my eyes and falling into a deep sleep.  
 
    ‘Abigail…’ 
 
    My eyes shot open at the sound of my mother’s voice. I glanced at the clock, it was thirty minutes before I needed to get up. There should have been no reason I heard her voice. I hadn’t been dreaming.  
 
    I rubbed my eyes and reached to pet Osiris, but the spot was empty. Still warm from where he had been laying. “Osiris?” 
 
    No answer. No meow or anything. I sat up. “Here kitty kitty.”  
 
    Nothing. I shook my head and stood up. Maybe he was just hiding.  
 
    “Abigail…” 
 
    I took another deep breath and closed my eyes. It was just my imagination. I took a few steps forward and felt something tug on my shirt, much like I had at the other house. I turned around and Osiris was sitting on the bed with his claw stuck in the fabric. I let out a sigh of relief and gently pulled his claw out.  
 
    “I have to get ready for work.” I rubbed my eyes. “And make some coffee. I need more coffee.”  
 
    I quickly got ready to go and went to the kitchen. On the counter there was a brand new single serve coffee brewer. I found a set of new mugs sitting next to it and smiled. All of them were travel mugs. Again, whoever helped Levi out during the day did a hell of a job getting everything that I needed.  
 
    I made myself a cup to go, finding creamer in the fridge, and real sugar in a jar near the mugs. A day that begins with good coffee can’t be a horrible day. Except this day included a long day at a haunted house and a visit to the high security PIB prison. I went to the front door and picked up my bag. Osiris gave me a sleepy yawn and trotted off, probably to find a place to sleep. I went out to the Hummer and climbed in. I turned the key and the engine purred to life. Nothing else happened. No explosion or anything.  
 
    I switched from park to reverse and looked at the front door of the house. I knew I’d be calling this place home soon. I could feel it. A figure appeared in the window and my heart dropped. Just a trick of my eyes. No one was in there. No ghost or otherwise. 
 
    I rubbed my eyes. This case was already getting to me. What little sanity I had was fleeing apparently. I backed out of the driveway and headed into town. My first stop would be to talk to Tomes. I called the high security prison and put the call onto the hands free system.  
 
    “This is Agent Abigail Collins. I’m looking to request a private visit to Brian Tomes in regards to a current case.”  
 
    “Agent Collins, there’s a note in the system saying that any audiences with him must be supervised by Agent Grace.”  
 
    That wasn’t so bad, at least I was allowed to visit. Grace and I had an understanding of some sorts when it came to Tomes, she was also nice, so there wasn’t some weird woman to woman rivalry with her. “Okay, please inform Agent Grace that I’m about thirty minutes out.” 
 
    “I’ll give her a call. What case is this pertaining too?” 
 
    I tried to figure out the best way to phrase it. “Mainly the blood-starved vampire case she was on a few months back.” 
 
    “Thank you, we’ll see you in thirty minutes, Agent Collins.”  
 
    I disconnected the call and told the system to send Nick a text to update him on my plans. I felt a bit like I was going to go chat with the devil himself, but I would show no fear when I faced him. Before Tomes was arrested, he had planned to kill me and throw me at the feet of the Vampire King. He was convinced I had some type of connection to him, but no one knew what that was. Agent Grace and I had a good laugh about it over a couple beers one night.  
 
    I pulled up to the PIB prison. The tan brick walls stood out against the backdrop of the mountain, chain link fencing with barbed wire swirling on top led to towers with guards in them. Brick walls stood behind that, also with barb wire, which made me wonder if there had been a sale when they were building the prison. I drove up to the gate and paused in front of it, right next to the guard.  
 
    I rolled down my window and handed him my badge, my clearance, and my ID. “Good morning.”  
 
    He smiled at me. “Good morning Agent Collins.” He handed me my stuff back and another armed guard rolled the gate away so I could drive in.  
 
    I drove slowly to the main parking lot and parked the Hummer. I wasn’t even sure how to approach this. My phone dinged and I looked at the message.  
 
    ‘Nick told me that you’re visiting Tomes, be careful, we’ll see you at the house in a few hours.’ The fact that Mason texted me told me he really was worried about this visit. But it wasn’t like Tomes could hurt me here. So I hoped.  
 
      
 
    I nodded to Agent Grace when I walked in to the holding room. She looked as she always did, her blonde hair pulled back in a tight bun, keeping any of the strands away from her slim face.  She sat across from Tomes. His hair was more gray than I remembered, and there might have been one or more wrinkles by his eyes.  
 
    “What is she doing here?” He jerked his chin at me. It took me a moment to realize it was because his hands were cuffed to the table. Because he was a warlock, I knew that the cuffs were bespelled to block his magic.  
 
    “I came to talk to you about the blood-starved vampires.” I sat down next to Agent Grace. “Last night my partner and I found a horde of them outside a murder scene.” 
 
    He chuckled and leaned back in his chair the best that his bonds would let him. “I thought I told you that I wasn’t the only one working with them.” 
 
    No, he hadn’t told me that. My mind went back to Mario and how he was in town to follow up on the problem, he had a theory that Tomes had a partner. I glanced at Agent Grace, but her face remained carefully blank, and it reminded me that she’d been an agent longer than I had. Just about ten years she’d said, making her one of the first official PIB agents.  
 
    Tomes laughed. “No, not Melody.”  
 
    That was a relief at least, I didn’t know how to deal with more than one rogue PIB agent. Assuming he was telling the truth. “You care to enlighten us on who?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Why? From what I understand I’m basically awaiting trial to be executed. Even if I give you one name, that won’t end it. It won’t end until the Vampire King is brought down and anarchy reigns through the supernatural world.” 
 
    “That’s a pretty lofty goal. You plan on doing that through blood-starved vampires, from here in prison?” I shook my head. “No, you’re a pawn in this. You like to pretend that you’re powerful and that you can control this outcome, but you can’t. You couldn’t even take me down.” 
 
    He snarled and jerked his chains. Grace flinched next to me, but I held Tomes’ gaze. “You can’t scare me. You’re behind bars while whoever is pulling your strings is free. So why don’t you just fill me in on what is going on.” 
 
    “Fuck you, Collins.”  
 
    This wasn’t getting me anywhere. I stood. “That’s fine. I’ll figure it out myself. Thank you, Agent Grace, for meeting with me here on such short notice.” I bowed my head and turned my back to Tomes. “Enjoy your time awaiting trial.”  
 
    “You don’t want to go down that path, Abigail.” 
 
    I paused as the familiar words came from Tomes. “There’s nothing but death waiting for you. If you think I was the only one with the idea of taking your life, think again.” 
 
    I looked over my shoulder. “If you think that a death threat will scare me, you’re wrong. You learned nothing about me while we worked together.” 
 
    Agent Grace stood and joined me as I walked out of the room. “He’s just trying to egg you on.” 
 
    “I know.” Though his warning was far too close to Grayson’s warning about the case. “I figured this was going to lead to a dead end, but I had to try.” 
 
    “If you want some help on the case, let me know. Maybe a third agent will be helpful? I heard you and Nick caught a doozy of a case.” 
 
    I nodded. “Actually, there might be something that you can help me with. We have ten thumbs that are close to ten years old.” 
 
    “Gross.” She scrunched her face up.  
 
    “They had letters scratched into them that spelled out ‘Too Late PIB”. Do you recall any unsolved cases around then? I know you would have been just a rookie and that PIB was just officially getting its start…” I let the thought trail off.  
 
    She thought for a moment. “I’d have to go through old case files. There’s nothing that sticks out to me, but let’s get back to the office and I’ll take a look.” 
 
    I smiled. “Thanks.” We walked out together. “I’m supposed to meet Nick at our haunted house, so call me if something shows up?” 
 
    She nodded. “You have fun playing with the ghosts. Play nice with Nick. We should get together once this case is over.” 
 
    “We should. I could use a beer buddy.” Of course, I’d have to go out since according to Levi I shouldn’t have any visitors in the house.  
 
    She waved at me as she climbed into her car. I leaned against the Hummer and texted Nick a quick update and my ETA for the house. Tomes’ warning was too close to Grayson’s to make me comfortable. I got in the Hummer and started it up. One thing at a time, solve the case, worry about conspiracy later.  
 
      
 
    I pulled up to the house, parking behind Nick’s Charger. Mason was working out in the field with a few other officers, Jason and his crew were combing through the front yard marking little things here and there. I got out and waved as I went to the house. Nick walked out on the porch, a pair of goggles and a sledge hammer in his hand. “Talked to the families this morning. They were relieved to have remains to bury and only one of them demanded justice.” 
 
    “Anything to link them together?” I held my hand out and he handed me the goggles. I pulled them on over my ponytail, wiggling them until they fit over my eyes somewhat comfortably.  
 
    “Nothing of value.” He shook his head. “Let’s get this wall knocked down and see what we’ll find.”  
 
    I nodded and stepped in the house. I waited a moment, my heart skipping a beat here or there as my gaze darted around. No furniture moved, nothing came after me and I followed Nick further into the house.  
 
    “When I got in here all the furniture was moved away from the wall in question.” He motioned to the wall. “She likes you better, so you knock first.” 
 
    I twisted my grip on the sledge hammer and swung. The drywall gave easily under the weight of the hammer. The dust settled and I looked through the hole I created. I couldn’t see much yet, but that didn’t mean anything. I continued to break the wall down until there was a visible door way. Nick handed me his MAG light. “Ready to go down?” 
 
    I looked at the stairs covered in dust that led into the darkness. My mind conjured up images of dead bodies and screaming faces. “How about you go down first?” 
 
    Nick clicked on his flash light. “Alright, but if I scream, no judging me.” 
 
    “After the week we’ve had, I will not.” I promised.  
 
    He took a few steps down, hesitating as the stairs creaked underneath him. I waited for the wood to splinter around his foot, but it never did. 
 
    “When was the basement sealed up?” Nick asked over his shoulder.  
 
    “Ninety-eight,” I paused. “Back when Jerry bought it.” I hadn’t even thought to talk to him about it when I talked to him about the ghosts.  
 
    “Hopefully everything was up to code then.” The light bounced off the walls as we continued down.  
 
    I took a deep breath and looked around when we got to the bottom. Charcoal drawings covered the walls. A female figure dancing in all of them. The ghost. I went up closer to one of them. “This is her.” 
 
    “It’s like a shrine.” Nick’s voice came from behind me. “There are a ton of drawings.” 
 
    I turned away from the wall and my light swept over the room. A modern bed with a few dresses laid out on it caught my attention. “Well, that’s a bit creepy, isn’t it?”  
 
    “Do we have pictures to compare this room to?” Nick asked.  
 
    “I might have some with the file at PIB.” I touched the fabric. “Why would he build a shrine to a ghost?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I have no idea, maybe he fell in love with her. Stranger things have happened.”  
 
    “I don’t think this is a crime, so we can’t arrest him.” I shook my head. “Creepy, but not illegal since she’s dead.” 
 
    Nick made a noise of agreement. “We still need to bring Jerry in and talk to him.”  
 
    “Let’s get back upstairs and have a team put lights down here so we can start collecting stuff.” I turned back to the stairs and paused as I felt something tug on my shirt. I looked over my shoulder and saw something whisk through the air. Nick had his back turned. I followed the white wisp across the room. It disappeared into a wall on the far side of the room. I frowned and put my hand against the wall, the only place bare of drawings. My fingers felt along the seam of the wall and a breeze danced along my skin.  
 
    I pried at the seam until the wall started to move. It squeaked on hinges as I pulled and I looked over my shoulder at Nick. “Down the rabbit hole?” 
 
    He looked over me. “At least there’s a light at the end of this tunnel.”  
 
    He was right. Something that looked like a stream of daylight shone at the end of the pathway. I stepped forward and flashed my light on the edge of the hall. Nothing unusual from a regular hall, except for the peeling wallpaper and the smell of mold. The walk down the hall led to the hidden basement that I had found. My stomach churned at the sight. Disintegrating beds lined the walls, bucket next to them, and chains leading from the beds. Nick wasn’t kidding, it was an inhuman prison of some sort.  
 
    I stepped up to one of the beds and saw the dark stains on the sheets. I didn’t need a test kit to tell me it was blood.  
 
    “Abby?” Nick asked.  
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t know what happened here, but I don’t like it. Why didn’t you guys check out the hall the other day?” 
 
    “There wasn’t an opening.” He muttered. “She must be moving objects again.” 
 
    I nodded and climbed up the ladder that someone had placed in the basement to climb out of the hole. Nick climbed up after me and we both stared at each other. “So did Jerry know?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I have no idea.” I glanced at Mason canvasing the fields. “Are we sure on the age of the corpses down there?” 
 
    “We won’t know until Jason’s labs are done, why?” Nick’s gaze followed mine and then he turned back to the pit. “You don’t think…” 
 
    “I don’t know. Fifteen vampire victims and a horde of blood-starved vampires? Seems to be a connection to me.” 
 
    “Yeah, but they were well hidden.” Nick shook his head. “I’m betting coincidence.” 
 
    I smirked. “Betting, eh? What’s on the line?” 
 
    “I win this bet, you owe me a week of coffee.” He crossed his arms.  
 
    “And if I’m right and there is a connection, I want a week worth of coffee and you to start letting me drive.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes. “Your cars always blow up.” 
 
    “Not true. This last one was taken out by a rogue blanket of poltergeists.” I crossed my arms. “When I talked to Tomes, he said that there were others. That he’s not the only one. Which makes me wonder how far back this goes.”  
 
    “Do you think it goes back as far as the first owner of the house?” Nick motioned to the field. “Like maybe there’s a cave out there he could have kept starving vampires in?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I have no idea, Nick.” I seemed to be saying that a lot. “You go talk to Mason, I want to talk to Jason and give him an idea of the info we’ll be needing.” 
 
    “What do you want me to talk to Mason about?” I didn’t miss the scowl in Nick’s voice.  
 
    I gave him a droll look. “Really Nick? Put on your big boy panties and see if he found anything out there. I’ll be there to join you in a few minutes.” 
 
    “How about I talk to Jason? I know what we need.” He motioned to Detective Mason. “He doesn’t like me and is more likely to give you information.” 
 
    I couldn’t argue with that fact, I didn’t have to like it, but I couldn’t argue with it. “Okay fine, you talk to Jason.” I resisted throwing my hands in the air and headed towards Mason.  
 
      
 
      
 
    I walked up next to Mason and stared off into the distance with him. The property reminded me of where my parents’ house stood. Quiet, peaceful, no neighbors for at least a couple city blocks. “What are you looking at?” 
 
    He motioned to the ground and then forward. “You tell me.”  
 
    I didn’t always appreciate when he didn’t give me a direct answer, but it was his way of allowing me to form my own opinion. I looked down at where we were standing. “Foot steps.” I continued to track the deep seeded heel prints, spread over different distances and strides. “Lots of footprints.”  
 
    He nodded. “So tell me, our people haven’t been out this far in droves. Jason’s people have their range. PIB didn’t send a horde of agents. So what was out here?” He glanced at me. “You and Nick came out last night, according to the night guard.” 
 
    I nodded. “We did, Nick and I both couldn’t sleep, so after a cup of coffee we decided to come check out the scene at night.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Vampire related case. It made sense. Do you want to know what we saw out here last night, or you just going to keep asking me questions?” I bent down and touched one of the prints. Deep, round, and looked like the back of a tennis shoe based on the slanted threads.  
 
    Mason grunted and I took it as a yes.  
 
    “We saw a line of vampires. We assumed blood-starved because of how jerky their movements were.” I shook my head. “We didn’t get close enough to see how many, or to confirm they were blood starved.” 
 
    He snorted. “You and Nick didn’t want to cause a fire fight.” 
 
    “One we would have lost, more specifically.” I nodded. “Care to take a walk, Detective? Maybe we can figure out where they went come daylight.” 
 
    “And what are we going to do when we find them?” He raised a brow. “Two of us against a horde of blood-starved?” 
 
    I touched the butt of my gun. “If we’re lucky, they’ll all be sleeping, but maybe we can find out who is behind creating them.” 
 
    “Abby, how do you expect to do that?” He sounded exasperated, as if I was expecting the impossible.  
 
    I took a deep breath. “Chances are he’ll be strong enough to be awake during the day.”  
 
    “Which means what?” 
 
    “We’re dealing with someone about as powerful as Levi.” I didn’t want to admit it out loud and part of me knew that I had been avoiding that thought. I didn’t know how powerful Mario was, because I hadn’t seen him in action, but I knew I’d be visiting Levi tonight. Or at the very least calling him.  
 
    Mason followed me. “Has the thought of back up occurred to you?”  
 
    “Nope, not really.” I didn’t look behind me. “I’m beyond waiting for other people and things to fall into place right now.”  
 
    He said nothing as we followed the steps. I stopped on occasion and checked the depth of the prints and direction. Last time I was on a hike like this I had a broken rib and I was following magic. It’d been a long time since I’d tracked without it. “If we could find just one thing. One simple scrap of clothing or blood or something. Nick and I could do a tracking spell and this would be a lot easier.” 
 
    “Then maybe we should look for that instead of following the trail. If you think it’d be easier.” I couldn’t tell if he was serious or not, but I wasn’t going to slow down to find out.  
 
    “I don’t think it’ll be easier to find it.” I muttered and looked up. “There’s an old house up ahead.” 
 
    “Can’t vampires just transport themselves? Why would they leave trails?” Mason stepped up next to me.  
 
    I closed my eyes as memories assaulted me from my encounter with the blood-starved vampires. “They don’t have the energy or the concentration to transport like a well-fed vampire. I know it’s a skill that young vampires struggle with, so no, walking is the only thing that would make sense. The ones we dealt with at the press conference barely managed to get me to the van. Which is why they needed a mode of transportation.” I motioned to the house. “Let’s take a look.”  
 
    We walked side by side up to the building. The wood siding clung to the frame, torn by years of wear and tear with no maintenance. Spider web cracks climbed through the two windows up front and only a frame remained where the door should have been.  Mason motioned and I stepped up onto the porch. Wood splintered around my boot with my first step. Freezing, I waited for something to rush out of the house to attack. My heart pounded, but nothing came after me.  
 
    I pulled my foot out of the hole and stepped again, this time finding solid wood. I took cautious steps until I reached the door. The sun shone through the two front windows, casting shadows from tree branches over a standing figure. I pulled my gun and raised my arm. “Stop.” 
 
    The figure looked up, meeting my gaze. I knew the face and relaxed a little bit.  
 
    “Merick, I should shoot your ass.” I hissed.  
 
    He held his hands up. “Please don’t, I rather like it lead free. Detective Mason.” He bowed his head. “Abby, you can put the gun away.” 
 
    “Merick, nice to see you again.” 
 
    I put my gun away and turned to Mason. “You two know each other?” 
 
    “Merick recently came onto the force as a consultant in linguistics. He speaks five languages and specializes in written text.”  
 
    I raised a brow. “I had no idea you were so versed in other languages.”  
 
    “You never asked, Abigail.” Merick didn’t miss a beat. “I followed the trail, same as you did.” 
 
    “Why are you even on this crime scene?” I turned my flashlight on and looked around the room. The beam moved over about twenty corpses…no, not corpses, sleeping vampires. My heart dropped.  
 
    Merick met my gaze. “I was here examining the runes in the other house, I thought I heard something out in the yard and ended up here after following the trail.” 
 
    It made sense. He was trying to find a way to help me, though as much as I appreciated it, I didn’t know how I felt about him being this close to the case. “Any sign of their maker?”  
 
    He shook his head. “Just a bunch of sleeping babies.”  
 
    Who were probably blood-starved. The bodies had parted, as if by instinct, to avoid the sun beams. All the other windows were still boarded up making the sunlight exposure minimal. “We need a containment team out here and I need to contact Levi.” 
 
    “I think that’s a good idea.” Mason put his hand on my shoulder. “I’ll call the team, you get back to Nick, take Merick with you. You guys finish working the haunted house.” 
 
    I glanced at Merick who nodded and motioned to the door, “Ladies first.”


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
    I walked across the field with Merick in silence. I wasn’t sure how much I wanted to say when I was on the scene with him. Clearly Mason didn’t know the connection between Merick and I, and I wasn’t exactly willing to give up that information.  
 
    “Your partner, he’s bound to know me on sight.” Merick motioned to where Nick was talking to Jason. “I’ve meet with him a few times and he’s not so friendly towards me.” 
 
    I shrugged. “He’s going to have to get over that. You’re officially on the case to help us with the runes.” 
 
    “But I know the runes and why they are there.” Merick stopped me with a hand on my shoulder. “I’m here to watch over you, Abby.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t know why everyone thinks I need a guardian angel. The last year Levi had Simon glued to my side, the department is refusing to move Nick to his own cases, and now you think I need protection. Last year you were giving me death threats on behalf of your Cult.” 
 
    He shrugged one arm. “We’re realizing you aren’t as big as a threat as we thought and that you can be more useful to us. But for that, we need you alive.”  
 
    I continued walking without giving a response, there was no reason I should have to justify anything to him. I approached Nick and Jason, noticing that Merick went straight into the house instead.  
 
    “Jason.” I nodded to him. “Find any more skeletons for us?” 
 
    “Sure have, Agent A. We’ve configured seven more from the bones we’ve found.” 
 
    That meant there were ten total now. We hopefully had all of our thumb victims. “That’s great to hear. And any news on the victims in the basement?” 
 
    He nodded. “I was hoping you’d meet me at the morgue to see a couple of them.”  
 
    I wasn’t a fan of the morgue, but I wanted to get a look at those victims. I also wanted to get back into town so that I could go visit Mr. Borneheart to figure out what he was hiding about all of this. “Sure, let me just finish up something inside and I’ll head that way. Are you and your team done here?” 
 
    “Nick is going to stay with them to see if there’s anything else they happen to find, but we combed the area several times to make sure there wasn’t anything there that we were missing. Should we have seen something other than the skeletons?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, anything else would have been our department. Thank you for your hard work. I’ll see you at the morgue.” 
 
    Jason nodded and trudged over to where the cluster of vehicles was parked. Nick put a hand on my shoulder when I turned towards the house. “The man in there. He’s from the Cult. I don’t know how he got on our crime scene, but I plan on making sure that Detective Mason removes him.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Good luck. I know him too and I know exactly how stubborn he is, and when he’s determined, he’ll succeed.” I started towards the house.  
 
    “And that doesn’t worry you?” Nick jerked me back.  
 
    I glared at him. “No, it doesn’t, I plan on using his expertise and using him to help solve the case. If you have a problem with that, then maybe you should step back.” I tried to keep the irritation out of my voice. “I want this case solved and I want to continue on with my life and putting some of the pieces back together.”  
 
    “But at the cost of letting the Cult further in?” He raised a brow. “Abby, I think your judgment is clouded.” 
 
    “By what, Nick? If he’s steering us away, we’ll know. The thing is, the Cult is already close to the case. So what’s the harm in letting him in?” 
 
    “Do you trust him?” Nick shoved his hands into his pockets and stared at me. “Can you honestly say that you can trust him at your back and not to lead us astray on this case?” 
 
    I thought about what he was asking. Originally, Merick had been giving me death threats, but now he swore that the Cult was backing away. Then he reappeared in my life, without me signaling him, when I needed to talk to him. He’d led us to the crime though and had tried to protect me from the poltergeists. “Right now, yes. I can.” 
 
    “Why do you think that?” 
 
    “I don’t owe you any explanation. You can trust me or you can’t. I’m your partner, Nick. If I thought this was going to put you in danger, I’d be right there backing you up when it comes to talking to Mason.” 
 
    “Go talk to Merick then. Just don’t get yourself killed, hexed or otherwise.” He muttered and turned away from me. I didn’t know what else he was expecting, I wasn’t going to lay down and let him walk over me. I shook my head and walked up the porch. I took a deep breath before stepping into the house.  
 
    “Problems in partner paradise?” Merick asked, leaning against the wall to the left of the doorway. “I’m surprised they still have you with a partner.” 
 
    I shook my head. “He doesn’t trust you.” 
 
    “Yet you do.”  
 
    I shrugged. “Other than the hex, you haven’t really given me a reason not to trust you. You got the Cult off my back, you tried to keep a poltergeist or two from killing me, and now you’re here trying to help.”  
 
    “Let’s go take a look at that room.” He motioned and I led him to the room off of the kitchen. There was no power left to the runes painted on the wall, broken the moment the door shattered against the floor. I hadn’t taken a closer look after the door fell, so I wasn’t sure what we were looking for. I had assumed that the hinges gave out. Something Merick was certain shouldn’t have happened.  
 
    “Take a look.” He motioned to the door jamb. “It wasn’t the hinges.” 
 
    I leaned in and tilted my head. There were no hinges still attached to the doorway. The flat metal flap that connected the hinges was gone. Left in its place were dents and screw holes. I pulled out a pair of gloves. Putting them on, I looked closer at the doorjamb and the holes. I touched one with my finger, digging at it a little bit.  
 
    “Someone unscrewed it. This isn’t stripped.” I looked at the next one. The same thing. I pressed my lips together. “So someone did this, and I don’t think this is the work of a ghost.”  
 
    He shook his head. “Who else had access to the scene?”  
 
    “That’s the million-dollar question. We have that small horde of vampires who have been around it.”  
 
    “No one knew that these runes were meant for you. Only you did after Nick walked in and couldn’t stand them.”  
 
    I nodded. “There’s no reason someone would think destroying the barriers would put me in danger. Unless it’s someone connected to the case and knew what you were trapping in here.”  
 
    “Have Nick process the room. You go to the morgue. I’ll tell Nick what I can about the runes. He may catch on to some of the lies because he knows the language. But better that I lie to him than you.” 
 
    Lying to your partner could be deadly. “I’ll talk to you later, then.” 
 
    “Be safe, Abigail.” He nodded.  
 
    I walked out and looked around for Nick. I was betting more than anything that he was off talking to Mason about trying to get rid of Merick. I sent him a text about the room and went to the Hummer. He could answer me or not, but it was out of my hands for now. I climbed into the Hummer. Leaning back in my seat I turned on the radio, twisting the knob to turn the sound up.  This was the kind of day that required loud angry music.  
 
      
 
    A woman stood at the front desk of the morgue, her long legs covered halfway in a pencil skirt, and a business jacket creased just slightly as she crossed her arms. Her eyes narrowed at me behind small wired frames. She was much more attentive than the last receptionist that I’d met there, but I wasn’t sure how I felt about the sudden scrutiny.  
 
    “I’m—“ 
 
    “Yes, I know, Jason is expecting you.” She pushed off the desk and teetered behind it in her little heels. I walked up and handed her my ID. She wrote some things down and then handed me a plastic visitor badge. “Here you go, Agent Collins.” 
 
    I clipped my badge on my shirt and walked down the hall. Jason walked out of a room a few doors down, wiping his hands on the white apron that was slung crookedly across his body. “Hey, Abby. Ready?”  
 
    I eyed the smear of liquid his hands left. “Shouldn’t you be wearing gloves?” 
 
    “I was, but I ripped a hole in one.” He shrugged. “It happens. Don’t worry, it’s just water.”  
 
    I relaxed a little bit. “Let’s go take a look then. What’s first?” 
 
    “Full corpses. I have a couple things to show you and then we’ll move to one of the skeletons.” He motioned to the door. “Ladies first.” 
 
    I walked in and grabbed my own pair of gloves out of the mounted box on the wall. I wiggled my fingers into the latex and went to the first silver table in room. The body looked more tan in the harsh lighting of the morgue, which helped clear a bit of the dark green color my memory kept trying to pull up. The head lay on a block of some sort; the skin had drawn away from the teeth, adding to the illusion that the body was silently screaming.  
 
    I leaned forward to look at the neck and wished I would have held my breath. “Oh man, he smells.” 
 
    “I know, sorry, between the decay coming and God only knows what fluids he was sitting in, he’s not a bed of roses.”  
 
    I scanned the skin over where the artery would have been and found what I was looking for. Puncture marks stretched to about an inch from the skin being pulled against bone, but they were in the right spot. “Vampire victims.” 
 
    “They all have similar marks in various artery locations.” He nodded. “They weren’t gentle. I’ll be able to get some measurements for you, but I can’t promise that they will be completely accurate because of the decay and mummification.”  
 
    “I’ll take what I can get. We have a database that we can use those measurements with.” 
 
    “That only takes into consideration vampires who have been prosecuted for non-consensual feeding.” 
 
    I nodded. “Yes, but do we really think that whoever did this has only committed one crime?”  
 
    “Point taken.” He motioned to the ankle. “Each victim is pretty much the same, shackled on the left foot, fed from frequently, but it wasn’t the feedings that killed them.” 
 
    “What was it? Please don’t tell me they died slowly in that basement.” I put my wrist to my head. “Their situation was bad enough as it was.” 
 
    He shook his head. “No, there’s traces of blood transfusions.”  
 
    “Wait, what?” I went to the wrist and gently flipped it over, looking for some type of IV insert.  
 
    “Modern, so you have the right idea, looking for the IV marks. I found it in the labs. Whoever did it was sloppy, and I don’t think they were a doctor, because the blood types are not matching.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Is that how you placed the age of the bodies?” 
 
    “No, I placed the ages of them by science and calling in a couple people to look into it as well. Second opinions and all that. The mummification threw me off. But they are closer to a decade old than a century.” 
 
    Which put them there the same time that Jerry owned the house. “Okay, that takes me back a step. I need to bring someone in for questioning. Now, what about the skeletons?” 
 
    He nodded and led me over to another table. “Like the corpses, all the skeletons are male victims.”  
 
    “What am I looking at here?” I looked down at the bones. I knew enough that I was looking at a human skeleton, but not enough to know what Jason wanted me to get out of it.  
 
    “The thumbs, well…” He let it trail off.  
 
    I compared the hands and knew what he was getting at. “The lack of thumbs.” I muttered. “The sick-o took all the thumbs, not just thumbs on one hand.” Which made me wonder if there was another message. “I’m calling in another agent on this case, she joined PIB about ten years ago, when PIB was new. I’m hoping she can provide some insight.” 
 
    “You have an idea of what’s going on, then? That’s more than Nick.” 
 
    I hadn’t really shared with Nick yet. “I’m hoping it’s an old case, and since there weren’t that many agents then, I’m hoping it was her case or one that she’s heard of at the very least.” 
 
    “Send her my way if she has any questions on the skeletons. I don’t know what she’ll be able to find out from them, but you never know.”  
 
    I nodded. “I will, thank you.” I paused at the corpse. 
 
    “Something else bothering you?”  
 
    Most of it was personal, but I nodded. “I’m wondering how ten years ago twenty-five people went missing and no one really noticed.” Levi was also in this territory ten years ago and there was some bizarre feeding prison he claimed he didn’t know about, but there was no need to let Jason in on that.  
 
    “People go missing every day. Some get reported, others don’t. It’s just how it works.” He sighed. “The statistics aren’t pretty.” 
 
    I knew they weren’t. I never wanted to work missing persons because I didn’t like facing odds like that. “Thanks for all the hard work.”  
 
    “If you think of something else that’s bothering you, let me know. I’ll pull the bodies out for you.”  
 
    I chuckled. “Thanks. For now, keep them on ice. We can’t release remains until we finish the case.” 
 
    “I’m working on getting them all identified for you. Have a good night, Abby.” 
 
    “You too, Jason.” I stripped the gloves off my hands and threw them in the biohazard trash can before walking out.  
 
    On autopilot, I walked to the desk, handed the receptionist my visitor badge, and went out to the car. I sat in the front seat and struggled with the reality that Levi might know something about the case that he wasn’t telling me. Vampire business had finally crossed over to my case so deep that I was on the edge of bringing him in for questioning. Speaking of questioning…I glanced at the clock and noted I still had time for someone to bring in Jerry for me to question.  
 
    I put the phone on the hands free system and called Mason. He answered on the third ring. “Agent Collins, have something for me?” 
 
    “Be on the lookout for ten more thumbs.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yes really, why the hell would I lie to you?” I snapped.  
 
    “Okay, point taken. What else?” He grumbled.  
 
    “I need you to have your men bring in Jerry Borneheart for questioning. I’ll text you his last known address. New evidence shows he lived in that house when the basement was sealed up. Nick and I found some pretty convincing evidence that he knew about the ghost girl.” 
 
    “Do you think he knew about the other bodies?” 
 
    I took a moment to choose my words carefully. “I think it would be hard not to know that there were fifteen living creatures in that room. He said he heard voices, so maybe he didn’t know about it. But he knew about the regular basement.”  
 
    “That’s enough to bring him in. Nick came to me screaming about Merick.” 
 
    Of course he did. “Yeah, I got a pretty healthy lecture too. Don’t worry about him. I think he’s just being paranoid.” 
 
    “Said you were trusting a psychopath.”  
 
    “I don’t think Merick counts as a psychopath, honestly. But it doesn’t matter. Did he get to be a consultant on legit terms?” 
 
    “He did, references and everything.”  
 
    I imagined Mason holding up his hands. “Then we’re past that. Next item on the docket. Bring in my man so I can question him and we can move forward on this case finally.” 
 
    “Tired of running into dead ends?” 
 
    “And dead bodies. Did the containment team get there for our horde of blood-starved vampires?” 
 
    “They did, no one came to stop us, so I don’t know where their maker is.” 
 
    “Me either, but I’ll make sure to let you know if one comes after PIB for them.” I kept my voice light, but my guess was the vampire was powerful enough, like Levi, to be awake during the daylight if needed, which meant he was probably watching from some safe place.  
 
    He grunted and then disconnected. I wasn’t sure what he was trying to say, but I assumed it was bye. I put the Hummer in gear and backed out of my parking spot at the morgue. I didn’t know how long it’d take Mason’s men to bring in Jerry but I’d head to the station anyways. There wasn’t anything else that I could do at this point, but wait. Just like the rest of the case.  
 
      
 
    The station had the hum of people working, that white noise that was part chatter and part typing, the rustling of papers, and the tapping of fingers on desks. The PIB office tended to be quieter, but we also didn’t have several desks in one area. I walked by the rows of desks to head to the hall where the interrogation rooms were. A few officers waved and smiled at me when I passed by, but most of them were busy with their own work.  
 
    I stepped into the hall to be greeted by a female officer I’d never met before. “You must be Agent Collins.” She held her hand out.  
 
    I took her hand and her fingers wrapped around in a firm grip. She had a familiar face, but I couldn’t place where I might have seen her before. Maybe she just had one of those faces. “I am, and you are?” 
 
    “Officer Denar, Mason had my team bring in your suspect. He didn’t give me much about the case.” 
 
    “He wouldn’t because it’s a PIB investigation. I appreciate your help bringing Jerry Borneheart in.”  
 
    “I’m to sit in because he’s human.” She walked towards the door.  
 
    I paused, that hadn’t been the case before. “New rule?” 
 
    “It’s always been the rule, Agent Collins, Mason just doesn’t follow it very well when it comes to you.” There wasn’t anything snide in her voice, just a matter of fact tone.  
 
    “I had no idea.” I checked to make sure my badge was visible before I followed her into the interrogation room.  
 
    The little table sat in the middle of the room, Jerry sat there with his hands folded and a strange smile on his lips. He wasn’t exactly what I had pictured. I assumed that he was older because of the information I had on him, but the house file hadn’t contained an age. The only sign that he might have been pushing forty was the small lines starting to form by his eyes. His auburn hair didn’t have a streak of gray in it, his brown eyes were still clear and almost youthful.  
 
    “Jerry Borneheart?” I confirmed and he nodded. “Do you know why you were brought in?” 
 
    “I have a feeling it has something to do with that haunted house, ma’am.” He drew out his words, laying on the southern accent thicker than when we had been on the phone. I knew that people’s accents could come out when they were nervous or stressed, but I had a feeling he was going for more of a good ol’ boy charm. Officer Denar and I sat down across from him.  
 
    “I’m Agent Collins, and yes, you’re right, it has to do with the haunted house that we talked about earlier. This is Officer Denar, she’s here to observe our interview.”  
 
    “Do they not trust a witch with a human?” He met my gaze. “Or is it me they don’t trust?” 
 
    “Neither, simply protocol.” Denar said, keeping her voice even.  
 
    I nodded. “The records for the house show that you sealed up a basement while you owned the property.” 
 
    He didn’t respond or even bat his eyes at me. No denial or confirmation.  
 
    “We were able to locate the entrance to that basement and what we found down there was a shrine of drawings and dresses in a bedroom meant for a young woman. You and I had talked about a ghost in that house. The drawings matched that ghost.” 
 
    “Just like the one that was on file that led you to me. Is being obsessed with a dead person a crime?” His accent dropped a little bit. “The woman had been dead for a hundred years, there was no body to desecrate, I built a shrine to her out of my love.”  
 
    “In love with a ghost? A bit…unrealistic, don’t you think?” 
 
    His fingers tightened. “She had been the nicest person to me in my life. I moved into the house at the time that my employer was horrible, my new wife had just left me for another man, and I felt like I was at rock bottom.” 
 
    “Do you have the sixth sense?” I met his gaze. “It takes energy for a ghost to show themselves, and if you had a conversation or interaction with her, you must have the sixth sense.” 
 
    He snarled at me. “I’m not some freak.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make you a freak. Please Mr. Borneheart. I’m just trying to get to the bottom of this case. I can’t do that unless you help me out.” It was a bit of a different approach than I had originally expected to take, but if I started accusing him of things he was just going to close up, his response to the sixth sense question told me that. 
 
    “Okay, so I can talk to dead people.” His hands loosened a bit and his shoulders slouched. “She was the only one in the house, despite the voices I heard. The tommy knocker-like ones.” 
 
    “Was there anyone else that had access to that house? At any point?”  
 
    He thought for a moment. “No.” His gaze flickered away and it made me think he was lying. “I was the only living person in that house.” 
 
    “Why seal up the basement when the house was foreclosed on?”  
 
    His gaze flickered again. “Because I wanted to leave my shrine for her, so she had some place to hide that was people free.” 
 
    “Were you aware that there was a hidden wall in that room?” I leaned back, but kept my eyes trained on his face.  
 
    He paled a little bit and it took him a moment to answer. “No, why would I have known? It wasn’t disclosed when I bought the house.” He tried to meet my gaze, but his eyes kept wandering away.  
 
    Without a doubt he was lying. “Those voices you heard, did they sound like people in pain?” 
 
    A small bead of sweat formed on his head. “No…no they just sounded like whispers, and knocks.”  
 
    The people in that other basement would have been screaming or at the very least moaning. Depending on if they were drugged up or not. Jason hadn’t mentioned any type of gag. I tried to shake the image from my head again. He was lying, I could call him on it, and he could get angry and refuse to answer any other questions, or I could use magic.  
 
    I pulled my bag to me and pulled out a piece of chalk. I felt Denar flinch next to me. I didn’t know if she thought I was going for a gun or what, but that wasn’t my problem right now.  
 
    Jerry raised a brow. “A piece of chalk?” 
 
    I didn’t answer him as I draw a small circle and rune on the table. It was a truth spell, kind of a gray area in the real world, but in the interrogation room I could get away with it. I’d used a similar spell to tell me when someone was lying, but this one meant that he could only tell the truth.  
 
    I motioned to the chalk. “Truth spell. Just have to ask you a few questions, and now you’ll only be able to tell me the truth.” 
 
    “I have to touch it first.” He laughed.  
 
    So he did have some knowledge of magic. “For not knowing a lot about witches, you caught on to that quickly.”  
 
    “You can’t outsmart me, Abigail.” He leaned forward, his hands flat on the table, his pinky half an inch away from my rune. “You maybe be able to tell I’m lying, but everything I said…that’s my story and there’s nothing you can do or say to make me change my words.” 
 
    I glanced at Denar and she shrugged. I grabbed Jerry’s wrist and moved his hand over the rune. The magic flared over us both and I was well aware that I was now trapped in the spell as well, but I knew the ins and outs, and how to watch my words when I spoke. I would have no choice but to answer a direct question, but because of the situation, there was an answer I could use that wasn’t a lie.  
 
    “Jerry Borneheart, were you aware that there were fifteen living creatures in a hidden room below your house?” 
 
    He glared at me, ripping his hand away. “Yes.” 
 
    Got him. “What was going on in that room?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I was just told to keep anyone from finding out about it. That’s why I sealed up the basement when the house was foreclosed on.”  
 
    I eased back in my chair. “You had no idea what was going on in that room?” 
 
    “Look, the guy offered to get the loan for me, I was down on my luck, as I told you, all that’s true. So he got the loan for me in the agreement that he could use the basements as he saw fit. So he sealed up the separate entrance, put the tunnel in, and I just left it at that. He said he didn’t need that other room so do what I wanted with it.” 
 
    “And you never questioned? You moron.” I bit my lip. “Sorry, the truth spell brings out the rude part of me.”  
 
    “The dude was paying my rent and all other bills. I only saw him on the property a few times, and then the noises. But really, would you question it?” 
 
    Oh damn. “Depending on who the person was, but you bet, as soon as I heard noises I would have. Especially anything that sounded human. So what happened after that? Why did the foreclosure come?” 
 
    “Dude stopped paying the loan. I had no idea until the notices came. I sealed up the basement because I wanted to keep the shrine to her and because I told the person I’d keep it hidden.”  
 
    I’d heard of people doing odd things when their house was foreclosed, but that had to be one of the oddest by far. “It sat vacant after that for three years.” Which might have been enough time for the bodies to mummify and the smell to go away. The basement had been sealed pretty damn well.  “Do you have a name or anything on that person?” 
 
    “Should be on the paperwork, right? I can’t remember it, something foreign and odd sounding. He only came around at night.” 
 
    Vampire. “It should be on the paperwork. I’ll make sure to check with the bank.” I wiped my hand across the rune to erase it from the table. “Thank you, that’s all I needed from you for now.” Though I was disappointed that he wasn’t able to tell me exactly who the vampire was.  
 
    “Were there really fifteen people in that other room?”  
 
    I nodded. “All dead now, all part of some really disturbing scene. And that’s all I’m able to tell you.” I stood and walked out.  
 
    Denar followed me out. “You used magic during an interrogation.” 
 
    “I’m allowed to, I’m a PIB agent. If there was a problem with it, they wouldn’t hire witches or let us do interrogations.” I met her gaze. “Did it bother you?” 
 
    “I’ve just never seen anyone use it so willingly.”  
 
    I smiled. “Some of us are more comfortable with our magic than others. I can only get so far without it. I try not to rely on it, but we weren’t getting anywhere with Jerry.” 
 
    “You put yourself at risk too by touching it.”  
 
    “That I did, but lucky for me, he didn’t ask any devastating questions.” I slung my bag on my shoulder. “Go ahead and release him. There’s nothing more he can tell us right now.” 
 
    “Of course, have a good evening, Agent Collins.” 
 
    “You too, Officer Denar.” I walked through the rows of desks to get out of the office. Something wasn’t sitting right with me. There was no doubt that the truth spell worked, Jerry’s demeanor changed the moment he started telling the truth, but what I couldn’t figure out was the vampire involved. It was almost too perfect a set up. I looked at the clock and realized it’d be an hour before Levi could leave the house. Perfect.  
 
    I texted him and only told him to meet me at my house. Nothing more. Nothing to give away that I was going to ask him about the case or the vampires. I knew Mario would tag along so I could at least pick both of their brains.  
 
      
 
    I struggled with the lock on the front door, cursing as it stuck while my key refused to turn in the right direction. I grumbled, pulled, and pushed the door to get it to work. It finally gave way and I got it opened. Noise in the living room made me pause. The sound of the news anchor reporting about bodies found on an old property.  
 
    I cursed and wondered how the local news had gotten ahold of the story, I hadn’t even seen a tabloid reporter at the scenes. I should have been more concerned about how my television was turned on and gotten local stations when I hadn’t gotten a converter box. I heard Levi’s voice after the reporter.  
 
    “This must be the case Abigail is on.”  
 
    I walked into the living room and whistled at the new shiny flat screen television that replaced the old one. “It is and that’s what I need to talk to you about.” 
 
    I motioned to the couch. “Please sit, Mario, I know you’re going to stay either way, so I’m not going to argue against that.” 
 
    The two vampires sat. I turned the television off so I could have the full attention of everyone. “There were fifteen corpses in a second basement at that house. The other problem we have is that Detective Mason has contained a small horde of blood-starved vampires on a property nearby.” 
 
    They both gave me blank masks as a response.  
 
    “The corpses were kept in a basement like prison, fed from by vampires.” I wasn’t going to reveal the part about the blood transfusions.  
 
    “A century ago that practice was…common among vampires.” Mario spoke after a few moments of silence. “It wasn’t pretty and there were laws in our community about it, but it did happen.” 
 
    “These corpses were only ten years old—“  
 
    “Bullshit.” Levi stood. “There’s no way someone could cover that up in my territory.” 
 
    It was the most emotion I’d seen from him in years. “So you had no idea that this was happening?” 
 
    “I’m saying your data must be wrong. There’s no way that it could have happened in the last ten years.” Levi shook his head. “Run the tests again, use magic to confirm it. Something.” 
 
    I glanced at Mario. He pressed his lips together and had a hand on his chin as if he was thinking.  
 
    “I didn’t run the tests, and I don’t think there is a magic that can help me with that. If I can find someone to help me, I might be able to do a trace spell that shows the final hours to me, but I’m not strong enough for that.”  
 
    “I don’t want another witch near this.” Mario spoke up. “There’s a possibility I know who it was that did this.” 
 
    “The man in the picture. The one you both lied to me about and said you didn’t know.” I crossed my arms and glared at them. “If you are withholding information that can help me with my case, I need to know it. And if you don’t want to give it to me, I’ll have Nick bring you in for questioning by him.”  
 
    “You wouldn’t dare have Levi arrested.” Mario chuckled.  
 
    Levi held a hand up. “Don’t test her. It could be him, but he wasn’t supposed to be in the territory. My guards had said they killed him.” 
 
    “Guards?” 
 
    “My people, the ones I send out to take care of the dirty jobs, as you refer to them.” 
 
    Ah, his killers. “What makes you think this could be him?”  
 
    “Other than the picture you found from the first victim?” Levi questioned and I held my tongue. “He’d been caught in several territories for setting up…experiments with humans. Prisons to keep them in and test…I don’t even know on them.”  
 
    The blood transfusions. Mario stood. “It’s thought that they were trying to create vampires without draining all the blood, but by mixing blood. This should be vampire business now, I’ll talk to the detective in charge to take the case and get a vampire PIB agent on it.” 
 
    “Like hell you’re taking my case.” My fingers found their way to the butt of my gun. “Mason isn’t very trusting of vampires. He’s not likely to give the case over.” 
 
    Levi nodded. “She’s right. He’ll feel like something suspicious was up.” 
 
    I already felt that way, but I wasn’t going to mention it. Mario shook his head. “If they get away—“ 
 
    “You keep saying they. He’s not working alone then? Can I at least have a name?” I put my hands on my hips.  
 
    “No.” Mario said.  
 
    “Yes,” Levi said at the same time.  
 
    This was going to be interesting when I had one willing to work with me, but not the other. Mario turned to Levi, his jaw locked. “If he gets away and she screws this up it jeopardizes everything.” 
 
    “Seems to me that everything is in jeopardy.” Levi snapped back. “Abigail knows what she is doing. She won’t screw it up.” 
 
    The vote of confidence lacked the tone needed. I let it be for the moment. I really didn’t know what I was doing in this case, but I at least had more to go on now, and at least one vampire willing to work with me.  
 
    “Are you sure you want her that close to the starving vampires?” Mario looked at me and then Levi. “Are you willing to risk that?” 
 
    I had a feeling there was something I was missing in this conversation. I cleared my throat. “The day I turned eighteen Levi left me in charge of my own life. It’s how I ended up working with PIB.”  
 
    Levi nodded towards me as if agreeing. “I will give Abby the info she needs to solve this case. With the understanding that she lets you and I handle the starving vampires.” 
 
    “If the cases connect, I can’t make that promise.”  
 
    “I meant that part of the case. I’ll go in and talk to the vampires, you’ll stay away from them.” 
 
    “Mason wanted to contact you about them anyways. You can handle them with the understanding that you share all information with me.” 
 
    “Understood.” Levi leaned back on the couch.  
 
    “Are we done here then?” Mario didn’t sit, his body didn’t relax an inch, if anything, I think he scooted closer to Levi.  
 
    I kept any sharp comments I had to myself. “Yes, thanks for your input, Levi.” I purposely left Mario out of the gratefulness.  
 
    He opened his mouth to say something, but Levi held a hand up. “Let it go. Abigail, I’ll go speak with Mason tonight and see what I can do about the vampires. Is there anything else that you’re not telling me?” 
 
    “I visited Tomes, he said that there were others out there, but he didn’t give me names. I also have a human that worked with a vampire, but he has nothing to do with the humans that were found.” 
 
    “How are you so sure of that?” Mario spoke over Levi’s outrage of me visiting Tomes.   
 
    “Agent Grace was with me, so I wasn’t alone. And Mario, I’m a witch, magic.” 
 
    Levi cleared his throat. “Abigail, attitude, please.” 
 
    “When he starts being nicer to me, I’ll consider curbing my attitude.” 
 
    Mario’s jaw dropped and he took a step towards me. I put my hand on my gun. “I’d think carefully about your next movements.”  
 
    “You wouldn’t dare.” 
 
    “That’s the second time you’ve said something like that tonight. I really don’t think you understand what I’ll do and what I won’t.” I wouldn’t shoot to kill him, probably because he’d move too fast, but it’d at least hurt him.  
 
    “I think we’ve had enough discussion for one night.” Levi put a hand over mine. “The case has you stressed. I’ll send you the name and from there you can work from your end.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I bowed my head and moved my hand away from my gun. “I also request that you follow your own rule about other people being in the house.” I jerked my head towards Mario. “I know that he’s stuck to you like glue, but next time he needs to stay home.” 
 
    Levi smirked. “I’ll see what I can do.”  
 
    “Much appreciated.”  
 
    The two of them left without another word. I sat on the couch and wished that I had gotten a beer or a glass of wine before sitting down. I’d hoped Levi hadn’t gone into the basement to see what I was working on, but again, there had been no reason for him to. Now Mario, that vampire was being a bit special tonight. I was hoping he wouldn’t throw off our investigation simply because he didn’t want me on the case.  
 
    Osiris came out of the hallway and meowed at me. “Yeah, buddy, they’re gone now.” I scratched his ear and smiled as Levi’s text tone came across my phone. I knew that the name of the vampire would be there and that I had won over Mario’s desire to keep me in the dark.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    I waltzed into the office the next morning, carrying two cups of coffee. I sat one down on Nick’s desk and went right to the computer to pull up the system. The vampire’s photo had brought up classified information, but I was hoping with a name there would be some info that I would have access to.  
 
    “You seem awfully happy this morning.” Nick looked at his coffee and then to me. “I’m not sure it’s safe to drink this.” 
 
    “I didn’t drug it or anything. It’s just how you like it. I’m happy because I got a name for our vampire in the photo. Apparently, he was a vampire known for keeping people in feeding prison-like conditions.” I sat down in my chair. Tapping on the keys, I brought up the search program and put the name into the system.   
 
    “I thought Levi said he didn’t know the person in the picture.” Nick sipped his coffee and gave a pleasant smile. 
 
    There was nothing like that first sip of coffee. I was actually on my second cup, which probably explained the energy. “Well, he was wrong. He didn’t think it could be this Ira Diaz. But after talking about the bodies, he changed his mind.” I watched as the system searched and files pulled up. But again everything had the listing of restricted.  
 
    I clicked on the first file and everything was blacked out except for basic words. I snarled. “More redacted information.”  
 
    “We need someone who has a better clearance than us.” Nick muttered. “If he’s blocked—“ 
 
    “Then he has some connection to the vampire king or politics. Yes, yes I know.” I growled. I snatched my coffee up. I took another big sip trying to figure out how to get past this. It must have been one of the reasons Levi willingly gave me the name. He’d known it would be hard to gather information from it.  
 
    “Mad that Levi basically gave you another dead end?” He looked over his coffee. “Did you expect more after he lied to you the first time?” 
 
    I expected better since he was so willing, but that paranoia Nick had planted in my head started to speak up again. “I’ll figure out how to get past this in the system. There has to be a way since it’s related to our case. They can’t black out everything, right?” 
 
    “Abby, it’s not like you can hack the system. We’ll get it figured out, but let’s see what pans out with the information you got from Jerry.”  
 
    If we were lucky we could get a trace on him somehow. A trace… I pressed my lips together. “Nick, have you ever done a trace spell?” 
 
    “You mean one that shows events? No, I’m not that skilled. Why?” 
 
    “I haven’t attempted one, but I was thinking maybe we could do one in the basement to figure out what exactly was happening.” I pressed my lips together. “Maybe hear a whisper of something.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Find yourself another warlock, because I’m not trying my hand at it.”  
 
    I had another person I could ask for help, but I didn’t think Nick would agree with it. I didn’t think anyone would. “Okay, fine. Call the bank and start getting that paperwork?” 
 
    “I’m not your lackey, you were the one to get that information, you can call the bank.” He went back to his computer, his fingers moving across the keyboard.  
 
    “What are you working on so hard over there?” I sipped my coffee. I set the cup down to dig my notes out of my bag.   
 
    He didn’t answer me, but kept typing away.  
 
    “Nick?” 
 
    “I’m writing an e-mail to Boss Man explaining why I need a higher clearance.” He looked over at me. “Don’t worry, I’m making a case for you too.” 
 
    I didn’t know that I could request a higher clearance. “Thanks? I think.” I went back to my notes and pulled out the information that Jerry gave me and the notes from the realtor to see who the bank was that foreclosed on the house. I threw the name of the bank into the Internet search engine and it came back with a phone number. 
 
    I called the number on the page and waited. When someone finally answered it was in a singsong voice that told me they probably had too much coffee or had just gotten to work.  
 
    “My name is Agent Abigail Collins. I need to speak to your manager about getting information on a former mortgage customer of yours.” 
 
    There was a little hesitation and her voice dropped a bit. “Of course. Let me connect you to someone who might be able to help you with that.” A few beeps later elevator hold music poured through the line. I tapped my fingers on the desk, swiveled in my chair, and rearranged my pens for what felt like an hour. A glance at the clock told me that it was only twenty minutes before someone finally clicked on the line.  
 
    “My associate told me that you needed information on an old customer, you understand that information is confidential and I can’t give it to you.” The female voice on the other end was firm, professional, but I knew that she meant business.  
 
    “I’m aware of that, but this has to do with a murder investigation. I’d be happy to give you my badge number and my supervisor’s number to confirm who I am and what I’m doing.”  
 
    “It will take me a while to get the information. So please, let me get your credentials and I’ll be happy to give you that information once I confirm who you are.” 
 
    See, I could be nice and reasonable when I needed to. “That would be great.” I gave her my information plus the information I needed on Jerry Borneheart or Johnny Smiths and the property. She gave me a time frame of two hours before we hung up.  
 
    I glanced over at Nick. “More of the waiting game. I heard that you let loose on Mason about Merick being on the scene.” 
 
    “I did, and he shut me down pretty quick. So when Merick tries to kill you, don’t blame me.” He didn’t even glance at me.  
 
    I chuckled. “And what makes you so sure I’m on his hit list?” 
 
    “You haven’t seen the file they have on you. I have. The Cult fears you, Abby.” 
 
    “They made that pretty clear, but as far as I know I’ve been cleared from any…crimes they think I committed.” I went back to my notes and took a moment to e-mail Jason to see if he had any new information for me.   
 
    “Speaking of crimes committed…you’re coming to the coven BBQ tonight, right?” 
 
    I cursed. “I’d forgotten about it. I promised Clarissa I would come as long as there wasn’t anything strange going on.” I held up my hand before he could respond. “Yes, I know, coven of witches and warlocks, strange covers a variety of things.”   
 
    “That it does. It’ll be good for you. To be amongst your own kind.” 
 
    “You know, everyone keeps saying that, but people seem to forget that last year the coven blew up my car and one of the priestesses tried to bind my magic.” I glared at him over my coffee cup. “Seriously.” 
 
    “They were also able to cleanse you of a hex from the Cult, without many questions asked.” He raised his cup as if trying to toast me. “Family right there.” 
 
    He kind of had a point, but I had a hard time believing that Clarissa hadn’t filled them in about the hex. Maybe that was just my paranoia speaking. “I already said that I’m going. I will go with as open of a mind as I can and try to have fun. Besides, beats sitting in an old house with my cat.” 
 
    “Not liking the place?” 
 
    I shrugged. “It’s outdated and I haven’t heard back from insurance, so I don’t know how long I’m going to be there or if I’m going to be staying there permanently.”  
 
    “Would it be that bad to stay there?” 
 
    “I don’t know. It feels like home, which is something I haven’t really had before. I mean, I have Levi’s, but this place just feels…” 
 
    “Right.” Nick finished. “I’d stay there then, clearly there’s enough happy juju there to outweigh the bad.” 
 
    My parents’ murder. He didn’t want to say it out loud, I could tell with the shake of his voice. It didn’t matter though; we both knew what had happened there. “Yeah, good karma vs bad. I think it’s clear to say that there was no dark imprint left on the house.” Though…there was that morning I heard a woman’s voice. I didn’t mention it out loud, I’d written it off as a bad dream.  I glanced at Nick and wondered if he’d think I was crazy if I asked him to come check the house for ghosts.  Probably not the best idea.   
 
    “Anyways…” he drawled to break the awkward silence. “Hopefully Boss Man can help us with the clearance problem and the bank returns something. Where are we at until then?” 
 
    “I need to call Agent Grace and get her briefed on the thumbs case. The timeline is right for her joining PIB.” 
 
    “Cold case, old agent. Good plan, hopefully she’ll have some insight. I’ll go grab us more coffee while you call her.” He tapped some on his phone screen. “The cafe on the corner should be open by now.”  
 
    I nodded. “I need something stronger, please.” I went back to shuffling through my notes. We had so many bodies, very little details, and a vampire involved. I felt like there was something in those little details that we were missing.  
 
    “I’ll makes sure there’s an extra shot of espresso in there.”  
 
    He left while I was looking at my notes. I wasn’t sure if I needed more coffee or espresso, but having him out of the office would serve me well. I looked up to make sure he was gone and pulled out my phone. I called the number that I had stored for Merick.  
 
    “Good Morning, Abigail.” His voice came across the receiver after the first ring.  
 
    “Merick, have anything interesting to tell me about our case?” 
 
    “Nothing you don’t already know. I’m still working on who would sabotage my runes for you.”  
 
    “Well, I have a way we could find out. I need someone to help me do a trace spell. I need one for the basement and then we can do one for that room.” I kept my voice light. “I know you’re powerful enough to do one on your own, so helping me out shouldn’t be an issue.”  
 
    Only the sound of him breathing subtly came through. “Are you sure you want to do that? Do you think you can handle it?” 
 
    “I’ve seen a lot of shitty things in my life, Merick, I’m pretty sure I can handle this.”  
 
    “Tonight’s the full moon, meet me there.” 
 
    “I have a coven thing tonight, so I’ll message you when I’m on my way. I can’t back out without someone getting suspicious.” I grumbled. “But I’ll see you after that, say we aim for about ten?” 
 
    “That’ll give me time to set things up. Have you done this before?” 
 
    “Nope, this will be my first time.” 
 
    He chuckled. “You’re in for a shock. I’ll see you then.” His line disconnected.  
 
    I leaned back in the chair and sent Agent Grace an e-mail to invite her by the office to chat about the case. As I hit send another e-mail popped up.  
 
    “Big news, call me?” That’s all Jason’s e-mail said. I grabbed my phone and called him.  
 
    “Wow, that was quick.” He answered. Clicking of keys and the chirping of the printer filled in behind him. “I not only have identities on all fifteen corpses, but they are also evenly split between three races, and I don’t mean ethnical races. Those vary a little bit, but we have five humans, five lycanthropes, and five warlocks.”  
 
    “All male?” 
 
    “All male.” He confirmed. “Does that help you at all?” 
 
    It helped to form some type of theory, that was for sure. “Tell me about the identities. They were all in the database?” 
 
    “The supernaturals were, yeah, but the humans matched missing persons reports. All of them had the same last known whereabouts. I’m sending you over all the paperwork so you can do some leg work. Maybe it’ll help you break the case.” 
 
    That would be nice. “I have a question about the blood traces that you found.” 
 
    “Yeah, what’s up?” 
 
    “I know you found different types and that’s most likely why the transfusions failed, but can you tell me if they were the same species?” My mind drifted back to what Levi had said about experiments.  
 
    “I’ll have to check the reports and see if there was enough of the samples to tell. I’ll get on that and give you a call back.”  
 
    “Thanks Jason.” We disconnected.  
 
    Further down the rabbit hole I’d go, between working with Merick and dealing with something very close to the vampires. Grayson’s warning rang in my head. Mario wanted us to hand the case over, but I didn’t think I wanted Grayson to handle it. There was too much secrecy going on around the vampires involved in the case, and I didn’t want it to fall to the wayside because of it. I was going to see this through to the end.  
 
      
 
    Nick walked back in with coffee while I was going over Jason’s notes on the victims. He’d also sent over the information on the skeletons. Those papers were set aside for Agent Grace when she came by this afternoon.  
 
    “Looks like we have some more work to do.” He set my coffee on the desk. “What kind of information is there?” 
 
    “We have fifteen people, five witches, five lycanthropes, and five humans.” I passed him a paper. “Our humans all have the same last known location on their missing person’s report.” 
 
    “Calico’s Research Facility.” His brows drew together. “Do we know anything about this place?” 
 
    “Address shows that it used to be a research center in the corner lot of the mall. Small, known for short surveys that paid a few bucks here and there. These five people all told someone that they were going in for a study and would be gone a few days because it was a medical study.” 
 
    Nick glanced at me and I nodded. “I’m pretty sure all of our victims walked into that situation willingly, thinking that they were going to get paid big bucks for it. I’m working on pulling the owner records for that spot. I’m betting it matches up to our reporter’s allies and whatever name is on the bank loan.” 
 
    “I’m betting you’re right.” He looked down at the papers, sipping his coffee. “Do we know about the witches or the lycanthropes?” 
 
    I shook my head. “People were just starting to come out as supernatural creatures that long ago. I mean, witches came out long before that, but lycanthropes were a little shyer.” 
 
    “So you’re going to go talk to Simon, right?” He looked at me. “Or his second?” 
 
    “I’ll call Simon tomorrow, after the full moon. He’ll be in a better mood by then.” I didn’t want to call him or his second, but there were wolves involved in this case now. Occasionally we saw other types of lycanthrope pop up in cases, but wolves were the most common in this area.  
 
    Nick nodded. “Of course, full moon and all that.” 
 
    My phone rang and I snatched it up from the desk. “Agent Collins speaking.”  
 
    “Agent Collins,” the bank managers’ voice came across the line. “I cleared everything with your supervisor and have compiled the papers and information you need. Because of privacy reasons, I’m not able to fax or e-mail it.” 
 
    “Not a problem, I’ll swing by to pick it up. Thank you so much for getting it all together for me.” I hung up and looked at Nick. “I have to run to the bank for the information on the loan, will you check out the information on the Calico company?” 
 
    He nodded. “Yeah, not a problem.” 
 
    “Agent Grace might stop by, fill her in too if I’m not back by then?” I picked up my coffee, heading towards the door.  
 
    “Not your lackey.” He called after me.  
 
    “It’s our case.” I stuck my tongue out at him and continued out the door. I got to the elevator and waited for the car to come up. After a few minutes, I decided to take the stairs instead, wondering why the elevator wasn’t moving fast enough. Then I realized that I had had way too much coffee this morning. I waved at the receptionist who merely glared at me. I knew our normal one needed time to recover, but I couldn’t wait until she got back.  
 
    I got into the Hummer and pulled out of the parking lot. A shiver crawled down my spine. An explosion rocked the ground. Glancing in the rearview mirror, the red and orange of flames reflected through the glass. Smoke billowed out of a gaping hole in the PIB building I’d just left. I swung into the closest parking lot. Sirens called through the morning as emergency vehicles closed in on the scene.  
 
    My heart hammered in my chest as my mind turned to my partner. Nick would have to get down the stairs to get out. Or jump out a window. My partner’s life was in jeopardy and all I could do was sit in a car and watch as flames climbed through the building.  
 
    Shouts filled the streets as people came out of their offices to gawk. I stumbled out of my car and tried to find something that I could do. I wasn’t a fireman. I wasn’t a first responder. The fire was too far away for me to control without risk of screwing up and making it worse. I was a witch that was out of reach of the one person she should have had the back of. Her partner.  
 
    My lungs decided to work again and I gasped for air as the wail of a fire engine deafened my hearing. My phone rang and I dug it from my pocket with numb fingers. “Agent Collins.” 
 
    “Abigail, are you hurt?” 
 
    Merick’s voice came from the other end.  
 
    “No, but Nick was in the office.” There was no doubt in my mind that it was already all over the news. Next to call would be Clarissa, then Levi this evening. Tomorrow the tabloids would have some crazy headlines. “I don’t know if he could survive that.” 
 
    “He’s smart, he probably put up a circle.” 
 
    “Nick can’t summon a circle without a physical counterpart.” I could feel the lump in my throat. “Holy shit, I got my partner killed.” 
 
    “Abigail. Listen to me. You did not, there’s no way to know who that attack was meant for.”  
 
    He was right of course, but my mind refused to listen to logic. “I’m going to go.” I disconnected the phone and got back into the Hummer. I turned it around and drove as close to the scene as they’d let me. When they wouldn’t let me drive closer, I parked and got out.  
 
    An officer stopped me with an outstretched hand. “I’m sorry ma’am, we can’t let you past here until the flames are under control.” 
 
    “I’m Agent Collins, I won’t interfere, but I want…I want to try and keep tabs on the wounded.” This far away, I couldn’t do anything with my elemental abilities.  
 
    He gave me a sympathetic look. “Ma’am, I can’t let you cross here.” 
 
    He was just doing his job. I nodded, starting to feel numb. “I’ll wait here then.” I’d be out of the way, but I wasn’t going anywhere until I was sure Nick was okay. I should have still gone to the bank. I should have focused on my job. But human emotions had taken ahold of me and wouldn’t let go.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
    A couple hours later, the flames were gone, ambulances came and went, and I still had no news on if Nick was in one of them. PIB had sent out an emergency dispatch text message demanding all agents check in digitally by responding. As for those who had been in the building, the officer informed me that there was a body count of five, but they couldn’t release the names yet. I knew that. First of kin was always contacted before the names were released.  
 
    “What about those who were taken to the hospital?” 
 
    “I have no idea. Your best bet would be to call the hospital to find out.” He turned away from me to go back to work.  
 
    I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. I could get through this. Nick would be laying in a hospital bed, pissed off that someone tried to blow the building up. I glanced at the PIB building. There was no try about it. Half the building smoldered, small chunks fell from where the floors were. Beams stuck out, charred from the flames. Someone had successfully destroyed our building and a lot of other things with it.  
 
    “Agent Collins, not a dull moment where you’re concerned.”  
 
    Agent Grace’s voice caught me off guard. “Glad to see you’re okay. Where’s your partner?” 
 
    “Either on his way to the hospital or the morgue.” I tried to keep my emotions checked. “I need to call the hospital and see if he’s among the injured.”  
 
    She put a hand on my shoulder. “It’ll take them a bit to process them, attend to their wounds, and get them settled. Why don’t you walk me through the case you need help with?”  
 
    I appreciated her trying to keep me focused. “I need to drive to the bank to pick something up. Care to join me?”  
 
    “Sure thing.” She turned away from the building.  
 
    I took a moment to study the building. I wanted answers right away, but the fire department wouldn’t have any for me until later, after they were able to piece together what had happened. Was it a random explosion from something going wrong? A bomb planted by someone? 
 
    “And here we have Abigail Collins escaping tragedy once more.” The voice I heard behind me was nails against chalkboard. Stephanie, the tabloid writer. I guess it was only a matter of time before she showed up.  
 
    I shook my head and turned around. I had no intention of talking to her. I kept my head down and walked past.  
 
    “What? No sharp words for me today? Having your office building blown up cut you to the quick?” She continued to follow me until an officer stopped her.   
 
    I uncurled my hands, not realizing I’d clenched them the moment I heard her. I could only imagine what her stupid headline would read the next morning. Agent Grace had stopped a few yards away to wait for me.  
 
    “I don’t know what you’re driving right now.” She glanced over at Stephanie. “I’m learning quickly to not like that woman.” 
 
    I nodded. “Most of us learn that lesson quickly.” I stomped to the Hummer, trying to get myself under control. Not knowing if Nick was dead or alive rubbed me in all the wrong ways. I understood why they couldn’t release that information to me, but damnit, he was my partner. Stephanie being at the scene just added to my fury and she was lucky I didn’t punch her.  
 
    I unlocked the Hummer, and both Melody and I climbed in. “We have the skeletons of all ten victims, the only thing we know is that all of them are missing both thumbs.” I reached for my bag and pulled out my notes and the pictures of the thumbs and handed them to her. “The first set of thumbs spell out “Too late PIB.” 
 
    “And the second set?” 
 
    “Are still missing. These ones were really well preserved, the lab was able to tell me that they were cut from the bodies before death and the carvings happened at a later time.”  
 
    She buckled up and looked over the notes. “Where are these thumbs now? They were process by the PIB lab…” She glanced back at the building. “Shit.” 
 
    “Yep. So our thumbs are gone, or at the very least contaminated. I’m hoping the second set shows up.”  
 
    “Yeah, because we’ll need that whenever we find a suspect.” She flipped through the notes. “There’s not a lot to go off of here. Do we have last known whereabouts?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Nick never said if the family mentioned it, and if they did, it’s in his notes.” Which were most likely destroyed. “Tonight though, I’ll be doing a trace spell with a consultant. Maybe we’ll wander out to the yard and see what we can see there.” 
 
    She glanced at me. “Magic on a full moon?” 
 
    “Makes it stronger, it’s a complicated spell from what I understand. We’ll need all the extra energy we can get.”  I started the Hummer and pulled out of the parking spot. “Do you know any cases that had ten disappearing people?” 
 
    “I did a bit of research on my old cases since nothing hit me right away. There was one that my partner and I were handed by the FBI, but it was considered cold. Ten missing people who had gone out to perform a ritual.” 
 
    “The skeletons were all human though, not witches—“ 
 
    She cut me off, “So were they. They had been promised something to lure them out there to help. But it wasn’t on this side of the slopes, hell, it might not have even been in this state. I don’t remember where they were from. I know that they had been missing for ten years and all of their families had presumed they were dead and filed for death certificates.” 
 
    I eased the car into the traffic that had formed to gawk at the explosion. “We know the house was owned by a vampire ten years ago because it came up on another part of the case.” 
 
    “Do you think they are connected?” 
 
    “I don’t know why a vampire would steal thumbs.” I shrugged one shoulder. “The bodies might have been dumped after the house was foreclosed. It’s hard to tell.” 
 
    “Did the ME determine cause of death?”  
 
    “Not yet. Jason’s working on it, but he and his team have twenty-five bodies to deal with. We know the cause of death of the corpses, but not the skeletons.” I focused on the road and not on her. I didn’t know how she was reacting to my notes or anything I was saying. Her voice remained professional with every response.  
 
    “I’ll be able to pull up my notes and go through them a bit more thoroughly and see if I can at least get a location.”   
 
    My phone rang and I hit the button to turn on the hands-free system. “Agent Collins speaking.” 
 
    “Abigail.” Mason’s voice came across the speaker. “I saw the bombing at PIB. Are you alright?” 
 
    I hadn’t been aware they had determined it was a bomb already. “I’m fine.” 
 
    “And Nick?” 
 
    I glanced at Agent Grace and she nodded in greeting. “I don’t know. He was in the building. No one was able to confirm or deny if he was on the way to the hospital or in a body bag.” 
 
    “What do you make of it?” 
 
    “I’m not allowed on scene yet. I’m on my way to pick up some paperwork from the bank on our landlord vampire. I was able to get a name from Levi and we have last known whereabouts on the human corpses. Nick was supposed to look into that.” 
 
    He was quiet for a moment. “Keep me updated on Nick. Will PIB put you with another agent on this case?” 
 
    I hoped not officially. “I don’t know. I don’t know if Boss Man was in the building or not, and he calls the shots.” I highly doubted that Boss Man survived the explosion if he had been on the top floor. “I called in Agent Grace to help with the skeleton case. You remember her?” 
 
    “I do, from the necromancy case. At least you’ll have help on one case.” 
 
    “I’ll be on scene tonight with Merick, so don’t be surprised. We’ll be performing some magic. I also have to go to a coven event tonight.” At which I’m sure I’d be questioned about what happened at PIB.  
 
    “You be safe. I don’t know if this had to do with the attack on your house or not, but I don’t like it.” 
 
    I don’t think anyone did. “Thanks. I’ll see you later. I’ll call if Merick and I learn anything new tonight.” 
 
    He disconnected without much of a goodbye. Agent Grace chuckled a little. “Not much of a talker, is he?” 
 
    “Nope. All business.” I pulled off of the street on to a side one to get to the bank. “I think this vampire has something to do with the blood-starved ones, but I can’t prove it yet. I’d run the name across Tomes, but I’m not a hundred percent sure he didn’t warn the vampire.” 
 
    “Do you think that’s who is behind the bombing? Mason mentioned your house was attacked as well.” 
 
    “I don’t think it was the same person. My house imploded, PIB exploded. Two different methods.” I tightened my hands on the wheel. “I think that it might have been a flunky of the vampire that attacked PIB. I was warned by a vampire agent that I shouldn’t pursue this case.” 
 
    “You don’t listen to warnings, do you?” 
 
    I could hear the smirk in her voice. “I don’t listen to threats. This is my job and I’ll get my bad guy.” 
 
    “Even if it means forfeiting your life?” 
 
    “Have you seen how many attacks there’s been on me in the last year? Clearly, it’s not my time.” Or I was cheating death. “But yes. That’s part of being PIB.” 
 
    “Dedicated agent, in and out.”  
 
    I couldn’t decipher if she was being sarcastic as I pulled into the bank. “I’m going to just run in and get the paperwork. If you want, I’ll take you back to your car.” 
 
    “Where are you going from here?” 
 
    I opened my door. “A coffee shop I guess, to go over my papers. I don’t have an office to work from.” 
 
    “My car will be fine. I have a PIB laptop so I can access the databases I need.”  
 
    I looked at her. “You have a laptop that can access the databases?” 
 
    “Yes. Doesn’t yours?” 
 
    “No, mine’s not PIB issued. You want to come to the coffee shop with me? I could use access to that database.” I was hoping her clearance was higher than mine, it was a possibility since she was originally an undercover agent.  
 
    She nodded. “If you think it’ll help with the case.” 
 
    “I think so. I’ll have new names to run.” And old ones, but that didn’t matter. I hadn’t given her the name of the vampire so she wouldn’t know.  
 
    “Sound good, we can go over notes together as well then.”  
 
    I smiled and shut the door. I had a new confidence to my step as I walked into the bank. A couple hours at the coffee shop and I might find some information on our vampire. Then I could call the hospital and see if I could get a location on Nick. Assuming the morgue didn’t call me first.  
 
      
 
      
 
    I walked up to the customer service desk of the bank. The hush of the air conditioning settled around me, dampening the soft sound of teller and customer voices. The lady smiled at me. “May I help you?” 
 
    “I’m Agent Collins, I talked the bank manager about some paperwork that I needed.” 
 
    She dug through a pile sitting next to her and pulled out a sealed manila envelope. “I just need to see your ID and your badge please.” 
 
    I pulled my badge off my belt and then my ID out of my wallet and handed them to her. While the customer representative took the information she needed I looked up at the screen above the tellers. What normally displayed bank advertisements and stock prices showed a silent screen filled with the flames of the PIB building. The caption underneath questioned if it was a terrorist attack.  
 
    “Horrible, isn’t it? An attack on a government building.”  
 
    I nodded and took my things back. “They only handle the paranormal government cases.” I pressed my lips together. I hadn’t thought about it being a terrorist attack. I assumed that it had to do with the cases.  
 
    “Maybe it’s the start of a supernatural vs human war.” She handed me the envelope. “You know, the conspiracy theorists are always talking about it.” 
 
    I shook my head. “There’s always a bit of discord between humans and supernatural creatures, but no war.” I took the envelope and walked out.  
 
    Melody had the door of the Hummer opened with my notes on her lap, flipping through the papers again.  
 
    “So the news is claiming terrorists.” 
 
    “Confirmed bombing?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I only read what the close captions said, so I don’t know.” I put the envelope in my bag. “Until I hear from an expert, I’m not going to jump to any conclusions. I’m sure we’ll all be briefed once the smoke clears. The media just likes to make people think they have answers.”  
 
    “To the coffee shop?” Melody asked.  
 
    “Yep, for now. I’ll give it a bit longer before I call the hospital.” 
 
    “My money is on the briefing being called before the hospital has everything in order.” She shut her door.  
 
    I waited until she was buckled before I started the engine. “I just want to know if Nick’s alright.” 
 
    “I know.” She sighed.  
 
    I waited for her to tell me to be patient, but it seemed like she thought better of it. I drove in silence to my favorite coffee place.  
 
    We pulled into a parking spot and got out. The lack of cars had me questioning if the shop was open, but then I remembered that it was barely lunchtime on a weekday. Most of their clientele were still at work. Walking in confirmed that. A person sat in the corner hunched over a laptop, while a man sat at one of the bigger tables with a sketch pad out, but other than that and the employees, the shop was empty.  
 
    The barista gave us a huge smile. “Hey, hope your day’s going well. I’ll be right with you.” She returned to making the drink order she was handling, my guess was for someone in the drive thru.  
 
    We waited only a minute to order and another couple for our drinks before taking the seats in the furthest corner. Melody pulled over a second table so we had room to spread out our notes and her laptop. She opened up the computer and typed in a password.  
 
    She flipped it around so that we both had access to it, but so the back was facing anyone that would walk by. “If we’re on this case together, there are no secrets.” She pegged me with a stare. “Understood.” 
 
    “You want me to be completely open with you, then I will, but I want your word that you’re not going to try to stop me.” I glanced at the computer.  
 
    “As long as it’s not something outside of PIB regulations and it’s not murder.” She grinned. “Trust me, there’s very little that’ll make me want to stop you.” 
 
    I nodded and handed her my paper with the notes on it. “That name there,” I pointed to Ira Diaz “keeps pulling up confidential and redacted information. Nick thought it was because he was close to the Vampire King.” 
 
    She inhaled sharp enough that she whistled a little. “That’s a bag of trouble right there. Are we sure this guy is related to the case? If we’re going to dig into those files you can’t have any doubt.” 
 
    “I have a picture of him with the first victim a century ago, Levi who can confirm that this is his MO and that it’s not the first time he’s done something like this. If I can confirm his alias, then I also have him at the scene of the press conference fiasco.” I started sorting through the bank paperwork. “I wouldn’t go after the information if I wasn’t sure. We’re not at the beginning of a case where we’re grasping at straws.” 
 
    She nodded and turned the computer towards her. Her fingers flew over the keys before she pulled out a smart card for a virtual private network. She slapped it into the slot on her computer and typed more.  
 
    “You don’t have the clearance for that. I do, and it’s not something that should be seen on a coffee shop network.” She turned the computer back to me. “I don’t know what you’re going to find, but if he has to do with the Vampire King there could be more information there than you want.” 
 
    I nodded and typed in the name, waiting for the system to kick back the search results. While it searched I looked at the bank paper, looking for the name on the loan. Once again I found the alias Johnny Smiths like I had predicted. “Well, we at least have the alias on two forms of paper.”  
 
    “That’s a start.” She turned the screen so we could both see the results. She clicked on the first one.  
 
    I smiled. “Look there, most of the redacted information is revealed.” With the exception of a few blacked out terms, which I assumed were names or locations. “It looks like they tried to go after this guy in another state for…human trafficking.” That was one way of describing what he had done. “Aliases…” 
 
    “Redacted.” Melody growled. “Really, why keep those hidden from my clearance but not his actual name?” 
 
    I exited out of the search window. “But we can cross reference it, if we type in the alias and it brings up the article we can assume that it’s one of them, right? It still searches the redacted terms.” 
 
    “Smart.” She watched as I hit enter and the same list of results came up.  
 
    “Bingo.” A thrill went through me, not a magical thrill, but one that told me we were on the right track. “We can now confirm who he is. Now all we have to do is find him and prove it was him that kept the people in the basement.” 
 
    “You have a witness, right? That can place him at the scene?” 
 
    “One living and one dead.” I kept my voice light.  
 
    Melody stopped what she was doing. “You’re kidding, right?” 
 
    “I know ghosts don’t hold up in court, but no, I’m not kidding, I do have a ghost who can place him there on both occasions. A victim of his.” I could do some more digging and see who had originally owned the house, and also who had been paying property taxes on it since the house was bought in cash. My next step though was to figure out who ran Calico research and why that was used as a front. “Why don’t you look into your old case while I just do some good old fashioned internet searching with my laptop?” 
 
    She nodded. “We’ll make progress while we wait.” 
 
    I knew what she was talking about, but I tried to force my mind away from thoughts of Nick and if he was alive or dead. I had a case to focus on and that’s what he would want. I pulled out my computer and connected to the Wi-Fi. I waited for my search engine to load while sipping my coffee.  
 
    The bombing of PIB was one of the trending searches already. I tried to ignore the distraction of searching for it and reading Internet articles. I put my curser in the search box and typed in ‘Calico research’. The results flooded quickly, starting with a domain name that matched the business and flowing down to reviews and complaints about the company.  
 
    I clicked on the business website. I’d expected to find an out of date website plagued with old graphics and bad coding, but that’s not what came up. 
 
    Brown and cream colors greeted me, with a fast loading page. The company’s name was spelled out in an actual calico pattern on top with a cat reading a book sitting at the end of it. A caption below the name read ‘providing quality social research for twenty years’ with seven locations listed.  
 
    One was just down the road from the mall with bold letters next to the address declaring it as new and accepting research subjects. I clicked on the information and Jerry showed up next to Ira in a row of pictures labeled staff. “I’ll be damned. He managed to lie through my truth spell.” Of course, maybe it wasn’t a lie, maybe he didn’t know the real name of the vampire. All he knew was the alias.  
 
    “Find something interesting?” Melody peeked over her computer. “I’ll show you mine if you show me yours.” 
 
    I turned the screen around. “That’s our vampire with one of my witnesses. On a brand new shiny webpage for a business I thought closed ten years ago.” 
 
    “I know him. He’s a shifter.” Her eyes widened a little. “Bit of a loner, but he likes to hunt as a wolf.” 
 
    “Bear with me, because other than how to subdue or kill a shifter and a werewolf, I’m still learning. Would a werewolf be able to tell if there is a shifter among them?” 
 
    “They might smell a difference, but probably not. I’ve never tried. Lycanthropes tend to be a bit more…unpredictable than shifters. We retain more of our human minds while in animal form. Why?” 
 
    “Well, five out of fifteen of our corpses were werewolves.”  
 
    “Have you contacted the local pack yet?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Tomorrow, after the full moon, I’ll call the pack leader, but I don’t want to disturb him tonight when he’s about to run with his pack.” 
 
    “Wise call. It’s possible that Jerry managed to work his way into the pack to lead some of them astray. I have a hard time imagining wolves volunteering for research.” 
 
    “Same with witches.” I muttered and started clicking through the website. “I think I need to check out Calico research.” 
 
    Melody clicked a few keys. “Give me a few minutes and I’ll have some more information on the other case.” 
 
    I started gathering up my papers while she did what she needed to do.  
 
    “Got it. Okay, ten years ago, it was the second case I was on. Ten missing, ransom note reported to PIB claiming that there was a supernatural creature taking humans hostage.” She turned the screen around. “There was only one ransom note and nothing else came of it. There weren’t any missing person reports that were turned in around the same time. The note wasn’t delivered to the families, it was delivered to PIB.” 
 
    I glanced through the report. “Says that the ransom note was delivered via mail carrier and demanded that PIB remove their location from this territory.” I blinked a few times. “That they didn’t belong there and humans would continue to go missing if they didn’t listen.” 
 
    She nodded. “But again, nothing came of it. PIB wasn’t going to move the office. My partner and I hit a dead end that was never resolved so it went into a cold case.” 
 
    “Until now.” I scrolled through the report. “Some thought it was the vampire ruler of the territory.” 
 
    She laughed. “Yeah, until we realized that Levi was handling a new teenage witch.” She pegged me with a twinkling look. “He had his hands full.” 
 
    No kidding, I wasn’t a great teenager and I was a super awkward witch. “This case never hit the media, did it?” 
 
    “No, we tried to keep it hush hush. We didn’t want to cause a massive scare. Levi had a feeling it might have been the local pack, but they were cleared too.” 
 
    That was odd, Levi always stressed trying to keep peace with the local pack. “I don’t know who was pack master then.”  
 
    “Another thing to ask the new pack master.” She made a note on the back of a piece of paper. “I’ll call the records building and have them pull the evidence box for me. We can go through it there, after we go to Calico research.” 
 
    I didn’t know if I wanted to take her there and it weirded me out that she suddenly stepped into partner aspect when Nick could still be very much alive. “I can handle Calico, why don’t you go through the evidence and we can compare notes later?” 
 
    “We’re in this together, Abby. Don’t worry, when Nick returns I’ll back off on everything but the thumbs case. Right now, though, your plate is too full to handle yourself.” She closed her computer and grabbed her phone.  
 
    I couldn’t figure out what to say. I wasn’t used to people telling me when my plate was too full, but maybe she was right. There were twenty-five bodies that were waiting for answers. Possibly three cases, counting the blood-starved vampires.  I was used to having Nick there to work through things and back me up the last year.  
 
    She called the records building and read off the case number, mumbling a few things before hanging up. “They’ll have it for us in a couple hours.” 
 
    “Perfect. Let’s go pick up lunch and head over to Calico.”  
 
    She nodded and we packed up all of our stuff. I gave a little wave to the barista as we walked out.  
 
      
 
    Calico Research was nestled in a rundown shopping center in the south part of town. The front door and windows had iron bars over them. A small white sign on the front read ‘receptionist has no cash’ which made me wonder how many times they had been robbed.  
 
    I pulled the door open, Agent Grace walked in first and I followed. A little bell dinged in the doorway when the door closed behind us.  
 
    “Welcome to Calico Research.” A southern voice called from the back. “I’ll be out in just a moment.” 
 
    Most of the front room was taken up by a counter with two chairs sitting in front. Behind the counter, a doorway with plastic strips dangling down blocked the view of anything beyond. The strips rustled and Jerry walked through, back first. He turned around carrying a cooler by the handles. His gaze met mine, flickered to Agent Grace and then back to me. All color drained from his face.  
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    That was an accurate word to describe the situation. He set the cooler down behind the counter. “What can I help you two agents with? Melody, you’re looking well.” 
 
    “Shut it Jerry.” she snapped and I wondered just how she knew him.  
 
    “When digging into the case some more, imagine my surprise when I discovered that the research center that was supposed to have closed ten years ago just opened up a new location here. And the two staff members were you and Johnny Smiths.” I used the alias on purpose to see if there was recognition.  
 
    He jerked like I’d hit him. “It’s not a crime to have a business with a vampire.” 
 
    “You’re right, but helping him out with experiments on humans and supernatural creatures that end in death is. Not to mention helping him cover it up.”  
 
    “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” He crouched and Agent Grace jumped over the counter, tackling him.  
 
    “You’re not going to shift your way out of this.” She slapped cuffs on him as she pinned him to the floor. “You’re under arrest…” She continued to read him his rights and I called dispatch. 
 
    “Hey, this is Agent Abigail Collins, I need a car to transport a suspect.” 
 
    Dispatch made some joke about me not having my own car while they put the order in, but I couldn’t find the energy to correct him on what happened to my car. “Just get me a squad car.” I muttered and hung up.  
 
    Agent Grace stood and pulled Jerry up from the floor. I walked behind the counter and looked at the cooler. “That’s a pretty big cooler for lunch.” 
 
    “Everything we do here is legal.” He snarled. “We have release forms signed by all participants.” 
 
    I flipped opened the cooler. The room spun as I counted over fifty packets of blood. “Holy shit, what the fuck are you doing with that much blood?” I closed the cooler and gave Jerry wide eyes.  
 
    “We’re doing research on it.” He shrugged. “That’s all I can tell you because of client confidentiality laws.” 
 
    I glanced at Grace. “You have him handled? I want to take a look in back.” 
 
    “You can’t do that without a warrant.” He snapped at me.  
 
    She nodded. “I’ve got him handled. Don’t worry about it. Squad car on its way?” 
 
    “Yep.” I stepped around them and pushed the plastic aside. I didn’t know what I was expecting to find. Blood maybe? Torture room? More bodies? What greeted me was white halls, so clean they reflected the horrible lighting. Heavy wood doors led to rooms on either side of the hallway. I saw a only one sign and it was for a restroom. I took a deep breath and drew my gun before opening the first door. I nudged my way into the room. I aimed and swept the room with my gun. A chair with an IV stand next to it took up most of the room. Metal cabinets shone in the light. It all looked very sanitary. I flipped each cupboard open to find medical supplies in each.  
 
    I left that room and went to the next, but something down the hall made a noise. A shuffle, a rub of fabric or something. I ran down the hall as silently as I could in my boots, making my steps soft. I put my ear up to the last door and heard groaning and more rustling. I tried the handle and let out a small sigh of relief as the handle gave. I pushed the door open. Firearm ready, finger on the trigger. My heart pounded and sweat beaded on my forehead as the door opened.  
 
    A red light barely lit the room, but the figure standing over a person could be seen even in the dim lighting. Rows of flat beds with people strapped to them lined the bigger room. The figure looked up at me with blood dripping from his mouth. I shot twice into his chest but he disappeared and my bullets bit into the wall opposite me. I waited a moment to see if he’d reappear. Nothing happened. I took a step forward. Weight took me from behind. My face hit the cold tile floor as a massive palm held my face down.  
 
    I slammed my elbow back and hit solid muscle.  
 
    “You were warned to stay away, Abigail Collins.” The male voice hissed right next to my ear. “You just couldn’t let a vampire take the case.”  
 
    I didn’t have any blades on me and I couldn’t shoot him at this angle, even though I still had my gun. “You obviously don’t know me that well. I don’t give up my cases.”  
 
    His fangs scraped over my neck. A shiver shot down my body and my muscles tensed under him. Grace had to have heard the shots. I could scream, but with the heavy doors, I didn’t know if she’d hear me.  
 
    “I’d love to strap you to a table and mix your blood. See what I could create with you.” His tongue traced the same vein his teeth had.  
 
    Like hell I was going to become one of his experiments. A noise sounded outside the door and the pressure on me eased up just a bit as if he was distracted. I pushed up, slamming my head back into his head. The smack of my skull meeting his nose echoed through the room and the door burst open.  
 
    Grace came in followed by two officers. With the help of the officers, she got him pinned to the wall and cuffed with silver to keep him from poofing anywhere. I had a moment of wondering why he didn’t leave when he had the chance. He had to have heard them coming. 
 
    “I heard the shots, but I couldn’t leave Jerry alone out there.” She raised a brow. “Leave it to you to stumble upon a vampire in daylight.” 
 
    I rubbed the back of my head. “My day just keeps getting worse.” I pulled out my phone and called for a containment team, ambulances, and a biohazard team. Dispatch was probably getting tired of hearing my voice.   
 
    I put my phone back and Grace put a hand on my shoulder. “Still up for the records?” 
 
    “A quick run. I want to be there to question Jerry again.” I closed my eyes and rolled my neck. “I swear, vampires come with harder skulls than anyone else.”  
 
    “Heading butting him was your best option?” She chuckled. “Not your gun, not a knife, but your head?” 
 
    “I was pinned to the floor. I took two shots and he avoided them.” I opened my eyes and looked over the victims in the room. Neither of us were medical, so we couldn’t touch them without fear of causing further harm or damage. I glanced at the vampire and realize he didn’t match the picture. I cursed.  
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    He just looked up at me and laughed. “Abigail Collins, you were expecting the one who made me no doubt. My maker isn’t stupid enough to be in a human facility.” He smiled and showed his still blood stained fangs. “He’s much stronger than me. Had it been him, you’d be dead or under his care.”  
 
    I didn’t like how that sounded. “What is going on here?” 
 
    “I can’t tell you that. You don’t deserve the answers.” He was just another pawn, a scapegoat was my theory, which was why he didn’t disappear. Or maybe he didn’t have a safe place to go.  
 
    Grace jerked him out of the room. I assumed the containment team had gotten there. I had an idea of what was going on now. His words and threats had given me more than enough to figure out what was happening.  
 
    The medical team flooded the room, shouting orders to each other. I slipped out of the room and took a deep breath. Two people in custody, but one person missing. More victims, and nothing yet on either of the other cases, but we were making some sort of progress.  
 
    My phone dinged and I pulled it out of my pocket. The text message was from the automated PIB system. “Debriefing scheduled for three PM, all personnel, north PIB location.” 
 
    The north PIB location wasn’t used often, as far as I knew it was mostly storage with a few agents that needed to work further up north instead of downtown.  
 
    Grace found me in the hall. “You get it too?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, looks like records is going to have to hold on.” 
 
    “We have time to swing by and pick the box up. We can go over it at the other location.” 
 
    “They’ll let you take a box of evidence?” 
 
    She smiled. “They’ll let me do a lot of things with my clearance.”  
 
    “Fair enough. Let’s go and get this over with.” I walked down the hall, avoiding the personnel that darted through the rooms. I didn’t want to know what else they would find; I could already imagine the horrors that waited in the rooms.  
 
    “What do you think is going on here?” Grace asked, motioning to the building as we climbed into the Hummer.  
 
    “I have a theory that they’re mixing supernatural blood with human and other sorts. We’re waiting on results from the lab to see what sort of blood they are mixing.”  
 
    She leaned back in the seat. “Interesting.” 
 
    “Isn’t it? I can’t wait to hear what Levi has to say about this.” I started the engine. “And now we have a vampire to question.” 
 
    “I don’t think he’ll give you answers. I feel like he’ll probably hide everything from you like his maker wishes.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Doesn’t mean I’m not going to try.” 
 
    “Truth spell?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Magic doesn’t work as well on vampires when it comes to spells like that. Their willpower is too strong. But I might bring Levi in to consult. If I can talk Mason into it.” And hopefully Levi would have the foresight to leave Mario home and out of all of this. I didn’t want to deal with him.  
 
    “I think after what we found, Mason would be willing.”  
 
    I headed towards the records department so we could pick up the box of evidence. “We’ll have to exchange notes tomorrow after I’m done working the spell with Merick tonight.” 
 
    “I’ll do what research I can tonight then. I won’t be any good at the scene when it comes to magic. That’s your department, so I’ll let you have at it.” She looked out the window and I wondered where her mind went when she zoned out. I didn’t interrupt because sometimes we need those few minutes of silence to reset ourselves. I wasn’t going to take that from her.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    Cars dotted the pristine parking lot in front of the North PIB building. Bright, freshly painted lines stood out against the asphalt, new enough that it wasn’t faded by the sun or worn yet. Stepping out onto it I could feel the heat coming up from the dark surface, reminding me a bit of what hell might feel like.   
 
    “I didn’t realize there was a second location in this state.” Agent Grace slammed the door.  
 
    “It’s not used often.” I started towards the building where other agents moseyed towards the doors. We all looked about the same, dressed in black, guns at our hips, badges visible and a solemn expression on our faces. We all knew that we had lost people today in what seemed to be an attack. Now we’d learn the total count and hopefully what caused it. 
 
    The black sea of agents moved down the hallway and into a conference room. Long tables crossed the room with seats behind them. One by one we filed to chairs and sat down, much like a herd of sheep. Agent Grace sat next to me and we both just looked ahead in silence. It seemed the same for everyone; maybe we were all too scared to speak about what happened.  
 
    The lights dimmed as the room finished filling up. A projector on the ceiling flickered to life, showing a black and yellow square on the board in front of the room. I folded my hands on the table in front of us, trying to be patient. Boss Man walked in front of the crowd and I felt some relief, at least he hadn’t been killed.   
 
    “As most of you know, today there was an attack on the downtown PIB office.” He walked out of the light of the projector and an image of the burning building filled the screen. “We can now say that this was the work of a magical spell placed in the elevator.” 
 
    Magic. Well, shit. I remembered how the elevator had taken an abnormally long time to come up.  
 
    “We’re looking into tracing the magic and the runes used to see if we can locate, at the very least, the coven responsible.”  
 
    My heart pounded against my chest. Why would a witch or warlock target PIB? We were all supposed to be allies. Unless they were hired by someone.  
 
    “We lost six of our own, five from the explosion, one from complications from injuries. All considering, we were lucky. The media will not be releasing the names of the deceased at our request. Here are those we lost: Nick Avarin…” 
 
    His name hit with such a hard punch my ears rang and my breath disappeared. I didn’t hear the other names; all I could think was that Nick lost his life because someone decided to blow up our building. We may have not always seen eye to eye and we were both ready to go back to working on our own, but I didn’t wish death upon him.  
 
    “Abby, breathe.” Agent Grace whispered in my ear.  
 
    I took a shaky breath and focused on Boss Man.  
 
    “We have our team working on the case, meanwhile, you are to all return to your cases. Do not speak to the media about this, let them draw their own conclusions for now. We do not want a mass…witch hunt.” 
 
    No, we didn’t. Muttering went around the room at his words. I wanted to be on that team, but there was no way Boss Man would give me another assignment.  
 
    “We are working on recovering, and until we get the building back up and running, agents will be moved to this location. We will have equipment and systems up and moving as soon as we can. For now, the local FBI and police departments are working with us to allow us access to their labs and staff for current cases.”  
 
    I leaned back in my chair, trying to shove off the numb feeling. I wanted to be on the case, but I still had three on my plate with no end in sight for any of them. No, that wasn’t true. I had two suspects in custody to interview today. Nick’s death…I needed to grieve for my partner, but all I felt currently was anger. Anger that he died in a needless attack on the building, anger that it was my partner that died and not someone else’s, anger that I survived simply because I had to pick up paperwork.  
 
    Boss man concluded his briefing, informing us that we’d be kept up-to-date on the case and then dismissed us. I gave everyone a moment to clear out before standing. Agent Grace had chased after another agent for something, leaving me alone with Boss Man in the room.  
 
    “Collins.” He called, waving me over to him.  
 
    I forced my feet to take me over to him. “Yes, sir?” 
 
    “I want you to continue to work with Agent Grace on the cases you and Nick were working on. After, I want you to make sure you set up sessions with the company counselor on grief and loss.”  
 
    I tried not to glare at him. “I can handle some grief, sir.” 
 
    “You lost your partner today, that’s not something your mind digests easily. You will take my advice or you will be suspended until you do. I watch out for my people. I’m not going to watch you drown in grief.” Something passed in his beady little eyes that I didn’t understand. Maybe, just maybe, Boss Man actually had experience in grief and losing a partner.  
 
    “Understood.” I nodded. “Now if you’d excuse me, Agent Grace and I have some old files to go through.” 
 
    “Of course.” He took a step back to let me pass to the door.  
 
    I walked out and found Grace standing in the hallway with a bank box. “Let’s find an empty room and get to work.” 
 
    It’s like she understood that I needed a distraction from everything right now. “Let’s do it.” 
 
      
 
    We found an empty conference room with a big round table and started spreading the papers and evidence bags out. She wasn’t kidding, there wasn’t a whole lot to go on. I picked up the ransom note in its baggy. “If the thumbs hadn’t been in the PIB building, we could get a hand writing comparison from them.” 
 
    “Do you think that would have worked? I mean, human flesh and paper are two different surfaces.” She leaned over and slid some pictures my way. “This was the location that was closest to the mailbox the letter was sent from.” 
 
    “It might have worked, I’m not the expert in that area.” I muttered and looked at the pictures. “It’s an abandoned strip mall.”  
 
    “They’ve since redone and rented out most of the stalls. I drive by it every day since moving back here.” She sat back down. “Any idea when they redid it?” 
 
    I looked at the pictures and tried to even place where in town it was. “Is this the one across from the huge grocery store?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “They put the grocery store in about five years ago and slowly started to bring the strip mall back to life. They thought it’d be a good place to start rebuilding that side of town. Bring life back to it, all that.”  
 
    “So five years too late. No one there had security cameras set up since there were hardly any businesses there.”  
 
    I tapped the photo. “That’s only a few blocks away from Calico’s new research facilities.”  
 
    “You don’t think they had something to do with it, do you? How would they relate?” 
 
    I took a moment to see if there was any possible way they could be connected. “Without knowing what else was done to those skeletons, I don’t have a connection.” 
 
    “Then let’s not go chasing dead ends.” She looked at me. “I know you want to peg Jerry with everything you can, but we’re not in the business of making false accusations.”  
 
    Part of me wanted to reach over and smack her, but I had to remember she was more experienced than I was. Nick was at least on the same level as me, so if we made mistakes we tended to make them together. I nodded and sat down. “Then we really don’t have much more on this case.”  
 
    My phone rang and I pulled it out of my pocket. “Agent Collins speaking.” 
 
    “So there’s something weird going on at the house.” Mason’s voice barely rose above the strange noise behind him. “Any chance you can get Nick out here?” 
 
    “I can’t…Nick’s…” I couldn’t bring myself to say it. “Merick can help you if it’s a ghost problem.”  
 
    “Okay, I’ll call him. I’ll be joining you for questioning this afternoon. Did you get a debriefing on the attack yet?” 
 
    “Yeah, we just finished it. I’ll talk to you about it tonight.” I disconnected the phone.  
 
    Grace opened her mouth to say something but then went back to her papers. “We’re not at a complete dead end, remember Nick talked to some of the families. You have his notes don’t you?” 
 
    Had I grabbed them when he and I were talking? I pulled my bag into my lap. I found my folder for the case and flipped through them. “No, but let me check the reports. Nick’s always on top of his paper work, so maybe he got it filed already.”  
 
    I booted up my laptop and waited. When it finally logged into the Wi-Fi and the server, I got the shared files for Nick and me. I found a folder already created, and yes, he’d dropped all his notes in…as if he knew. The notes were about the same as Nick and I had discussed, there was nothing similar between the victims except gender. None of their family could put a link between them, no common last place known. We had someone targeting PIB with the thumbs case and the bombing. That could be a possible connection. Or there was a witch or warlock with a vendetta against PIB.  
 
    My phone chirped at me. “Mason’s heading towards the station to question Jerry. I’m going to meet him there.” 
 
    “I’m going to stay here and piece together some of this. Before you go, will you e-mail me Nick’s notes?” 
 
    I took a moment and sent her the files, trying to push off the sense of betrayal that I had. He was dead, Agent Grace was now assigned to help me with the case, and there was nothing else I could do. Yet a little voice in me pulled at the guilt. Had I reacted quick enough, could I have kept the fire from him? Could I have used my elemental abilities to save him if I hadn’t left so quickly? 
 
    Pushing the thoughts off, I shut the computer. “They’re in your e-mail. I’ll see you tomorrow, or do you need me to come back and drop you off at your car?” 
 
    “No, I’ll grab another agent to help me with that. You go ahead and don’t worry about me.” She waved me on without looking up from her computer. “Fill me in tomorrow on the interview with Jerry.” 
 
    “I will.” I walked out of the room. As I headed towards the door I wondered how I would face the coven tonight. The media hadn’t released names yet, but I didn’t know who Nick had listed as next of kin. Oftentimes if a witch or warlock had no local family they would name a coven member. I thought about the vampire we had sitting in custody and wondered if I could get out of going to the Coven barbecue. Clarissa probably wouldn’t forgive me and maybe I needed to spend some time away from the case. 
 
    I climbed into the driver’s seat. Turning over the engine, I realized that I was going to have to tell Mason that Nick didn’t survive. Dread churned my stomach and I put my head against the steering wheel. It was going to be a long afternoon.  
 
      
 
    I walked into the station and waved at the few officers who were working through their lunches. Mason was waiting for me by the interrogation room, his arms crossed. “Do you plan on using magic during this interrogation?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, not this time.” I ran my hands over my pants. “I plan on using threats, negotiations, and maybe slamming him into the floor…” 
 
    “Abby…” 
 
    “Sorry, it’s been a long day. I’m not in the mood to have him sit there and lie to me right now.” I looked at the door. “I promise I won’t lay a hand on him.” 
 
    “Merick was able to come to the house to handle the situation there. I’d rather Nick next time because the ghosts seem to like him.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Nick won’t be coming back to this case or any cases.” I didn’t meet Mason’s gaze in fear of starting to cry. I needed to save my tears for later, when I was alone. I couldn’t bring myself to say the words ‘Nick didn’t survive.’ “We lost him in the attack.” 
 
    Mason put a hand on my shoulder and squeezed. He let me have a moment to collect myself. I took a shaky breath and focused on what was in front of me. The man who had a connection to the house and the experiments. I needed to keep my resolve and my calm. I needed to keep my head off the attack and on this case. I closed my eyes and forced myself to bring up the memories of the corpses. The way the skin stretched over their skulls and bones. The way the jaws all fell into silence screams. The empty eye sockets that I saw in my sleep.  
 
    I tightened my hand on the knob of the door. I let the anger flood through me that they had more victims at different locations. The panic of being pinned to the ground by a vampire who wanted to violate me by mixing my blood. I opened my eyes before walking into the room.   
 
    “Hello again, Jerry.” I smiled and sat in front of him. Mason sat next to me without a word. I tapped my hand on the table. “Last time, you managed to lie to me even with magic involved.” 
 
    “I’m just talented like that.” He shot back and leaned forward. His hands were spread on the table. “And if you think I’m going to tell you anything else tonight, you can kiss my ass.” He snapped back.  
 
    I pulled out the picture of Ira and slid it towards him. “This the vampire who bought the house for you?” 
 
    He didn’t say anything.  
 
    “That’s fine, I’m working on getting video surveillance of the bank.” That wasn’t true, but he didn’t know that. I wasn’t even sure how long the bank would have kept footage.  
 
    He locked his jaw and I knew I had him. “So why don’t you save me a bit of footwork and just confirm it for me? You scared he’s going to find out? Because right now he’s got bigger problems than you ratting on him.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Do you know what the penalty is for vampires who kill?”  
 
    “I don’t know much about how the law handles vampires. I’m more concerned with shifters.”  
 
    The laws weren’t always that different, but I wasn’t going to point that out right now. I tapped the photo. “We have fifteen deaths connected to him, possibly more if the victims from today don’t survive. They are directly related vampire deaths, which means we will send an execution squad after him as soon as we figure out where he’s located. It’s only a matter of time. The territory vampire leader is working with us. There are no secrets among the vampires.” I didn’t know if that was true either, but it sounded good.  
 
    “So you’re just going to kill him?” His voice softened a little. “Hunt him down like an animal?” 
 
    “He drained fifteen people of blood, performed experiments on them, kept them in inhuman conditions. Do you think he deserves better?” I met his gaze. “You might have had signed consent forms for the blood, but nothing else.” 
 
    He was quiet for a moment. “He’s trying to make this world a better place. You don’t understand that. As a witch, you’re privileged. You look human, act human, people don’t fear you like they do other supernatural creatures.” 
 
    “There are still prejudices against us.” But for the most part he was right, there was nothing physical to mark us to make people fear us. Vampires had their fangs, occasionally shifters and werewolves showed different parts of their characteristics. They were easy marks for the non-human label. “How does he plan on achieving this?” 
 
    “The experiments you saw, he’s mixing blood, trying to give everyone a bit of supernatural powers. He’s trying to make hybrids.” 
 
    I glanced at Mason who nodded. He stood. “I’m going to make a phone call.” 
 
    He had the same thought I did; we hadn’t really considered what the victims had been exposed to in terms of supernatural blood. He’d make sure that the victims had containment teams to keep the threat low. Our hospitals had wings to keep supernatural creatures to lower the risk of contamination.  
 
    The door clicked behind Mason. “Experimenting on people without consent is wrong. Trying to create hybrids…” 
 
    “Are you one of those people who think there are natural ways? Breeding perhaps?”  
 
    “I’m not willing to discuss what I believe in this situation.” I pulled the picture away from him. “What I want is answers.”  
 
    “And I told you that I’m not giving them to you. So I guess we’re at an impasse right now.” 
 
    “You gave me answers about his experiments. So what went wrong ten years ago? No doctors to back up your info on blood? Did your vampire lose control?” 
 
    “It’s not him that loses control.” He pegged me with a glare. “You met some of his experiments the other night. Didn’t you?” 
 
    The blood-starved vampires. My heart threatened to jump out of my chest, but I kept my face blank. “I’ve meet several of them if he’s behind the hordes of vampires.” 
 
    “You also caught one of his associates a few months ago. One of mine too. He’s not giving you answers either? Just enough to string you along.” 
 
    Just like he was doing. “We also have the vampire from earlier today.” I reminded him. “All the blood, the locations of all the facilities. We have a lot on you.” 
 
    “But not enough on him.” He shrugged. “Throw me in jail, put me on trial, there are others out there working towards our cause.” 
 
    Always others. “Answer me this. How is he connected to the vampire king?” 
 
    He jerked like I had hit him. “In life or death we serve no king.”  
 
    I flashed back to the press fiasco when a vampire who kidnapped me had muttered the same thing with his last words.  
 
    “You just paled a bit, Agent Collins.” He chided and laughed. “His connection doesn’t matter anymore.” 
 
    Mason walked back in. “Agent Collins, they are taking precautions with the victims.” 
 
    “Thank you for handling that.” I glanced at Jerry. “You’re up on assisting manslaughter charges, fleeing the police, and hiding evidence. Amongst the charges for illegal blood banks and everything else that goes along with that.” 
 
    “You going to offer me a deal? Lie to me, saying that you can give me a break and knock down some of those charges?” He laughed. “No thanks, witch. Good luck with your information, because I gave you everything that I will.” 
 
    I clenched my fist and Mason cleared his voice. “In that case, this interview is over. Agent Collins?” He motioned for us to leave.  
 
    Standing, I counted to ten to keep me from slamming Jerry’s head into the table. It wouldn’t do me any good. All he had given me was more loose ends. I turned and left the room.  
 
    Mason came after me. “Like Tomes, just enough information to pin it on someone else.” 
 
    “Basically. Levi coming in tonight to deal with the vampire?” 
 
    “Yep, you’re not going to be here for that?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, I have to go to a coven thing, and then Merick and I are going to do a trace spell.” 
 
    “You okay, Abby?”  
 
    I knew exactly what he was getting at. “I’ll be fine. I just have to get through these cases before I grieve too much. Don’t worry, Boss Man made me swear that I’d go to the PIB counselor.” 
 
    “How did he get you to do that?” 
 
    “He threatened to suspend me.” I gave a half smile. “I’ll let you know if Merick and I find anything tonight.”   
 
    “Please do. And please take care of yourself.” 
 
    I gave him a small wave as I walked away. I’d take care of me the best I could, but the only way I really knew how to deal with grief was to keep moving. Always moving. Just because a death happened the world didn’t stop turning. Paranormal creatures didn’t stop killing each other or, attempting to, just because my partner died.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
    I managed to stop by the house, shower, and dress in something not work clothes before going to the address Clarissa had given me for the cookout. My gun was still in its holster on my belt, my badge was tucked behind me, and my ever faithful bag was slung over my shoulder. But gone was the black clothing, replaced by more casual blue jeans and a black tank top.  
 
    Clarissa ran up to me the moment my foot hit the property. She threw her arms around me. “I saw the news, thank the goddess that you’re okay.”  
 
    She squeezed me to the point where breathing became hard. “I’m okay. But I have bad news.” I steeled myself again to say it out loud. The more I spoke or thought about it, the more real it seemed to be.  
 
    She stepped back, but kept her hands on my shoulder. Her gaze searched my face before finally meeting mine. “What is it?” 
 
    “Nick didn’t make it. He was in the building during the attack.” 
 
    She put a hand to her mouth. “What the hell are you doing here, then? Abby, you should be home grieving, not out here pretending to socialize and have fun.” 
 
    “I promised you that I would come. I told Nick that I was coming. Besides, I’d rather be out of the house than there alone, thinking about it. I still have three cases on my plate and another partner I’m working with until these cases are solved. Tonight, I’m going to attempt a trace spell with a consultant that the police brought on scene.” I tried to smile. “I’m going to be okay. Just let me handle this my way, okay?”  
 
    She nodded and hooked arms with me, pulling me towards the backyard of the house. “Then tonight we drink and be merry in Nick’s memory. Except you’re performing magic tonight, so not too much to drink.” 
 
    I laughed a little bit. “A beer at most.” I promised. “I’ll save the hard drinking for when the cases are over.” Or to chase the nightmares away tonight. One or the other.  
 
    She opened the chain-link fence that led into the back yard. A few people stopped and stared at me. I didn’t know them, so chances were they were trying to decide if I was a stranger or if I was actually part of the coven. I was registered as a member, my picture was up on the website and everything, but I didn’t know if anyone actually paid attention to that.  
 
    “Relax a little bit, Abby.” Clarissa whispered in my ears. “Remember, they can sense how tense you are.” 
 
    I forced a smile at the people staring at me, until Jack stepped in front of me. His brown hair had grayed a little bit. Last time I had seen Jack, I’d screamed at him for sideswiping my car and setting off a magical bomb. “Hello, Jack.” I bowed my head out of respect, knowing he still held a priest rank in the coven.  
 
    “Abigail, I’m surprised to see you tonight. I saw the news. We were all worried about you.” He gave a pleasant smile.  
 
    “Clarissa convinced me to come since my birthday was last week and all. Something about me needing community.” I kept my voice light. “We lost some good people in that attack today, I was lucky I wasn’t one. Thank you for your concern.” 
 
    “How is business with PIB, I imagine they keep you busy.” 
 
    “They keep everyone busy, not just me. I just happen to get some pretty tough cases.” That I had a partner to help with this last year. My voice caught in my throat and Clarissa tugged me towards a table.  
 
    “Enough talk about work, you came here to relax and enjoy. We’re celebrating all the birthdays this month, but first, let’s get some food and then we’ll worry about cake.”  
 
    Her cheerful voice was welcoming. I knew she wasn’t just pushing Nick’s death off, but she was the type of person who was there to defuse uncomfortable situations. She would be my rock when I allowed myself to break down.  
 
    We picked through the food on the table, gathering hamburgers, chips, and junk food. I reminded myself that I was going to need to run tomorrow after all of this crap food. I grabbed a beer from the cooler and Clarissa led me to a fairly empty table.  
 
    “So,” she started out by drawing the word. “Any word from Simon?” 
 
    I snorted. “He came in and chewed me a new one for unwarding his bar and threatening his second in command.” 
 
    “That’s not the way to win him back.” Clarissa hid her smile.  
 
    I shook my head. “I’m not trying to win him back. I was trying to do my job and his second stood in my way.” 
 
    “But he came to you to yell at you? That’s got to mean something.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, it doesn’t; other than that he was pissed. I don’t think things are going to work out. New subject please.”  
 
    “Okay, fine. How’s staying at the parents’ house?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Quiet. Though Levi installed an updated television so I can at least watch that. I think I might make it my permanent home. Insurance is still working on the house.” 
 
    “Have you been to your house since it…imploded?”  
 
    I shook my head. “No, I’ve been too busy. Why? I don’t think there was anything that survived.” 
 
    “You can try to figure out what kind of magic did it at least. Give you an idea of what to protect against. Doesn’t it worry you that someone imploded your house?” 
 
    It had at first, but the case had gotten so weird that I didn’t really have time to focus on it. “It should, huh?” 
 
    “Yes, it should. Why don’t you and I check it out tomorrow afternoon? Assuming nothing pops up with the case.” 
 
    I thought about it. I needed to start taking care of personal stuff instead of pushing it away. Nerves curled in my stomach and I took a sip of the beer. “Okay, fine. Just a quick look around to see if there’s any signs of what actually happened.” 
 
    “Just a quick look, promise.” She nodded and took a bite of her burger.  
 
    Jack came and sat with us and I tried not to grit my teeth at the unwelcome jerk. “It’s nice to see you at a coven event when you’re not in trouble or trying to track down one of our own.” 
 
    It’d only happened twice and no one was going to let it go, were they? “Life gets busy when you’re working high profile cases.” I shrugged one shoulder.  
 
    “You can’t always be working.” He suggested. “What about when you take vacations?” 
 
    I had taken a couple vacations in the last year. One, Simon had sent me to Florida to relax, and one was a book fest that dealt with a demon. “I don’t tend to stay in town for vacations, they tend to turn into working vacations.” 
 
    “Even then,” Clarissa pointed out. “Some of them still turn into working vacations.” 
 
    She’d been there with me when dealing with the demon. The only good thing that had come from that trip was a date.  
 
    “You’re going to work yourself to death, Abby.” Jack shook his head. “You’re too young for that.” 
 
    “Most PIB agents do, Jack.” I dropped my burger onto my plate and took a deep breath. “I lost my partner today, he was only a year older than me.” 
 
    “Nick.” Jack whispered. “In the attack?” 
 
    I nodded. “So thanks for bringing death up.” I stood. “I’m sorry Clarissa, I’m going to go. I don’t really want to be here right now and I’m not in the mental state to force niceties out of my mouth.”  
 
    I ignored the look of astonishment on Jack’s face and kept walking. Clarissa stumbled after me half muttering an apology to Jack and half trying to stop me. I didn’t pay attention to her. I gripped my bag and headed towards the gate to get out. I didn’t want to deal with people I didn’t like. I’d rather deal with Merick and ghosts than the coven right now. 
 
    “Abigail, wait.” Clarissa put a hand on my shoulder and I turned around.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    She took a deep breath. “Jack didn’t mean it.” 
 
    “Jack should keep his mouth shut. I appreciate that you want me to celebrate with the coven, but honestly I just want to finish this case and go home.” I tried to keep my voice gentle.  
 
    She nodded and then gave me a hug. “I’m sorry. You need time.” 
 
    I returned the hug and gave her an extra squeeze. “I’m going to be fine. Everything is going to be okay.” It sounded like a lie, even to me, but sometimes we tell ourselves comforting lies to get through rough times.   
 
    “I’ll see you tomorrow?” She stepped back.  
 
    “Yeah, about noon? I have a feeling I’m going to be up most of the night.” I threw my bag in the Hummer’s back seat.  
 
    “You be careful working magic tonight. Your emotions are high; we don’t want an accidental disaster.” 
 
    “I’m working with a consultant, he’s more seasoned then I am. I’m sure he’ll be able to keep the power in check.” It’d been a long time since I’d lost control of anything. My elemental abilities made me keep everything else in check since it was something I wanted to keep hidden. 
 
    “Anyone I know?”  
 
    I shook my head. “No. I’ll see you tomorrow.” I gave her another quick hug and climbed into the Hummer to leave.  
 
      
 
    When I arrived at the crime scene, no one but the officers were there. Merick was no longer dealing with whatever ghost problem had arisen. Mason was probably still at the station dealing with the suspects, and I still had about an hour before the sun even considered sinking for the day. I pulled my bag out of the car before heading to the house. Nick had told me the ghosts found me friendly now, so they wouldn’t bother me, but I didn’t want to go back into the basements until Merick was with me.  
 
    There was one other place I wanted to check out without other people. The decrepit home that we found all the vampires in. If their maker was around, then he was still held captive by the sun. I sent Merick a text to let him know that I was able to make it earlier than we had planned and left it at that. Shoving my phone in my pocket I headed towards the older house.  
 
    There was something peaceful about walking through a less populated area. A lot of witches went back to nature to relax. It was something I enjoyed, but rarely did. Last time I’d really done it for a magical reason it was to be cleansed from the hex. It’d been about a year since then. A gentle wind wrapped around me as I made my way to the house, making me almost forget about the fact that I was heading to where a nest of vampires had been. Until I approached it.  
 
    Yellow caution tape surrounded the house and a single police officer stood guard. I pulled my badge out and showed it to him. “I’m Agent Collins, I’m the lead PIB agent on the case.” 
 
    “Good evening, what can I do for you?” She held her hands folded in front of her. Her light wavy hair had been pulled back enough to keep it from her face, but not enough to tame the volume of it.  
 
    “I just want to take a look around while it’s light out. That’s all. I didn’t really get a chance to examine the house while I was here earlier.”  
 
    She nodded and stepped aside. “Let me know when you’re done.”  
 
    I ducked under the caution tape, watching my step to make sure my foot didn’t find any more rotten boards. The house looked bigger now that there weren’t vampires sleeping on the floor, but it was still a single room shack instead of a full blown house. I wasn’t an expert on development, so dating the house wasn’t going to happen. A wood stove sat crooked on the other end, the floor beneath a fourth of it gone.  
 
    Nothing in the shack stood out. Just an old rotting building that had been used to hide a small horde of vampires. Shadows slowly formed across the floor as the sun started to make its descent from the sky. I walked out of the house and nodded to the officer at the door. Nothing there, nothing to look at.  
 
    A small click of magic went through me, warming me from my toes to my head. It was the magic from the Pack lands, from when I forcefully took over the circle to help save the pack. It was my land, mine to protect from other magic and enemies. To warn humans away and welcome wolves that belonged to it. Every full moon I could feel the energy from it, no matter where I was it made me smile.  
 
    I glanced at the sun and then my watch. I’d miscalculated the time for sunset, but it wasn’t a big deal. Levi would go to interrogate the other vampire soon and I was sure that Ira was long gone by now. Far away from where we’d be able to get him with executioners or by whatever means Levi had. 
 
      
 
    Merick was sitting on the porch of the house when I got there. “That was really quick.” 
 
    “I was just down the road getting dinner. Did your coven meeting end earlier than you thought?” 
 
    I debated on my answer for a moment. “Kind of. I decided that I didn’t want to stay and be forced to socialize when I wasn’t feeling up to it.” 
 
    “Always a wise choice.” He stood and walked into the house. “The ghosts were upset earlier because their bodies were removed. They are hushed now because they are understanding that they will get a proper burial and will get to move to the afterlife.” 
 
    Hope. We’d managed to give fifteen poltergeists hope. That was something new, even for me. “And the woman?” 
 
    “I haven’t seen her since my first visit here. She seems to be pretty shy. What are we setting out to accomplish tonight, Abigail?” His back was to me as he looked over the living room.  
 
    “A few things that I’m hoping are possible with a trace spell. To find out who broke the runes and who might have buried ten skeletons out in the yard.” 
 
    He turned to face me. “Lofty goals for a spell you’ve never performed before.” 
 
    “That’s why I needed help. Nick…he wasn’t willing to help me. You want this case solved as well. I don’t know what your motives behind solving it are, but you’re invested in it.” 
 
    “I am.” He agreed, his voice soft. “So you turned to me for help, trusting me.”  
 
    “Am I making a mistake?” I took a step back, putting my hand on my gun.  
 
    “No, no you’re not. Despite what everyone thinks and your first impression of me, I’m not out for your life, Abigail. Quite the opposite, I’m trying to make sure you stay alive.” 
 
    I chuckled. “So really, it’s not the case you’re invested in, but me. Why? Last year you were threatening to kill me if Devon lived. What’s the point now?” 
 
    “I can’t tell you that.” He motioned towards the kitchen. “Let’s get this done. I’d rather not be here longer than we have to in case the maker of the vampire horde shows up.” 
 
    “So doing a trace spell there is a no?” I added as a second thought. “I’d like to see who made them.” 
 
    He glanced at me. “We could, but I don’t know if I’d recommend it.”  
 
    “I don’t really care what you recommend, what I care about is if it helps us solve the case.” I put my hands on my hips. “I’m ready for these cases to be wrapped up and done with.” 
 
    “Always so impatient.” He laughed. “We’ll do one there, but that’s it. And whatever you see there, you must promise not to act rashly.” 
 
    I raised a brow. “You know something that I don’t. What are you hiding?” 
 
    “I guess we’ll find out soon enough.” He dropped his duffle bag on the floor of the bedroom. “I know you can conjure a circle without a physical guide, but for this spell we need to make sure we have a physical guide just in case.” 
 
    “For the record, I don’t just perform random magic without a physical circle, I just use one when I need it to protect me quickly.” 
 
    “Then you’re a smart witch.” He smiled and tossed me a piece of chalk. “Draw us a circle, please?”  
 
    I nodded and drew out a circle large enough for both of us to stand arm length apart. I didn’t mutter anything to close the circle and enact the magic, not until he was ready. He ruffled through his bag before going to the fallen door. He used a screw driver to pop the hinge off. He brought it over and put it in the circle.  
 
    “To connect us to the past.” He said easily and I nodded. He pulled out a knife next. “Blood to ground us in the present.”  
 
    Blood magic was one of those things that could be seen as questionable. It could strengthen the spell, it could be used for good and evil, it could be used as something symbolic, like in this case, and it could be strengthened by emotions. I hesitated. “Both of us?” 
 
    “It keeps us grounded so we don’t get lost in what we see. What has you worried?” 
 
    “I’m emotionally charged on a full moon.” I kept it simple. He didn’t need to know what all had my emotions high. 
 
    “I’ll be here to guide it all. It’ll be okay. If anything, it’ll make the images clearer to see.” He held the knife out. “Just a prick of the finger after we close the circle.” 
 
    I took the knife by the handle and wait for him to step in the circle. Together we welcomed the elements of the directions to aid us in our spell. The magic snapped around us with a shock of power. A red streak crossed Merick’s eyes and I couldn’t stop the gasp that came from me.  
 
    “Don’t be frightened Abigail, I have no intentions to harm you.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure what to think, I’d never seen the effect before. The circle was partially mine, so I knew that his intentions were true. “I swear to you, one wrong move, I gut you.” I poked my finger with the blade and let my blood drop to the ground. The magic pulsed once and I felt it reach out to the room around us.  
 
    “I wouldn’t expect anything less.” He reached out for the knife and I gave it to him. He pricked his finger, giving us the same effect. “Are you ready?” 
 
    I nodded. Foreign words fell from his lips, a language I wasn’t familiar with, but it didn’t mean the magic wasn’t there. Hair on my arms stood to attention as a thrill ran over my body, over my spine, and up my neck. The air thickened as objects around us seemed to move.  
 
    I watched as images of Merick and I played through the room as ghost-like figures, playing out what we had just done only backwards. It was like watching a tape rewind.  
 
    “Now, think of the time between your visit and Nick’s visit.”  
 
    I closed my eyes and did as he asked. I didn’t have to open my eyes to get the sensation of the room spinning. His hand grabbed my wrist. I opened my eyes and met his gaze. Around us the runes were glowing again. Fifteen see through figures sat around the room and I realized I was seeing the poltergeists lounging in the prison that Merick had originally created for them. To see the faces of the victims just added to my nightmares.  
 
    I looked over as the door opened and Jerry walked in. I tilted my head to the side. “That little asshole.” 
 
    “You know him then?” 
 
    I nodded. “We have him at the station on charges for assisted manslaughter. He’s working with a vampire. But how did he know that you had meant this for me?” 
 
    “He has the sixth sense.” He nodded. “Look at him speaking to the ghosts.”  
 
    The words were muted to me. “I’d love to overhear what they are saying.”  
 
    “It’s just a whisper to you. Close your eyes and concentrate on the sound of his voice. You should be able to hear that. You won’t be able to hear the ghosts.”  
 
    I closed my eyes and remembered the sound of Jerry’s voice.  
 
    “The goal is to make sure she’s unable to function. I don’t care how.” 
 
    There was something that sounded like radio static.  
 
    “Both of them. If you have to kill them, that’s fine. If you fail, I won’t be laying you to rest.” 
 
    More static, this time louder as if all of them were speaking at once. I resisted putting my hands over my ears.  
 
    “No, neither of them should have the sixth sense. I know for sure that Collins doesn’t.”  
 
    How wrong he was about Nick. Had he not been there, I could have been killed, which seemed like Jerry’s goal. At the thought of Nick my magic flared, rushing out of me and into the circle. It hit the invisible barrier and wrapped around me. I opened my eyes to meet Merick’s wide eyes.  
 
    “Deep breaths.” He reminded me. “Pull it back in, we got what we came here for.” 
 
    I tried to focus on the warm fuzzy feeling of my magic around me and pull it in, but it pulsed against the circle and against me. A strangled cry came from my throat as the magic went from warm to burning. I hadn’t felt this out of control in a long time.  
 
    “Abigail.” Merick warned. “Rein it in.” 
 
    If I couldn’t pull it in, there was only one thing I could do. Push it out. “You’re going to have to trust me.” I gasped through the sensation. Pinprick pain marched up my body, leaving burning trails in its wake.  
 
    I could feel Merick’s magic and his portion of the circle. I fell to one knee and put my hand against my blood splatter. I looked at Merick and he nodded as if he knew what I was going to do. I closed my eyes and shoved the magic into the ground and circle. Purple light flew up around us and into the circle as I forced it outwards.  
 
    The light moved out, widening the circle without a physical guide. I pushed it out until it surrounded the areas I needed it to reach. I could breathe again when it reached the other house. I looked at Merick. “We can reinforce it if you want, but now we can just walk.” 
 
    “So much power Abigail, it’s unlike you to lose control like this.”  
 
    I nodded. “I tried to warn you.” 
 
    “Let’s walk and see that past, then we’ll talk about it.”  
 
    Talk about it, like he was my mentor. I didn’t argue the point. There was no use arguing while there was magic about. I didn’t want to make it worse. Not only did I overtake his circle, I made it bigger and stronger with a little bit of blood and a lot of grief.  
 
    We walked out to the yard. Shadows moved around us, brushing against us. I stopped where I had first found the skull and closed my eyes. Doing what Merick had told me, I thought about ten years ago when the bodies had been dropped.  
 
    I opened my eyes to see someone dragging body bags from a truck and dropping them in a pile. Ira appeared and the two shook hands like they were good friends and not doing a business deal. The man turned towards where Merick and I were standing. I didn’t know his face. I pushed more magic into the spell and the words spilled out loud and clear.  
 
    “Ten bodies, as I promised. I kept the thumbs.” He pulled out a bag from his pocket and gave it a shake.  
 
    “Strange fetish, Nathanial.” Ira looked at the bodies. “I wanted them alive.” 
 
    “Sorry, I had unfinished business I needed to attend to. You requested bodies, not living beings. And I told you, it’s Agent Heights now.”  
 
    Agent Heights. FBI? PIB? I had a full name to put in the system now, and ask Agent Grace about. A name to go with the thumbs…which were just a fetish?  
 
    Ira wrapped his hand around Nathanial’s throat. With a flick of his wrist the neck snapped. Well, shit. There went my only suspect.  
 
    Merick had his hand to his chin like he was thinking. The vampire swooped down and snatched up the thumbs.  
 
    “Jerry!”  
 
    The shifter came running out of the house.  
 
    The vampire tossed him the bag of thumbs. “Do what you want with them. Don’t upset my experiment.”  
 
    The scene faded away and I growled as time started to shift again. Until a woman danced around the yard. The same woman that I’d seen as a ghost. Merick started to walk away, but I put a hand on his shoulder. “No, let’s wait and see what happened to her.” 
 
    Ira approached her and she threw her arms around him. They kissed, lips moved together, hands tangled in the other person’s hair, her foot even went up a little bit. That didn’t seem like a hostage situation to me.  
 
    “What was the cause of her death?” Merick asked.  
 
    “Blood drained, multiple bites. She was thought to have been kept in a basement.” I motioned to the two lovers. “This is not a hostage situation.”  
 
    “Yet.” Merick motioned to the forest. “Look familiar?”  
 
    Figures moved in the distance, a horde of vampires.  
 
    “I’m sorry my love, I have no choice.” He grabbed her wrist and pulled her towards the house. “This is the only way.”  
 
    “The blood-starved vampires went back that far? Her death was a century ago.” 
 
    I motioned to the house in the distance. “One more stop. I want to know what was going on in that house.” 
 
    Merick walked next to me, never leaving my side, and I wondered if it was because he was afraid I was pushing myself too much, but I was high on the magic. The moon and my emotions continued to feed into me and supply the energy for the spell. As we walked we saw how the forest changed over the years, in reverse, moving at a speed no human normally saw.  
 
    When we got to the house, I could see the way the shack looked a hundred years ago.  
 
    Clean sleek wood that anyone would be proud to have built by hand. I focused to a time surrounding our current cases starting ten years ago. 
 
     My heart hammered in my chest as Levi appeared on the porch and walked in. Merick and I followed him in and I saw Ira standing there.  
 
    “Levi, what brings you here?” He held his hands out as if welcoming the other vampire. 
 
    “I’ve come to warn you that you need to cease these experiments. The humans are becoming suspicious. The amount of starving vampires you have created from all of this is getting out of control.” 
 
    “And who is going to stop me? You?” He laughed. “You aren’t powerful enough.” 
 
    “When we come to be known in the human world you will have to follow laws and rules that the king agrees on. That time is coming sooner than you want to believe.” 
 
    Ira sneered. “I serve no king.” 
 
    “Then he won’t spare you. You’re toeing a gray line even now. He should kill you for this.” There was a tone in Levi’s voice I hadn’t heard before. Pleading. There was more than he had originally led me to believe between him and Ira. I kept the anger reined in, not wanting to feed more emotions into the spell.  
 
    “So be it. Be gone.”  
 
    The time shifted to closer to the present and I gasped at the sudden change. I glanced at Merick and knew he was responsible. He motioned back to the house to get me to pay attention to what was going on in the memory. 
 
    Ira stood there with a horde of blood-starved vampires.  
 
    “Remember, in life or death we serve no king. We serve no power. We are the superior beings. Your job is to remind the humans of that. King be damned. When our experiments walk this earth we will show people that everyone is a monster.”  
 
    He was behind it all and I had no way of finding him. Not right now. My emotions flared again and Merick put a hand on my wrist. “I think we’re done for the night.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and focused on the pressure of his hand to ground me. He was right, I had learned everything I could from this. We hadn’t gotten to the basement, but I didn’t think I could handle any more. I pulled the magic in and tried to find the warmth in it, but there was none. My body went cold as I tried to recover from the spell.  
 
    Merick put a hand on my shoulder. “Abigail.” 
 
    “My warmth is gone.” I couldn’t keep my teeth from chattering.  
 
    “You pushed too hard.” He threw his jacket over me. “Come on.”  
 
    I looked back at the shack as he led me away. I swore I saw someone inside moving around, but I shook it off. Just a small residue effect of the spell.  
 
    “Levi knew more than he told me.” My voice sounded numb even to me. 
 
    “Are you surprised that he lied to you?” Merick opened the Hummer and I leaned against the passenger seat.  
 
    I considered his question. “I shouldn’t be, but I am.” I flexed my hand as the warmth returned to it. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to take over your circle, there was just nowhere else the magic could go.” 
 
    “I’d rather you take over a protective circle than cause chaos. I should be thankful that your magic leans towards good and not evil.” He glanced at the Hummer behind me. “Are you okay to drive?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, I need to go speak to Levi.”  
 
    “Are you sure that is wise?” Merick hesitated. “You should consider going home and resting for a little while.” 
 
    “No, because if I do that I’m going to wallow in my own grief and do something stupid.” Though he might have been right. I wasn’t going to sit there and let Levi lie to me about something that had to do with the case. He’d given me the name, yes, but he said it had been centuries ago that he had dealt with the vampire. Not ten years ago. 
 
    He hesitated again, but stepped back. “We have enough to go off of to solve both cases, now we just have to gather the evidence.”  
 
    “I’ll share with Agent Grace what we learned tomorrow. She and I can go from there. The two people we brought in should be enough to send an execution team after Ira.” Assuming they could find him. Of course, maybe Levi knew where the bastard was hiding.  
 
    “I’ll be in contact.” He nodded and headed towards his car.  
 
    I walked around and climbed into the Hummer. I texted Levi.  
 
    Where are you? 
 
    It was only a few moments before he answered Just finished up at the station.  
 
    Meet me at my parents’ house. I wanted to do this on my turf, not his.  
 
    I turned the key, giving the Hummer a moment to warm up. I tried to rein in my emotions and clamp down on my magic. It wasn’t going to do me any good if I lost control in front of Levi.   
 
      
 
    I pulled up to the house to see Levi sitting on the porch. I slammed the Hummer door when I got out. “No just waltzing in or popping in?” 
 
    “No, I thought it was best considering the kind of night we’ve both had.”  
 
    Interesting, I wondered if someone had called him to tell him about me losing my control. No. The only one there was Merick and the one officer.  
 
    “I’m sorry about Nick.” 
 
    Oh, that’s what he was talking about. “Clarissa call you and tell you about me leaving the coven barbecue?” 
 
    “She did, the moment the sun went down. Right before Mason called me to interrogate the suspect you brought in. Why didn’t he want you to handle the vampire?” 
 
    “I handled the human.” I shrugged. “But that brings me to why I asked you to come here. Merick helped me do a trace spell tonight.” 
 
    His lip lifted in a half sneer at the name. “You worked with him?” 
 
    “I didn’t really have a choice. When was the last time you saw Ira?” I wanted to give him one more chance to answer me without lying.  
 
    “Don’t, Levi.” Mario’s voice came from around the corner and I glared at him. “She can solve the case without that information. She has enough to condemn him.”  
 
    “Stay where you are Mario.” I snarled at him. “Levi, I’m not a vampire, I can’t tell when you are lying by pulse and breathing, but I was able to trace the events at that house. The one with the blood-starved vampires.” 
 
    Mario took a step forward. “He doesn’t have to listen to you, witch.” 
 
    I flung my hand in Mario’s direction and a red circle surrounded him. I kept my own surprise in at the color. It made my intentions clear, if he didn’t back off, I had the ability to hurt him. With my emotions flying wild and the full moon above me, I wasn’t sure I had the self-control to stop it.  
 
    “Then you know the answer, Abigail.” Levi kept his voice even.  
 
    “Why lie to me? I know that Ira has a connection to the vampire king, by relation that means you do too.” I met his gaze, but out of the corner of my eye I saw Mario move. “You touch that circle and you’re going to burn. I am not in the mood to deal with your ass.” 
 
    “Mario. Go back to the mansion.” Levi glanced at the vampire. “It’s been a long time since I’ve seen her in this mood, but you don’t want to push her.” 
 
    Mario nodded and I let my circle down so he could disappear into the night.  
 
    When he was gone, Levi turned to the house. “Shall we talk inside?” 
 
    I motioned to the door to let him know to go ahead. I needed to work on reeling in my anger or I was going to end up trapping him in a circle. We both walked in and he went right to the living room to sit down.  
 
    “Yes, I was a King’s guard ten years ago, I stepped down about the time you graduated high school. I was sent to give Ira another warning to stop.” 
 
    “And what was his relationship to the king?” 
 
    All the lines smoothed out of Levi’s face as he put his emotionless mask on. “They had the same maker.” 
 
    “Which is why the king was so hesitant to kill him. Had the King done it, then we wouldn’t be dealing with this now. Had you not lied to me, I would have had a better lead on the case.” I snapped. “Now he might have gotten to a place our executioners can’t get to.” 
 
    “He’ll evade them. He’s a master at that. This isn’t a case you’re going to be able to close, Abigail. He’s too powerful and too close to the vampire king.”  
 
    “But you can get to him.” 
 
    Levi shook his head. “No, I can’t. I don’t have that kind of authority anymore. It doesn’t work that way, but send the executioners after it and the case will be off your plate.” He waved a hand, dismissing it.  
 
    “Why did you lie?” 
 
    “To protect you.”  
 
    “From what? I have nothing to do with this or the vampires, because you’ve kept it all locked away and hidden from me. Which means I should be in no danger because I am not a threat to anything political.” I felt the magic well up in me again and closed my eyes. “I’ll be ordering an executioner group tomorrow and working on solving the other cases. If I can handle it, I’m going to go see the PIB building and my house tomorrow.” 
 
    “To see if you can figure out who killed Nick?” 
 
    “Yes, and if I find out that it has something to do with your lies, I’m going to trap you in a circle and leave your ass there.” 
 
    He snorted. “I can’t believe you trapped Mario in one.” 
 
    “He’s lucky I didn’t do more. My anger is out of control tonight.” 
 
    “Then it’s best I leave.” 
 
    Yes, it was, and he did such without another word. I sat in the living room alone, trying to get a handle on myself. It wasn’t like me to be so blunt with Levi or to threaten him. Throwing Mario in a circle probably didn’t win me any favors, but I didn’t want him there for any part of the conversation and he was trying to convince Levi to continue lying to me.  
 
    Abigail… 
 
    The voice called again and I closed my eyes. There was nothing menacing about the house, but continuing to hear the voice call to me pushed against every nerve I had left.  
 
    My sweet Abigail… 
 
    There were only two violent and emotionally filled deaths in this house and the voice was female. Most likely just my imagination.  
 
    A meow brought my attention around to the hallway. Osiris sat in the hall staring at the wall.  I was sure that if he had hair it would be standing up. I looked where his gaze led and saw nothing. He trotted off like everything was fine now.  
 
    Shaking my head, I leaned back on the couch and flipped on the television. It’d been a long night and there was no way I was going to handle anything else.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
    The noon day sun bounced off the remains of my house. Construction equipment crowded the street with bright orange cones to make sure that people saw them and the mess the crew was trying to clean up. I stood where my mail box was, staring at the mess of concrete, drywall, and beams that used to house me. I had talked to the project manager before I came to let him know that I wanted to take a look around. The crew was finishing up whatever task they were on while we waited for Clarissa to show up.  
 
    In traditional Clarissa fashion, she was running a few minutes late. The noise of the machines moving debris should have bothered me, but it seemed the loud rumbling, scraping, and crunching helped drown out the voices in my head. The ones that questioned all my choices last night. The ones that warned me not to be stupid in any part of these cases, but I didn’t want to listen.  
 
    The noise died down and someone cleared their throat behind me. “What are you thinking about so hard?” Clarissa asked.  
 
    I turned to face her. “Choices that can’t be unmade.” I gave her as honest of an answer as I could.  
 
    “I called Levi—“ 
 
    “Yeah, I know. He and I had a talk last night about some things. I don’t really want to get into it right now. Right now, I want to check the house for anything that will give me a clue of who tried to kill me. Then I’m going to the office to try and find a clue about who killed my partner.” 
 
    Clarissa nodded and motioned to the driveway. “Let’s go then. Did they clear a path to the basement?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m assuming that’s where it started because that’s where Osiris bolted from. The project manager said he’d have his crew make sure it was safe for us to go there.” As I said it a crew member walked up and handed us both hard hats.  
 
    “We’ve got the basement uncovered and we’ll start moving the debris off the property once you ladies are gone. After that, it’ll be your job to bring a contractor for the rebuild.” 
 
    I nodded. “Thank you for the hard work.” I put the bright yellow hat on and looked over at Clarissa.  
 
    She kept trying to stick a curl under the hat just for it to fall out. She huffed and looked at me. “They clearly don’t keep in mind unruly hair when it comes to these.” 
 
    “It’s not a fashion statement, it’s a safety precaution.” I chuckled and motioned to the cleared area. “Let’s go see my basement.” 
 
    At this point in my life, I was pretty much over anything that had a basement. I looked down into the pit that was my basement. Most of the large debris had been moved away, but dirt and chunks of house dotted what had been a mostly empty basement. Luckily, I didn’t keep much down there.  
 
    My gaze scanned over the walls that weren’t cracked and blackened. A faint red glow caught my attention.  
 
    “It’s still active.” Clarissa put a hand on my shoulder. “I can’t see what rune it is.” 
 
    “Me neither, but if it’s still active it’s probably specifically to keep me out of the area. Or one of the construction workers would have activated it by now.”  
 
    Clarissa nodded. “Which means it should be safe for me to go in there.” 
 
    “It’s not worth risking it.” I pressed my lips together. “I already lost Nick, I don’t want to get you killed as well.” 
 
    She patted my cheek like I was a stubborn child. “You forget that we can take precautions. Be ready to throw up a circle around me after I dust it off.” 
 
    It was risky, but I could get it up in time to protect her. As long as it wasn’t something that went boom and threatened all of us. 
 
    She climbed down a ladder a crew member had left for us. I held my breath as she crossed the floor, stepping over pieces of plaster and wood. She reached out to brush the dirt off the wall. I felt a tremor of fear roll through my body, making my hand shake as I prepared to put a circle around Clarissa.  
 
    The dirt fell away with a mere brush of her hand, displaying the rune. It wasn’t a Cult rune and it didn’t belong to our coven. Clarissa came back and climbed up the latter. “It’s an American rune, visiting witch or warlock, but no one’s checked in with our coven about visiting.” 
 
    I stared at the rune. “I know the root of that one.” 
 
    “So do I, Abby, so don’t go near it.”  
 
    I clenched my fingers into tight fists until my nails bit into my hands. The base of the rune shot anger through me and I found myself swearing that if I found out who did this, I’d kill them before they got the chance to finish their job. The death rune was considered black magic, regardless of intention, and this person left one in my basement.  
 
      
 
    Clarissa had insisted that she come to the PIB building with me to make sure that I didn’t accidentally stumble upon another death rune. I didn’t think it was necessary, but I reminded myself that she was worried. Worried about me, about how I grieved, and how I was handling the current chaos around me.  
 
    We pulled up to the building, stopping outside the caution tape and squad cars. I glanced at Clarissa. “This is as far as you can go.” 
 
    “Can’t get me on the scene as a consultant?”  
 
    I motioned to where Boss Man stood speaking to a few other PIB agents. “Not with him on the scene. I promise I won’t go within touching distance of any active runes. Okay?” 
 
    “I’m not exactly sure how I feel about that.”  
 
    “Look at it this way, if the last explosion was meant to kill me, it would have done it while I was in the building.”  
 
    We both paused and looked at each other. “Holy shit, whoever did this might have wanted you alive. So someone in the building was their intended target.” 
 
    The bomb had gone off mere minutes after I was off the property and at a safe distance. I got out of the car and headed towards Boss Man. “Anything new?” 
 
    “We found runes on what was left of the elevator shaft. They match a coven a few states away and we think that the fill in receptionist had something to do with it.” 
 
    “I thought we did background checks on them.”  
 
    “We do, she had no priors and her reference checked out.” 
 
    I paused. “Who was her reference?” 
 
    “Johnny Smiths”  
 
    Son of a bitch. “He’s the main suspect on our case right now. I’m getting ready to file executioner papers on him.” But why did he want me alive? Maybe I was just lucky and Clarissa and I were being paranoid.   
 
    Boss Man met my gaze. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Would I lie about a thing like that?”  
 
    “Go file those papers, make sure you mention that alias and the connection he has. Then you put that case file away. The thumbs case is your primary concern right now.” 
 
    Though that one also had a connection to Ira. “Working on it. I did a trace spell last night and got some new information. We’ll do what we can for that one.”  
 
    If we could find a body for Agent Nathaniel Heights and another set of thumbs, I could close the murder part of that case. I didn’t think it was too much to ask for.  
 
    “Now, get back to work. You’re not supposed to be on this scene.”  
 
    I nodded and went back to the Hummer. Clarissa looked up from her phone. “That was quick.” 
 
    “Boss Man doesn’t want me on the scene. But I learned enough to condemn a vampire to execution. I’ll drop you back off on my way to the north office.” I started the car and looked at the building again. Three cases, all connected, and chances were the suspect was getting away.  
 
      
 
    I walked into the north building and wrinkled my nose. The smell of plastic and cardboard assaulted my senses as I tried to figure out where Agent Grace was. IT people crowded the halls as they unboxed new computers and equipment.  
 
    I finally found her in the break room, pouring over her laptop. “Find something interesting?” 
 
    “No, just more combing through what we already know.” She shut her computer. “What do you have for me? You’re late coming in.” 
 
    “Had some personal stuff that needed to be taken care of. The trace spell was productive last night, there was an agent by the name of Nathaniel Heights that worked with Ira. He delivered ten bodies to the vampire.” 
 
    “No, Nathaniel wasn’t capable of that kind of violence.” She met my gaze. “There’s no way he would have killed ten people to work with a vampire.” The confidence in her voice dared me to challenge her. 
 
    “I’m just telling you what the spell showed me. He had said there was unfinished business and he had to deal with the victims.”  
 
    She sighed and opened her computer back up. “Nathaniel was a special case. PIB recruited him off the streets to work in controlled substances and drug related crimes. Occasionally we had supernatural creatures pop up as drug dealers, and the human police couldn’t do anything about it.” 
 
    I remembered dealing with a drug-dealing vampire earlier in the year. It wasn’t unheard of. “So do you think that unfinished business was drug related?” 
 
    “I do. I don’t know why he would take the thumbs.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Sadly, Ira snapped his neck. But you knew that already. You referred to Nathaniel in past tense.” 
 
    “I knew that he had been killed, I didn’t know by who. But his neck was snapped. We all assumed one of the drug dealers did it.” She turned the screen around and showed me the file she’d pulled up. “He was filed under ‘died in the line of duty’ because that’s what we thought happened.” 
 
    “Instead, he was killed betraying PIB. If we could figure out what that unfinished business was…” I pulled out my notes. “All of the victims pulled up on the PIB database, not the human, but that’s all I was told.”  
 
    I handed her the paper with all the names. “Nick said he couldn’t find anything that related them to each other, but maybe you can.” 
 
    She took the paper from me and turned the computer screen back around. “If they had a connection to Nathaniel then they were either druggies or they were PIB agents.” 
 
    “Someone would notice if ten PIB agents went missing though, wouldn’t they?” 
 
    “I certainly would hope so.” She tapped on her keyboard a bit. “I’m glad you got something useful from the trace spell.” 
 
    I got a lot more than that, but I wasn’t planning on letting her in on Levi’s part. Angry at him or not, I didn’t want him more involved in this than he needed to be. “Me too. It was an interesting spell to do for sure.” I didn’t know if I’d add it my list of best tools for the job, but it was interesting at least.  
 
    “You handle Jerry.” 
 
    “What is your past with him?” I asked with a raised brow.  
 
    She snorted. “We dated for a little bit. I didn’t know that he was working for a vampire, but he was always pompous.” 
 
    “Ahhh, so I get to handle him so he can’t claim conflict of interest.” I gathered up my papers. “I’ll go to the station then. I’ll be putting in the request for execution tonight when the supervisor gets in.” 
 
    “Things are finally winding down, huh?” 
 
    I laughed. “Don’t say that. Besides, I won’t consider the blood-starved vampires case and the corpse case closed until Ira is officially dead.” I shook my head. I also still needed to make Simon aware that his wolves had been involved. Even if he hadn’t been a Pack master then, he still needed to know that we found five of his people deceased.  
 
    “PIB can’t close a hundred percent of the cases. There are execution orders that are never carried out, there are supernaturals that are just too damn good and cover their tracks.” 
 
    I didn’t want these cases to end up in that category. “He needs to be brought to justice.” 
 
    “And what are you going to do? Hunt him down? Abigail, you can’t catch all the bad guys in the world. Bring to justice who you can and leave the rest to fate.” 
 
    I was about say something about her last cold case, but I let it go.  
 
    She turned her computer around. “Looks like all of our victims were in the supernatural drug circuit.” 
 
    I wonder why Nick’s search hadn’t pulled it up? Maybe it was another clearance thing. I paused at that thought. If it was classified, then it meant that it was connected to supernatural politics. And with the evidence from the recent cases, I would assume vampire politics. Did the vampire king have something to do with drug trafficking? Levi had said there had been an increase in drugs in his territory recently. I had dealt with a vampire drug dealer about a year ago.  
 
    I pressed my lips together. “So we have connections.” 
 
    “A penny for your thoughts?” 
 
    “I’m wondering why you were able to pull up the information but Nick wasn’t.” I didn’t think Nick was incompetent in his search abilities, he was normally spot on for things like this.  
 
    “Looks like some of it was restricted information. His clearance wasn’t higher than yours, so he wouldn’t have been able to pull it up.” There was a slightly irritated tone to her voice.  
 
    But restrictions on common druggies? I didn’t question it out loud, there was no reason to push her further. I didn’t want my paranoia rubbing off on her either. “Did you talk to Boss Man at all about the PIB building?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, I’ve been here trying to figure out what I was missing. And you just brought in the missing links.” 
 
    “They think it was the fill in receptionist, she gave the alias as her reference name.” 
 
    She looked up at me. “Isn’t that interesting? Do they have any idea what the motive behind it was?” 
 
    “No, but if we want to go with everything else that’s happened with the thumbs case, I’d say that it was an attempt to bring down PIB. Or at least try to shake us a little bit.” 
 
    She nodded. “Because they got away the first time because they killed Nathaniel, and now they are taunting us.” 
 
    “Yes, but we have two people, Nathaniel is dead, but we can prove beyond a reasonable doubt that he was an accomplice. The only people we’re missing are Ira and the receptionist.” 
 
    “Three out of five isn’t horrible.” She chuckled. “Who knows, a decade from now maybe it’ll be completely solved by the next generation of PIB agents.” 
 
    She was giving up. I didn’t like the idea, but I couldn’t go hunting for Ira. I had no resources to use, no one to back me up, and no reason to not trust the execution team. “I’m going to go talk to Jerry about Nathaniel and then I’ll write up the report for the case. Tonight I’ll put the request in.” 
 
    She shut her computer and started to pack her stuff away. “Abby, I can tell by your voice that this isn’t the ending you want.” 
 
    “Yes, but as you pointed out, we can’t solve all the cases and this isn’t a fairy tale where everything will wrap into a box.” I sighed and grabbed my bag. “I’ll see you around then?” 
 
    She nodded. “I’m not going anywhere until Tomes is tried, remember?” 
 
    “Yep, and it seems to me like it might be a while before that happens. I told Boss Man that I’d take some time off and see the grief counselor. I’ll make an appointment, but I don’t want to take more time off.” 
 
    She nodded. “Do what you need to. We all process tragedy different ways.” She zipped up her bag. “Let me know if Jerry gives you any problems.” 
 
    “I will.”  
 
    She walked out of the break room, leaving me alone to think. She was acting like everything was over for the case, just file the paperwork, hit send, and it’s done. But I wasn’t done with this case, sure three out of five wasn’t bad, but there was more out there. More to this case, and some of it was solved, much like Tomes. But there was so much more out there. Where Ira was hiding, what other experiments were going on, the victims of this one, so many things unanswered and I wasn’t going to let it go that easily.  
 
    I gathered my things and headed back to the Hummer. I didn’t need a partner for the rest of this. I’d close it to the best of my abilities and get the answers I needed. I could track the receptionist. An odd idea spawned in my mind, if I could get something of Ira’s then I could track him as well.  
 
    An evil smile curled over my face. He was a vampire, not a witch, chances were he didn’t know what all we could use for a tracking spell. I don’t know why I hadn’t thought of it in the first place.  
 
      
 
      
 
    I walked into the police station with a new confidence to my step. Agent Grace was wrong; I could get the executioners a location to start with. I wouldn’t go after Ira myself. Not yet. I would give the team a chance to do their job, but I would get a location on him. That was my job.  
 
    Mason was standing outside of the interrogation room. “You look awfully happy right now.” 
 
    “I had a breakthrough, which means I’m about to close all three of my cases. That makes me happy.” I motioned to the door. “He ready for me?” 
 
    “He says he has nothing more to tell you and there’s nothing you can do to make him tell you.” Mason shrugged. “We got him on quite a bit, do you really need to talk to him again?” 
 
    I nodded. “I need to just confirm that he knows someone and is associated with what happened.” 
 
    “Good luck.” Mason laughed. “He’s all yours.” 
 
    “I thought we had to be supervised when interrogating...”  
 
    Mason paused. “Normally, but we know you well enough that we don’t worry about that rule. One of my rookies give you issues?” 
 
    “There was a woman here the first time, when I used the truth spell.” The one that hadn’t worked. “She said that I had to be supervised, that it was protocol and you let me get away with too much.” I knew I was paraphrasing, but it was close enough.  
 
    Mason’s brows drew together and a little wrinkle formed on his nose. “Can you describe her?” 
 
    I gave him the description of her that I remembered and his eyes widened a bit. “That doesn’t describe one of our officers here.” 
 
    My heart pounded in my chest. “Then who was she and how did she manage to get into your building and into an interrogation?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    But now I had an idea of why my spell didn’t work. She might have managed to mess with any magic that was performed in there. I shook my head. “When we’re done with him, I need to search the room and see if here’s a rune or something that would interfere with my magic.” If this was all Ira, he knew what he was doing and how to slip people into the system. I was not pleased at all about this.  
 
    Jerry looked up at me. “Ah, hello again, Agent Collins. Come to have another try at me? I already told you everything I could.” 
 
    I put a picture of Nathaniel on the table. “Agent Heights. Know him?” 
 
    “Should I?” He leaned back into his chair and tapped his fingers against the table. 
 
    I shrugged. “I talked to him yesterday and he can place you at the scene of the crime, with ten additional bodies.” 
 
    He jerked up right. “Impossible.” 
 
    “Oh? He was able to describe Ira Daiz, alias Johnny Smiths. He was able to tell me about the thumbs.” Obviously I was stretching the truth just a little bit, but it got the reaction I wanted out of him.  
 
    His face turned red and he slammed his hands on the table. “He’s dead.” 
 
    “How are you so sure about that?” 
 
    He snarled. “Because I saw his body. That was the reason we decided to kill him, so he couldn’t fucking rat on us.” 
 
    “Thank you. Do you want to tell me about the bodies?” 
 
    “No.” He snapped and sat back down, taking a deep breath. “There’s nothing more to tell, Agent Collins. Nothing at all.”  
 
    I stood. “You’re right. Thank you for confirming what I needed.” 
 
    “How did you figure it out? You obviously couldn’t talk to him. He’s not one of the ghosts there.” 
 
    I looked over my shoulder. “I’m a witch… magic.” I walked out, shutting the door behind me. Mason stood there with his arms crossed.  
 
    “That was quick, did you learn anything?”  
 
    I nodded. “I got him to tell me that he knew the person and that he was killed. That’s all I needed.” 
 
    “And how did you manage to get him to admit to that?”  
 
    “Stretched the truth just a bit.” I shrugged. “Have him taken back. I want to check the room.” 
 
    Mason called for a deputy while I waited. When Jerry was removed I walked in and crawled under the table. 
 
    “Just exactly what are you looking for?” Mason asked, walking into the room.  
 
    I looked at the bottom of the table and saw a rune scratched into it. An anti-magic rune, it would have screwed with my spell without me realizing it. “This down here.” I pulled my phone out and took a picture of it. “You need to replace this table and any of the other ones that might have been tampered with.” 
 
    “You think they would have messed with all the tables?”  
 
    “Unless you put me in the same one each time, then I would say yes. Check your cameras and see if you caught her doing it.” I climbed out from under the table. “I can’t believe I didn’t think about that.” I growled.  
 
    Mason sighed and stuck his head out the door, calling orders about the tables. “You can’t always depend on magic.” 
 
    “You’re right, but it helps me a lot.” The truth spell was the first magic that I had done on this case. The trace spell was because we kept hitting dead end after dead end.  “I’ll see you later, I need to go do one more thing before I head back to the north office.” 
 
    “Are you calling this case closed?” He asked.  
 
    I nodded. “This part of it, yes, I’ll send you the report and the paperwork on him and Ira. I’ll do what I can to find the woman who impersonated the officer and bring her in, but that’s the last piece of this part.”  
 
    “Where are you going to start looking for her?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but I’m betting she’s connected with the receptionist suspected of blowing up our building.” It was a gut feeling, but the rune looked similar to the language I found in my house too. The question was, how did she get in there? I had a security system. I needed to get to an Internet connection and start sorting through the video to see if there was something that popped up on the feed.   
 
    “A couple of troubling witches in our city.” He muttered. “Keep me updated.” 
 
    “I will.” I walked out of the station while I sent my uncle a text. “I’m heading your direction. No questions asked.”  
 
    The response came quickly. “I’ll see you soon.” 
 
      
 
    I entered Oliver’s house without knocking. I’d let him known that I was on my way up, he also had an advanced security system so I knew he was aware that I’d arrived.  
 
    “I’m in the back room, Abigail.” 
 
    His voice came from a speaker somewhere near the front door. I kicked my shoes off and went to find him. He was sitting in front of a computer watching clips of the PIB attack. “How did you survive this?” 
 
    “I had just left. I’d gotten impatient for the elevator and took the stairs. I was about a block away when the explosion happened.” 
 
    “And your partner didn’t make it.” He said, matter of factly. “You missed a training session without explanation.” 
 
    I thought back and then cursed. “I’m sorry, as you can see, my plate is full. I’ve been doing better with control.” 
 
    He laughed. “Is that so? I heard you trapped a vampire in a red circle with intention of harming him.” 
 
    “Levi called you?” 
 
    He spun around in the chair to look at me. “He was worried that I was corrupting you.”  
 
    “It wasn’t with my elemental ability that I lost control. It was just general magic, and I actually had complete control over it.” I rolled my eyes. “Look, I just need to borrow a room to perform a tracking spell.” 
 
    “Can’t do it at your house because it no longer exists. Why not Levi’s?” He raised a brow. “Not trusting your dear adopted father?” 
 
    “He has a guest and I don’t really want to explain who I’m tracking to either of them.” I shook my head. “My parents’ house doesn’t really have a safe spot yet for me to perform magic.” 
 
    “In case you lose control. Are you always so cautious?” 
 
    “Normally, yes.” I normally performed my magic in a room at Levi’s house that was magically enhanced to keep my magic in if something went wrong.  It was really a precaution, but because of how rash my emotions had been making me the last few days, I didn’t want to risk it. 
 
    “You can have the room up front to use. It has a physical circle under the carpet, good luck.” He turned back to his computer. 
 
    “What? You don’t want to join me? No supervision?” I joked as I headed out of the room. 
 
    “You’re a grown witch Abigail, I trust you know the difference between good and bad. Besides, I’m trying to figure out if there was a specific target in this attack.”  
 
    His words made me pause and I looked over my shoulder. He motioned to the screen. “The yellow Hummer, that’s you, right?” 
 
    “Correct, my car was destroyed earlier this week.” I wasn’t going to give him more of an explanation. He probably already knew what happened.  
 
    “You were two blocks away exactly when it happened. Did you feel anything?” 
 
    “No, I didn’t. I felt the explosion and that’s it. If you’re looking to connect this to me, I wasn’t the target. PIB was. We already have a working theory on it.” 
 
    He spun around to face me again, folding his hands in his lap. “Do you care to share?” 
 
    “Nope, not even my case, so I’m not touching it.” I walked out of the room.  
 
    My feet made no noise against the soft carpet of the hallway. The walls still gave no signs of who Oliver was or if he had any other family. I learned in a previous case he had an estranged daughter, but he had no pictures of her anywhere in the house. I made it to the front room and it was very much the same.  
 
    Soft carpet, blank walls, and a fireplace on the far end. Nothing burned in the fireplace, no sign of smoke or ember, but the fire extinguisher was still sitting by it. This was the room that Oliver and I normally trained in, he still didn’t trust my control and despite water being his element, he kept the extinguisher. I hadn’t realized there was a circle in this room, but we never activated it. Probably because he wanted it as another safety precaution. And he thought I was overly cautious.  
 
    I closed my eyes and let my magic and aura reach out to the floor beneath the plush carpet. Searching for the physical circle to guide it. A shock went through me as my magic found it. My fingers tingled as if I was caressing the etched circle and my aura guided me to the middle. With a thought I closed the circle around it. Silently asking the elements to guide me through this.  
 
    I didn’t have all the things I needed for the spell. I was going to have to improvise a little bit. Where I normally used a map, I’d have to have my magic show me the location in a different way. I pulled out the picture of Ira and my knife. I sat cross legged in the middle of the circle, the faint purple glow of it calming me. I put the picture down and cut my forearm. I wiped the blood on the picture and whispered the Latin words.  
 
    The vampire wasn’t going to hide from me for very long. No. I was going to hunt that bastard down with magic and then give the executioners a mark. The photo drew my blood in with the magic and I turned the paper over. “Now show me where…. give me something.” I whispered.  
 
    Red lines drew across the paper into a shape. The wavy lines gave way to a few dots and I knew what it was. Alaska. My vampire was hiding in Alaska. I waited for more to come, but nothing else showed up. It was as close as I could get, but it was better than nothing.  
 
    Taking a deep breath, I pulled my magic into me and tucked the picture into my notes. Progress. Progress felt good. I pulled my phone out to text Nick… 
 
    The thrill of progress gave way to heart breaking grief that stole my breath. My heart skipped a few beats as I fought against what was normal for me. There was no Nick to text, there was no chance to brag and give him grief about the case. I put my phone back and held my head down.  
 
    “Oh Abigail, what has crossed your mind?” Oliver’s voice pulled me out of the physical slump.  
 
    “I was just thinking about Nick.” I stood up. “Thank you for letting me use your room. I need to get back to the North PIB office.” 
 
    “So you can fill out your execution request.” He nodded. “You make sure to keep a rein on your magic. Understood?” 
 
    I snorted. “Yes, of course.” He wasn’t my parent; he was my uncle who popped back into my life randomly. If he was basing me losing control off of what I did to Mario, I wondered what he would think of what happened when I was with Merick. Of course, he didn’t seem to know about that. Interesting. He normally kept pretty close tabs on me.  
 
    I wasn’t going to bring it up. I grabbed my bag off the floor. “Again, thank you.” 
 
    “You drove all this way just to borrow a room?” He asked, almost stepping in front of me. 
 
    “Maybe I just needed to be around someone who wasn’t going to lecture me or question what I was doing.” I pulled my bag on. “Just for a few minutes.” As I said it, I realize that it was true. Oliver trusted me to make my own mistakes. He wouldn’t interfere in what I was doing and I highly doubted that he would discourage me if he knew that I was chasing after a vampire who had a connection to the king.   
 
    “You’re more like me than Levi gives you credit for. More like your father…he always hoped and wished you’d be pure. Your mother was never capable of summoning a circle to harm. You, though. The moment you saw Mario as a threat, you didn’t hesitate. You might have been running off of emotions, but you knew he could be a threat and you neutralized him.” 
 
    I sighed. “I won’t make it a habit.” 
 
    “Your first time is a thrill, isn’t it?” He leaned against the wall. “To realize that you hold a person’s fate in your hands.” 
 
    I shook my head and started out of the room. “I didn’t do it to take or threaten his life, I did it to make him shut up so I could get answers.” 
 
    “Levi said you threatened to shoot the vampire.” Oliver chuckled and followed me out. “Oh Abby, I think you’re a little more wild than you want to admit.” 
 
    I ignored him. I walked out of his house and questioned if it really had been worth the drive up for this. I could have worked it out in the woods, or sucked it up and gone to Levi’s. A strange feeling of comfort came over me and I realized that Oliver was right. I was a little wilder than I had wanted to admit.  
 
    I climbed into the Hummer. Oliver stood at his front door and met my gaze through the windshield. He gave me a little nod as if acknowledging the thought I’d just had. I didn’t think he was a telepath, I just thought we had a bit more in common than we realized.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
    When I had left Oliver’s, I knew there was one more thing I needed to do before I could file all the paperwork. PIB rules, and just mere common sense, said that we needed to contact any supernatural group that was involved in cases. I had called Simon on the way back into the city and gotten his voicemail. I’d left him one that was heartfelt that told him I needed to speak to him about the case, but that none of his wolves were in trouble. I offered to buy him coffee and hoped that he would meet me at the shop.  
 
    I pulled up to the shop and stepped out. I looked around the parking lot and didn’t see a familiar car, but that didn’t mean anything. Though I couldn’t help the small amount of disappointment that he wasn’t there. After everything this last week, I could have used a friendly face. Of course, the last time we saw each other, neither of us had been friendly.  
 
    I walked into the shop, the little bell dinging above my head. I heard someone clear their throat and I realized that I was staring down at my feet when I walked in.  Simon was sitting at one of the small tables and waved me over. He wore a small smile on his face and I couldn’t tell if it was forced or not. Two cups of coffee in mugs already sat on the table.  
 
    “You know, I said that I’d treat you to coffee.” I sat down, putting my bag by feet.  
 
    He nodded. “But with how much of a jerk I was, I figured I owed you some.” 
 
    That was probably as close to an apology as I was going to get. I pulled out a folder from my bag. “So I know you weren’t pack master ten years ago.”  
 
    He snorted. “Of course not, I was barely a pup then.”  
 
    “But my case found five werewolf victims and I have to make you aware of it now.” I opened the file and found the pictures from the database. “These five men were used in an experiment ran by a vampire named Ira. They died because of failed blood transfusions.”  
 
    He took the papers from me and frowned. “I remember when they disappeared. It was a huge blow to the pack because they told us they were going for a medical experiment meant to help our kind.”  
 
    “Ira is trying to create hybrid paranormal creatures by mixing blood.” I gently took the folder back from him. “That’s all we know about it.” 
 
    “Have you caught him?” 
 
    I wanted to lie to him, but I couldn’t. “We have some of his associates in custody, but he’ll be put on an execution list.”  
 
    “Rough case then.” He muttered.   
 
    He had no idea. I took a sip of my coffee. “Did you get the bar taken care of?” 
 
    “I did. I don’t really like the new witch, but I guess I’ll deal with it. I saw the news, PIB office being blown up. Tough break.” 
 
    “Someone was sending us a message.” I cupped my coffee. “I am sorry about your bar, but I wasn’t going to let him get away with threatening me.” 
 
    “I looked back at the security footage, which I should have done in the first place. You had all rights to do what you did. Thank you for not shooting him.” He shook his head. “You seem to be making more enemies when you should be making more allies.” 
 
    I thought back to the house imploding, and the newfound alliance with Merick. “I think I’m doing okay. Most of your pack still respects me.” 
 
    “Some of them do. Some of them are still looking for a cure…” He glanced back at the folder. “I wonder if that’s what those five were after.” 
 
    “There’s no telling. There’s no telling why any of them went there. It just all went so horribly wrong.” They had put their trust in the wrong people. “Keep your wolves safe and away from Calico research, even if they promise a cure.” 
 
    “Thanks for the heads up.” He put a hand on top of mine. “A friend of mine told me about Nick…if you need anything. Let me know.” 
 
    I turned my hand up and squeezed his. “I will, thank you. I have to go though. I have to get that execution report in and some other paperwork done to close these cases. I’m staying at my parents’ place for now…if you feel the need, stop in. I wouldn’t turn down company.” I put the folder back into my bag and stood. “Thank you for meeting me.” 
 
    He stood and pulled me into a hug. For a moment I felt like all of me was going to stick back together and the grief would disappear. “Of course.”  
 
    He let go and I missed the warmth of him. I shook it off, the grief and emotions were messing with my head. Neither of us were ready for a committed relationship. Especially right now.  
 
      
 
    I got back to the North PIB office. I thought about taking the elevator for a moment, but decided to take the stairs to the fourth floor where they had moved the office that was going to be my temporary quarters. I walked in to see Agent Grace talking with the supervisor.  
 
    “Hi Abby, I thought I’d meet you here.”  
 
    I tried not to be skeptical. Part of me wondered if she wanted her name on the paperwork because it would be good for her career. “Great, we can get it all filed together.” I tried to sound enthusiastic, but I know some of my irritation played across. This was not her case, it was mine and Nick’s case. His name should have been next to mine on the paperwork.  
 
    “I’ve already got it filed. Unless there was something you needed to add?” Something in her voice warned me off, telling her that I had an estimated location on the vampire.  
 
    I shook my head. “No, but I’ll get on the paperwork right away for Jerry. I got him to confess that Nathaniel was killed for the purpose of not ratting on them.” 
 
    “A job well done, then.” 
 
    I wouldn’t have called it well done since we didn’t have the receptionist, the person who worked against me at the station, or the vampire, but she was so eager to close the case. “We’ll call it that.” I forced a smile. She walked out and the supervisor looked at me.  
 
    “Something else I can help you with then, Agent Collins?” 
 
    I nodded. “I’d like to see that request.” 
 
    “Of course.” He pulled out a folder and slid it to me. “Just let me know if there was something else that needs to be added. If you want to take a moment to look it over, we have a room just to the left.” He motioned to it.  
 
    I glanced at the room with the glass door and headed in that direction. I had told Grace that I would handle the request. So why had she come up here to do it herself? Did she think I wouldn’t question it? 
 
    The blinds in the room were all pulled, blocking out the soon to be setting sun. I sat down and flipped the folder open. The papers were held in place by metal tabs through holes at the top. The cover page simply stated “execution request.”  
 
    I pulled that up to look at the report underneath. Everything was pretty textbook about why we wanted a team to take out Ira. The only thing she listed as unknown was his location. And under other notes she had ‘same sire as the king of vampires’. I hadn’t been aware that she knew that relationship, seeing I had to demand it out of Levi. How come she knew that and I didn’t? Her clearance maybe?  
 
    I whited out location unknown and put in Alaska. In the back of the request there was a zip folder and I put the picture from my spell there and marked it under the reference spot on the slip. I felt a little more confident with the case by handing over what the location was according to my magic. There was at least something there for people to go off of. Maybe, just maybe, we could bring this guy in at some point.  
 
    I closed the file and looked up as the door to the room opened. Grayson stepped in. “You were warned to let this case be.” 
 
    “Several times, but now it’s out of my hands. It’s daylight, how are you here?” I met his two different colored eyes.  
 
    “I’ve been working around the clock on a different case and been staying in the basement. The case, Abigail, you should have stayed away from it.” 
 
    “Now it’s in the executioners’ hands since I’m not allowed to hunt Ira.” 
 
    He flinched at the name. “That attack on PIB, it was meant for you.” 
 
    “No it wasn’t, it happened after I left the building.”  
 
    “You normally take the elevator…but something delayed it so you took the stairs, getting you out of the building earlier.” He stated. “Nick wasn’t the only one meant to die. You were too.” 
 
    My heart fell at the mention of Nick. “Get out.” 
 
    “The attacks are just going to keep coming if you insist on taking these cases. You need to retire.”  
 
    “I said get out.” I could feel my magic starting to boil below the surface. If I lost control here, I’d be suspended for sure. “I don’t need any more crazy half ass warnings.” 
 
    He bowed his head. “Be cautious, trust no one.” He disappeared.  
 
    I closed my eyes and counted to ten to regain my control. If he knew that attack was for me, then he had to have been part of it, or he just knew more than anyone else about the attack. I growled and snatched the file up from the table.  
 
    I used the short walk to the supervisor’s desk to find my calm. I handed it to him. “I just added a reference.” He nodded and put it in the inbox. I realized that the case was now out of our hands, and I was depending on someone else to finish it out. It wasn’t the first time, but there was just something about this case that didn’t sit right. I pushed off the paranoia while walking out the door. I couldn’t close all the cases single handedly, sometimes I needed help. This was getting that help. 
 
    Forcing myself forward and onto my next task, I reminded myself not to look back and that the only way things were solved was by moving forward.  
 
    My phone rang the moment I stepped out of the office. I didn’t bother looking at the name when I answered it. “Agent Collins.” I sounded tired even to myself.  
 
    “Hey Abby,” Jason’s voice was soft. “I have Nick’s body here. I thought maybe you’d want to come say goodbye before I have to transport it to his family.” 
 
    A lump formed in my throat. I wasn’t ready for this, but there was no promise I was going to get invited to the funeral, and I didn’t want to miss out on saying goodbye to my partner.  
 
    “Yeah, thank you. I’ll be down there in a few minutes.” I walked towards the stairs. “I’m just about done here at the office.”  
 
    “Sure thing. I’ll see you in a bit.”  
 
    He disconnected. I shoved my phone into my pocket before taking a few deep breaths to calm the tears that were trying to spill out. The lump in my throat didn’t go away and swallowing air felt more like drowning. I focused on moving towards the stairs to get to the parking lot.  
 
    “You look a bit down, Abby.” A female voice I vaguely knew had me looking up.  
 
    The face was the same, but the hair was different, a wig, like the receptionist had worn. But she was the female officer and the receptionist, and I bet the moment I scrolled back my security footage, it’d be the same face that ruined my house.  
 
    I met her gaze and smiled. I didn’t know how evil the smile was, but she had to have seen something in it because she turned and ran.  
 
    I harnessed all my anger, all my grief, and all my frustration into my magic. I threw my hand out and a red and orange swirling circle appeared around her. An opaque barrier formed around her, flames dancing in the boundaries of the circle. I reeled in my emotions so I didn’t hurt her, but I wanted to. I wanted to use my magic to harm her, cause her all the pain that she’d put me through the last week.  
 
    “Where do you think you’re going?” I growled and walked up to my circle.  
 
    She gave me wide eyes as she paled. “You’re a PIB agent, you can’t hurt me.” 
 
    Oh, how wrong she was. No one would fault me for it. She’d killed agents. She had killed my partner. I smiled again and this time I knew it was evil. It was the part of me that I knew Levi was worried about, the one he thought Oliver had brought out. “You think you’re safe? There are at least twenty PIB agents in this building that would love to see you dead for what you did.” 
 
    “You have no proof that it was me.” 
 
     “I have you at two different scenes, at least, associated with magical crimes.” I held my hand out and cupped my fingers. The circle closed in a bit smaller around her and she let out a little squeal. “The rune you used to blow up the PIB building matches the language used at the police station and my house. So that’s the death of six PIB agents, impeding an investigation, impersonating a police officer and attempted murder of another PIB agent. Your application reference matches up to my case. There is no escape for you.” I concentrated and pulled the fire out of the circle. It dissipated into the air before I let out a shrill whistle and several people stuck their heads out of their offices.  
 
    “Someone want to call Boss Man and tell him that we have the suspect in custody?” I called over my shoulder. I would do it but I didn’t want to mess with my concentration or take my eyes off her. Another agent I recognized stepped up to the circle and nodded to me. I let it down and they grabbed and cuffed the suspect.  
 
    I started walking past them, determined to get down to my car and to the morgue to say goodbye to Nick.  
 
    “Collins, don’t you want to stick around? Get some praise?” Someone called out.  
 
    “I just closed two cases with body counts higher than ten. I’ll get enough praise in the morning.” Though only the skeleton case was actually closed with suspects behind bars, while the corpse case still had a rampant vampire, but that’s not what was looked at when it came to ‘good jobs’ and ‘nice goings’. I waved as I passed the crowd.  
 
    I had other things to deal with.  
 
      
 
    I walked into the morgue and checked in with the receptionist. She didn’t say a word to me as I checked in and I wondered if she knew why I was here. Jason probably gave her a heads up, because that’s the way he worked. I walked down to his normal office and knocked.  
 
    The door cracked open. “Abby.” He sounded slightly relieved. The door opened all the way and he greeted me with wide eyes and a sweat stained face.  
 
    “You okay?” I asked, stepping in. There was only one table in the room this time and a sheet was draped over the body. My breath caught in my throat. Nick.  
 
    Jason nodded. “Yes, I think, well…there’s something strange going on.”  
 
    “Strange how?” I took a step towards the table and he put a hand on my wrist.  
 
    “So your Boss Man requested no autopsies on the victims because we know what killed them.” 
 
    I nodded. “The blast did.” I looked at his fingers, tight around my wrist. 
 
    “Exactly. So I’ve had just a bunch of bodies here. Nick’s included.” He drew in a shaky breath. “I went to pull his body out of the freezer.” 
 
    Of course the body was in the freezer, there was no other real way to preserve it until it got to the funeral home and in the hands of a mortician. “Get to the point.” I couldn’t hide the irritation in my voice.  
 
    “Someone knocked on the door and I left the drawer cracked to answer it. Abby, when I went back the body was gone.” 
 
    Gone was the grief and anger in a rapid fire of confusion and panic. “How many entrances and exits are in that room?” 
 
    “One.”  
 
    That told me it had to be a creature that was able to transport that stole Nick’s body, but why would they do that? “Surveillance?” 
 
    “Cut off.” He pressed his lips together. “I don’t know what else to tell you. He was there one moment and gone the next.” 
 
    Surveillance being cut off told me that someone had planned this. “How long has surveillance been cut off?” 
 
    “I have no idea. Abby, I’ve never lost a body before.” Jason’s voice raised a pitch. “How does an ME lose a body?” 
 
    That was a very good question. “They don’t, normally.” I was trying to think through the cloud of emotions in my head. Nick’s body was gone, there were no leads, and no suspects to go off of. I had nothing to say goodbye to or send to the family. “What are you going to tell the family?” 
 
    “It was suggested that we see if he was to be buried or cremated. Hope he wanted to be cremated and send the ashes home with some claim of CDC wanted us to do it here because of the circumstances of his death.” 
 
    It might work. I didn’t know Nick’s mother very well to know if she’d buy it or not. “Lie to the deceased family? And if the body shows up?”  
 
    “I have no idea.  I don’t like the idea, but my higher ups are pushing for it right now.” He leaned against the wall. “What do I do?” 
 
    “You listen to them and leave the rest to PIB.” I sighed. “Thanks for calling me down here. I would have liked to say goodbye, but it seems that maybe it’s not the right time.” 
 
    Jason pushed off the wall and put a hand on my shoulder. “I’m sorry for your loss.” 
 
    “Thank you. Take care.” I slipped away from his hand and walked out of the morgue. What the hell was going on? Like my life couldn’t get any more complicated. I walked down the hall and dropped my visitor’s badge off at the desk before stepping into the night.  
 
    A gold hue barely peeked over the mountain, casting oranges and pinks over the clouds as the last remaining daylight dropped away. I stood there staring at the sunset, trying to decide what to do now. My cases were closed, but they left me feeling empty. My partner’s body was missing. Levi had lost his damn mind by keeping secrets from me that could get me killed.  
 
    I needed to go home. That was the only step that was left. I moved forward and someone knocked shoulders with me.  
 
    “Sorry.” I grunted out, rolling my shoulder. I looked up at who I had collided with and saw a glimpse of a face I knew all too well. One that I had been prepared to mourn. “Nick.”  
 
    He didn’t stop. He didn’t look back. Didn’t hesitate. He simply faded into the last bit of daylight.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
    I walked into the house and leaned my head against the door. What the hell was that about? If Nick was a ghost, I doubted he would haunt downtown. No, if anything he’d haunt the PIB building. But he had faded into the night like an apparition of some sort. Other than being emotional and sleep deprived, I had no other answers. A meow brought my head away from the door. “Are you hungry?” 
 
    Osiris meowed at me again. I dropped my bag by the door and he rushed to the kitchen. I followed him and found my big book of answers lying on the counter. I had left it in the basement when I was working on my parents’ case. A folded note lay on the top of it. My heart pounded against my chest as I realized that someone had been in my house without my permission.  
 
    My hand went to the butt of the gun at my side. I wasn’t going to let this scare me away. This was my place, my home. I’d dealt with home invasions before. I glanced at Osiris. “Is it safe?” 
 
    He rubbed against the book, pushing it towards me and I took it as a yes. I unfolded a note. “Beware the lies.”  
 
    I didn’t know the handwriting. I glanced at Osiris as he pawed at the book. I opened it to find a picture of Levi holding a baby. It was a picture I’d seen often in his house, and there had been a copy in my father’s library. It was me with him. There was nothing shocking about the picture because my parents had been close to him, but I flipped it over and scrawled in almost childlike handwriting was the word ‘lies’. I put it back in the book and shut it slowly. Someone was playing a trick on me, that was it.  
 
    I fed Osiris, picked up the book, and headed down the stairs. All my notes had been left where I placed them. No one had added anything to my writing. I sat down in front of it and pulled more notecards out to put down what I had learned about Levi and Ira. I sat there among familiarity that was all leading down a dark path and I couldn’t care less. I wanted answers.  
 
      
 
    The End 
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    In the New Mexico desert evil is stirring. A lost man must protect everything he holds dear from the oncoming storm and a mysterious woman is the key. 
 
    A decade after being forced out of the priesthood, Nico Lynch spends his days drinking himself into an early grave and his nights hunting demons. His world is turned upside down when he is asked to help a local Striga Coven. 
 
    Abby shouldn’t have survived, but she did and that's turning out to be one hell of a problem for Nico. Every moment he spends with Abby challenges him to see the world differently. 
 
      
 
    Mysterious forces have brought them together, pitting them against a demon army. Nico will either be the savior of mankind or the catalyst of the apocalypse and Abby’s fate rests in his hands. 
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