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      My name is Val—short for Valentine—Hart, and I’m a Private Investigator with Beyond the Veil, a company that specializes in the magical, the arcane, and the dead. The deader, the better, in fact, as far as the company’s owners are concerned. I’m the elf they tap when what’s missing either wasn’t ever alive or, fortunately or unfortunately, still is.

      It wasn’t all that long ago that I’d been the one calling them—I put in more than twenty years as a cop, a lot of it in homicide. I was used to dead people—the kind that smell funny and don’t move. My bosses, Ward and Doc, dealt with the ghostly, the spiritual, and the magical part of things.

      I might be an elf, but those two are something else. Specifically, a warlock-medium and an orc-witch.

      If it was dead, they could handle it.

      If it wasn’t, well, Ward was pretty much useless, and Doc wasn’t very interested. That’s where I come in. I can find your runaway teen, your missing husband, your sister who got involved with the wrong guy, or your brother who got himself sucked into a cult. But only if they’re still alive. I’ve tracked down objects, too—a stolen painting that disappeared with a step-son, some heirloom jewelry that ‘fell’ into grandma’s purse, and, once, a voodoo doll of the client that he really wanted the practitioner to stop doing unpleasant things to, which she was apparently doing in retaliation for him having cheated on her. I’d even handled a couple of run-of-the-mill cheating spouse cases, because when you list yourself as a PI, that’s what you get called for, even if you work for a supernatural investigation agency.

      I try not to bitch about it too much.

      But I miss the things that really matter.

      That was the thing about homicide—what I had done as a detective meant something. Finding little Timmy who had fucked off to his friend John’s house for the weekend without telling Mom and Dad just wasn’t as spiritually satisfying as exposing the leader of a murderous cult or the host of a centuries-old serial killer.

      Doc and Ward, and even Beck, the company’s extremely fashion-forward banisher, had the job satisfaction of helping people find their ancestry or getting closure or getting rid of a poltergeist or hostile spirit. And because Beck and Ward could talk to the dead, they got called in to the homicides, interviewed the victims, and worked toward justice. Even Doc was occasionally consulted for his arcane knowledge. Me? Not so much. I’m just an asshole in a pretty package.

      Yeah, okay, I expand the repertoire of the company. And, sure, Mommy and Daddy were more than happy to find out that little Timmy was just at his friend’s house because they’d told him he couldn’t have a fourth PlayStation after he’d stubbed out his weed in the slot of the last one. But it just wasn’t cutting it for me in the job satisfaction department.

      While I don’t miss the political and interpersonal bullshit that came with the force, I do miss doing something that feels like it fucking matters in the grand scheme of things. But when things were really serious, people tend to call the cops, not a pointy-eared PI who works with people who talk to ghosts.

      It was kinda pathetic that I kept hoping for an actual missing person that wasn’t just another little spoiled Timmy or already dead. If they were dead, Ward could find them easily, and the dead always knew where their bodies were buried.

      “Hart.”

      I looked up at Doc’s deep voice. The big orc was standing in the doorway to my office, looking down at a tablet. “Yeah, Doc?”

      He looked up at me over the top of his wire-rimmed reading glasses. “I need you to go with Ward out to Hampton Roads.”

      “Me?” Doc usually went with Ward to cases. Not that I was complaining, since it meant that I might get to do something more interesting than hunt down illicit affairs and ungrateful teenagers. Of course, it might just be a lost will or family heirloom, which was much less exciting, although at least it meant a change of pace.

      “I’ve got a donor meeting,” Doc said. That explained why he wasn’t the one accompanying our resident ghost-whisperer—and also the three-piece navy suit and elegantly patterned silk tie.

      Between Doc and Beck, I pretty regularly feel like a schlub. Ward just rolls his eyes at me when I make comments to that effect, though, and then asks me how I think he must feel. While Ward and I might share an affection for flannel and jeans and t-shirts, I make them look good. Not that he’s not cute enough—although I would rather die than admit it to his face—but…

      I’m an elf. There’s a thing that comes with being an elf. People just look at you like you exude elegance and charm, and I will admit there’s something to it because I trip over my feet a lot less than I used to. That, and I’m six-four, leggy, and have moon-pale hair that—if I let it—will literally cascade down to my ass. I usually have it back in a braid or a ponytail, but that only accentuates the cheekbones for days and the big lavender eyes.

      I’m pretty. But I’m also a self-aware asshole, so I know that I pretty much wreck whatever impression of ethereal beauty I give off the second I open my mouth. Ward, on the other hand, is a genuinely nice guy. Terrible fashion sense, mind you. I just don’t usually give a fuck what people think of me.

      “Um. Okay. You got details?” I asked Doc.

      “Ward has them,” he answered. “You got other plans today?”

      “Other than staring off into space and lamenting my life choices?”

      “Other than that.” He sounded amused. At least I knew Doc wasn’t likely to be offended when I stuck my foot in my mouth by essentially insulting his business. The business I’d all but begged to work for.

      Like I said, I’m an asshole.

      “Nah. Road trip it is.” I pushed myself to my feet and headed toward the back parking lot, finding Ward already wheeling himself toward the door.

      “You’re driving,” he told me, completely unnecessarily. He can’t use his legs and hasn’t gotten around to custom-ordering a car that he can drive with his hands, although he has been talking more about it recently.

      “We’re getting donuts,” I told him, skirting around his chair to poke the automatic door button before he got there.

      “Oh, no, not donuts!” He put one pale hand across his forehead like a swooning waif.

      “If we’re bringing a ghost, can it be Archie?” I asked, waiting as he made his way through the doors and down the ramp to the parking lot. Ward’s other regular ghost was a Victorian lady—in both the social rank and gendered senses—named Sylvia who sometimes got a little frisky for my taste.

      Ward laughed. “You don’t want to get felt up by Sylvia again?”

      “Once was more than enough. My ass had a cold spot for an hour.”

      He laughed about that for half the drive to the donut shop. I might have told him I hoped he’d choke on his donut.

      He didn’t.

      But I let him live because at least he didn’t give me shit about the date I had planned for later that night with Taavi Camal.

      It would be the first time I’d see Taavi in just over six months.

      The first time I’d be seeing him since he’d kissed me.

      It definitely wasn’t the first time I’d thought about him.

      I couldn’t tell you how many times that had happened. Maybe three or four times a day. Who am I fucking kidding? It was probably at least twice that. But now was not the time to think about it. And definitely not the time to talk about it.

      When we got on the highway to head out toward Hampton Roads, fortified with donuts and coffee, I asked about the case.

      “Oh, yeah,” Ward replied, pulling a file out of the satchel he’d brought with him. “So they’re setting up a museum in this old colonial house dedicated to the religious history of the region.”

      “So why the fuck isn’t Doc coming out?”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Ward grin. “Oh, he’s working with them on the actual museum, but he’s got a meeting today, and Helen, that’s the woman he’s been working with, found something this morning that has her all freaked out. So he said I’d come out and take a look at it.”

      “You? What, is it a dead person?”

      “Um. No.”

      “But?” I knew that tone.

      “It’s a ceremonial knife.”

      I signed. “And we think you’re needed because…?”

      “It has blood on it.”

      “Uh huh.” I knew how much Ward loved touching bits of dead people, which is to say not much at all. “And you’re supposed to figure out if it killed someone or if somebody was just having fun with a blood ritual or chicken sacrifice?”

      “Pretty much.”

      This would not be my first weird religious ritual rodeo. Not that it would have been Doc’s either, but at least I was confident in my ability to provide backup. Literally, if necessary, since I had not only a PI’s license, but a concealed carry permit—and a shoulder holster. I’d tried going without it for a couple weeks after I left the force and just spent the whole time feeling naked, so I’d gotten the license.

      “Why does she think it was used for human sacrifice?” I asked Ward.

      “There were apparently some sort of papers with it.”

      “Fucking papers. You sure you want me on this? Doc could come out with you tomorrow. He’s the papers guy.”

      “Mason seemed inclined to agree with her about the human sacrifice part,” Ward replied mildly. “And you’re coming with me because if there are sacrificed humans, having a former homicide detective along might come in handy.”

      He had a point there. “Okay, that’s valid. Did we ask what kind of papers, or are we just operating on the assumption that all papers are evil and therefore lead to murder?”

      Ward snorted. “Well, I didn’t ask what kind of papers, but I assume Mason did.”

      He was probably right. If there were magical or historical papers, Doc would have wanted to know every possible thing about them. “Okay. So we’re taking this on faith that this is some sort of ritual knife and that it was used to stab something or somebody and we just have to figure out if it’s a fucking chicken or a human.”

      “Yup.” He glanced over at me. “And if it’s not human, maybe you could ask Mays to figure out what it is?”

      One thing Beyond the Veil doesn’t have is a lab. A lab is a big—and very expensive—expansion, and while the company was more than solvent enough to cover its expenses and pay the salaries of five employees—Ward, Doc, Beck, me, and our front-desk-psychic-death-witch, Rayn—it wasn’t making so much profit that we could consider things like private forensic labs.

      So we mostly just begged favors from Mays, a CSI tech I’d regularly worked with back in homicide who also collected and repaired old lab equipment he kept squirreled away in a storage unit like a mad scientist. He was more than happy to let us use it. Doc’s old work colleague, chemistry professor Rhoda Keller, was also a regular consultant. Blood and anything obviously biological went to Mays, and weird, unidentified chemical stuff went to Keller. It was a little skeezy, but both of them were good at what they did. And we always kept clean samples we could give to the RPD if it came down to it.

      “I can ask, yeah.” I never wanted to presume with Mays. Not because I thought he’d resent the ask, but because he did have an actual job to do, and I didn’t want to keep him from that. Mays was good at what he did, people liked him, and he was human. Everything going for him in the potential-for-promotion department.

      And he was a good guy on top of it.

      “Great,” was Ward’s cheerful response.

      He spent the rest of the drive giving me background on the people opening the museum, although he rather neglected to tell me about the cult who had been living there until we were about ten minutes away.

      “Wait, the fuck you mean it was owned by a fucking cult?” I demanded. “Burying the lead, there, Ward.”

      “I mean. They were some sort of communal living group, I guess.” I saw him shrug as I pulled off the highway toward the roads that would lead us to the museum site. “Is it important?”

      “If they’re a murdering cult it abso-fucking-ultely is.”

      “We don’t know how old this knife is, Hart,” he pointed out.

      “Maybe not, but there’s no statute of limitations on murder—although if it is more recent, the killer might still be alive.” I was experiencing some weird mixed emotions. Excitement at possibly having a meaningful case to work. Annoyance that if it was a recent murder, the police were going to get involved, and that was going to be a pain in the ass, and they were probably going to take the case away from me. Weird guilt that I kinda wanted it to be a murder. Preferably an old one where the killer wasn’t identifiable by the victim so I actually got to do something. A couple centuries old would be nice, because then the cops just sort of hand-wave it as ‘archeology’ and let you do whatever you want.

      “I guess,” came Ward’s hesitant response. “I just assumed that it was probably old, because it’s not like ritual sacrifice cults have been terribly popular in the last century.”

      “Other than the Antiquus Ordo Arcanum, you mean?” I reminded him, although I really shouldn’t have had to. They’d been responsible for a whole handful and a half of sacrificial killings that had kept us rather busy a few years ago, to say nothing of the dozen or so disappearing bullet killings that had almost included Doc.

      “They weren’t a sacrificial cult,” Ward replied. “They’re a secret society who… added sacrifice to the other stuff they do.”

      “That’s a pretty fucking fine distinction there,” I pointed out.

      “Would you like me to call Mason so he can explain it to you like he did to me?” Ward asked, and I could tell from his tone that there had been a whole lecture that had come along with that. I got it. Doc liked to lecture. Sometimes the lectures were even interesting. “I can assure you that the Ordo is not a ritual sacrifice cult, but a secret society that includes occasional ritual sacrifice. Ritual sacrifice cults haven’t been popular in a while.”

      I snorted. “That and they romanticize the ones from the nineteenth century because they had orgies,” I told him.

      “And you know this why?”

      Apparently he had gotten a different lecture than I had. “Doc.”

      It was Ward’s turn to snort. “He would tell you that.”

      “Dude knows a lot about ritual orgies.” I mostly said it to make Ward blush, because he turned a really fantastic shade of hot pink, and it was so easy to do.

      “I—we can stop talking about orgies now,” he muttered, and I grinned as I confirmed the flaming magenta of his cheeks. “Oh, look,” he commented dryly as I pulled into a driveway. “We’re here. Oh, darn.”

      I couldn’t help laughing as I parked, got out, and fetched his chair from the trunk before helping him into it.

      “Shut up, Hart.”

      “Didn’t say a fucking word.”
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      The blood turned out to be human. Specifically, a human named Rosemary Carlisle who had died about a year ago and claimed to have been a medium, which put both Ward and I a bit on edge. Ward, because he had a history with magical ghosts that wasn’t terribly pleasant, and me because I had a history with anti-Arcanid radicals who liked to kill Arc-humans, mediums included. The question was really whether or not Ms. Carlisle had been killed incidental to or because of the fact that she was a medium—and she didn’t seem to know. Or, at least, she hadn’t explicitly said so.

      I was getting the impression from Ward that she was a bit… scattered.

      He’d summoned Archie—one of the ghosts who had met his end at the hands of the not-a-sacrificial-cult Ordo and had decided to stick around because he liked Ward and also liked harassing the shit out of Sylvia. As weird as ghosts always made me feel, I liked Archie, at least once I’d gotten him to stop calling me ‘pretty-boy.’

      We were working on him not calling me ‘copper’ anymore, either. Although I didn’t always get to hear Archie’s side of the conversation, Ward reported that Archie was trying to find a new nickname for me, and that I should be grateful I couldn’t hear most of the discarded options.

      I was, although it made me nervous to think about the fact that a several-decades’-dead necromancer was trying to come up with pet names for me.

      One of the ones I had heard that we’d discarded was Legolas. Mostly because when Archie had used it, Ward hadn’t stopped laughing for about three hours. It would be deeply distracting to him. And would irritate the ever-loving fuck out of me.

      I wasn’t about to start making suggestions, even if I was pretty sure whatever the ghost ended up with was going to be both stupid and offensive. Since Archie… well, meant well wasn’t precisely the right term, but the abrasive old dead coot wasn’t actively trying to be mean. Not to me, anyway, unless Ward has gotten a lot better at lying to me. Which I’m pretty sure he hasn’t.

      Based on Ward’s somewhat abridged explanations, I got the impression that Archie wasn’t having much luck with our new ghost friend, either. Apparently she was all worked up about something, although she seemed to be having trouble actually articulating what was bothering her.

      Or maybe there was too much bothering her, and Ward was having a hard time sorting through what she was saying to give me something actionable. Given the fact that he kept rubbing at his temple with his fingers, I was willing to lay out money that this dead woman might very well be giving him a headache.

      “She can’t just tell us where her body is?” I asked for what must have been the seventeenth time.

      “I’m sure she can,” Ward snapped back, which wasn’t a good sign, because he’s usually pretty easy-going. If Ward was pissy, whatever was happening on the metaphysical plane would probably have made me strangle someone. “But she is very insistent about us needing to remove the berries.”

      “Remove. The. Berries.”

      “I don’t fucking know, Hart,” he said, clearly exasperated.

      “What fucking berries?”

      Ward threw his hands up.

      I left him with the ghosts and went out to one of the main rooms where the museum people were unpacking boxes. “Hi. We’re having… a communication issue with our spirit. Can either of you tell me if anything about berries makes any sense?”

      One of the women looked up, pushing a strand of dark hair out of her eyes that had gotten free from the bandana she wore. Her skin was a tawny olive, and her dark eyes curious. “Um. There’s a raspberry patch in the back?” she suggested.

      Oh, bloody fucking hell.

      People buried bodies under things like berry patches. And bushes. And flowers.

      I sighed. “And how much of a problem is it going to be if I have to pull out the raspberries?” I asked.

      “Why?” the woman wanted to know, standing up and dusting her hands off on her hips.

      “Well, the ghost keeps talking about berries, and it seems to me that if the ghost is worried about berries, then you might well have a body buried under them.” I was working really hard at being more polite to clients. Really fucking hard.

      I hadn’t sworn at the museum people once yet.

      The woman’s dark eyes went wide. “Bodies?”

      I shrugged. “Maybe just the one. But she’s not being terribly clear, so I can’t say for certain.”

      “Um. Do we… need to dig them up?” she asked.

      “Can we?” I rejoined.

      “Let me… uh… call Helen.”

      I nodded, then turned to go back to my medium.

      “You’re… Hart, right?” The woman’s voice stopped me.

      I turned back to her. “Yup.”

      She held out a hand smudged with dust. I didn’t mind, so I shook it. “Madeeha Rahimi,” she said.

      “Nice to meet you, Ms. Rahimi.” I shook her hand.

      “Madeeha, please.”

      “Madeeha,” I repeated, remembering that smiling was something people liked. Being a cop had been easier. You don’t have to be polite.

      “I’ll just call Helen, if you’ll give me a sec?”

      “Okay.” I stood there awkwardly while she called the museum’s director, then recounted more or less what I’d explained.

      Then she hung up and gave me a half-smile. “Helen was planning on ripping those out anyway, so we have permission to attack the raspberries.”

      I sighed heavily. “Great.”

      “That didn’t sound great,” Madeeha observed.

      “Ever pulled out raspberry bushes?” I asked her.

      “No?”

      “You’ll see,” I replied, then headed back to get Ward and tell him we were going to be tangling with some bushes.
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      Madeeha had—thank fucking God—found a couple pairs of leather work gloves somewhere, and the two of us had indeed gone after the raspberry bushes, although when I’d seen that there were still berries on them I had insisted that we find something to put the fruit in.

      You don’t waste perfectly good raspberries.

      We had a decent bowl-full by the time Ward called out that we could probably start digging instead of wresting with spikey barbed-wire-plant-hell. As cheerful as Madeeha had been when we’d started, she was clearly regretting her decisions now and immediately took off to find a shovel.

      It may have been fall, but September in Virginia is only marginally less hot than July and August, and I was a sweaty, disgusting mess. If it weren’t for the fact that my being a sweaty, disgusting mess was essentially Ward’s fault, I might have felt bad about the fact that he was going to have to drive back to Richmond trapped in a car with me.

      I sat in the grass beside his chair under the overhang where we were both blissfully protected from the direct sunlight. I hadn’t been in the shade over in the raspberries, but at least I’d been wearing sleeves.

      Sleeves that were now thoroughly ruined by a combination of mud and a variety of small tears caused by the raspberry brambles that were also responsible for the tiny bloodstains that accompanied at least half of the tears. This was not my first tangle with a raspberry patch, so I knew that it could have been so much worse.

      When Madeeha came back out with only one shovel, I sighed, but stood up. This would also not be my first time digging up a grave.

      Madeeha’s expression was apologetic. I smiled at her and gave her an out. “You could wash the berries,” I suggested, taking the shovel from her.

      “I could also finish picking the rest of them first, then wash them,” she replied, and I couldn’t help my smile turning into a grin.

      “Or that,” I agreed.

      We both headed back to the patch.

      She finished first—no surprise there—and went inside with the bowl full of sweet-tart goodness. Hopefully she’d bring them back out once they were washed, because I was starting to get hungry.

      The problem with digging when you’re looking for a body is that you can’t just put your back into it. It’d honestly be easier if you could. Instead, you have to be careful, sort of turning the earth before taking a shovel-full to make sure you weren’t bringing a finger or a foot with you when you dug.

      I’d seen more than my share of evidence damaged—sometimes badly—by over-enthusiastic digging or accidental discovery with a plow or a backhoe. The CSIs got really pissed when that happened. Usually, so does the ME.

      So I was being careful, which meant that I spent about three times as long hunched over in the sun poking at the dirt before I found anything of interest that wasn’t a goddamn rock.

      I knelt down to look at what the whitish smooth surface was that I’d found.

      And frowned.

      What had looked at first like the curve of bone—a skull maybe, or a pelvis—appeared to be… a seashell? Further brushing of dirt with my work gloves revealed it as one of the big, kind of swirly ones, although it was broken.

      Instinct made me stop and take out my phone to snap a few pictures, because while we weren’t that far from the ocean, we were definitely not in sandy soil, and it was very doubtful that whatever had lived in this shell had crawled its way all the way the fuck out here and died in the raspberries or whatever the fuck had been here before them, since it was buried a good three feet down.

      “What is it, Hart?” Ward called.

      “A shell,” I replied.

      “A shell?” he repeated.

      “Yeah. Seashell. Big one.” I knelt back in the dirt—my pants were well and truly fucked by this point, anyway—and smoothed back more of the soil around the shell.

      Behind me, I heard Ward mutter something about a ‘fucking seashell,’ and smiled. At least we were united in our annoyance at whoever had buried a seashell in the raspberry patch. And at the ghost who had apparently wanted us to fucking find it.

      Maybe the ghost was into seashell collecting.

      I kept clearing out the dirt, periodically documenting with my phone, until I could lift both halves of the shell out to show them to Ward. “Shell,” I clarified.

      “It sure is,” he replied, but seemed distracted, glancing off to his right. Because the ghost probably had something to say about my very exciting archeological find. He frowned.

      “You’re going to tell me to keep digging, aren’t you?” I asked.

      He looked a little guilty, then nodded.

      I set the shell pieces on the ground, then went back to my slowly growing hole.

      A few minutes later Madeeha came back outside with the bowl of freshly washed raspberries and a jug of what looked to my extremely thirsty eyes like fresh lemonade with a handful of berries floating in it.

      I took a break from digging to have some—it was fresh lemonade with raspberries in it, and it was fucking amazing—and to discuss the lunch plan with Ward and Madeeha, who appeared to have adopted us. Or we had adopted her. I couldn’t quite tell which.

      Madeeha took off with our food orders for some sandwich place I didn’t bother to remember the name of, and, with a groan, I went back to my hole, trying to push away the flashbacks to the last time Ward hung out with a ghost while I dug my way down to a body. That one had been a couple hundred years old and in a field in the middle of the fucking night, and Doc had been right there with me. And so had a good couple dozen CSIs and uniforms, digging up the remains of a serial killer ghost’s centuries of murder.

      I really hoped this wasn’t going to be more of that bullshit.

      But it was me and Ward, so I also wouldn’t have been terribly surprised. Disappointed, yes. Annoyed, absolutely. But not surprised.

      I found the first edge of bone before Madeeha got back with lunch.

      I stopped digging, staring down at the odd off-white that is so very particular to bone. “Well, fuck.”

      “You’re going to tell me there’s a dead person in there, aren’t you?” Ward called from his shaded spot over by the museum.

      “I’m going to tell you there’s a bone,” I replied. “Couldn’t tell you what the fuck it came from, though.” I took a couple pictures, then hopped out of the hole and came over to sit beside him. “But it’s bone, so I’m going to place a nice phone call to get permission—or not—to keep going.”

      “Who are you calling?” Ward wanted to know, a frown on his face.

      “Dan Maza.”

      “Isn’t he Richmond PD?”

      “Yup.”

      “And aren’t we… not in Richmond?”

      I snorted. “That may be true, but Dan took over my ‘magical’ affiliation. And since we have a cult and a ritual knife, it sure seems magical to me.”

      Ward’s expression was deeply skeptical. “You just don’t want to deal with the local PD, do you?”

      “Nope. Fuckers down here are almost as bad as in Hanover.”

      Ward grimaced, no doubt recalling the fact that it was the Hanover PD who had arrested—or tried to—his husband twice for the heinous crime of being an orc. “Are we going to get in trouble if you get permission from him and then we have to call in the local PD?”

      “Probably.”

      He sighed. “You’re going to do it anyway, aren’t you?”

      “Yup.” I tapped my phone, then held it up on speaker as it rang.

      “Maza.”

      “Dan, it’s Hart.”

      I heard him sigh and felt a pang of sympathy for all the times I’d responded to Ward’s calls in the same way. I also didn’t hold it against Dan, since I was fully aware of the giant headache we habitually caused for the RPD every time Ward or Beck found a body.

      “Where’s the body and how long has it been dead?” he asked me.

      “Hampton Roads, no fucking clue, don’t even know if it’s human,” I answered.

      “You don’t know if it’s human?”

      “Nope. I’ve got a dead lady who was very insistent that I play gravedigger, but also says that it isn’t her grave. I just uncovered the end of a bone. No one has determined what kind.”

      “Can you?”

      “If you let me dig it out and hand it to the nice talks-to-dead-people guy.”

      “Say hi to Ward for me.”

      Ward waved.

      “He says hello back,” I told Dan. “So can I keep going?”

      “Take pictures, call me back if it’s human.”

      “Will do.” I almost hung up, then noticed Ward giving me a don’t-you-hang-up-without-saying-goodbye glare. “Thanks, Dan.”

      “Yeah, yeah.”

      He hung up on me, and I gave Ward a look that essentially said that hanging up on people was how cops communicated with one another. His expression said he didn’t care, and I had to be polite to people on the phone.

      Since he was now technically my boss, I was trying. I’d even thanked Dan for letting me go play more in the dirt.

      Under a scorching September sun. Without having eaten lunch yet.

      With a sigh, I got back up and went to unearth the bone, taking pictures as I went.

      When Madeeha returned with our sandwiches, I kept working, wanting to get the stupid thing out first.

      Successful, I left the bone near Ward’s chair, then went in to wash my hands before coming back to claim my sandwich and chips. Dead-people dirt is not a tasty sandwich accompaniment. Madeeha was frowning at the bone as I unwrapped my food.

      “It looks… small,” she observed.

      I nodded. “Yup.”

      Her expression was horrified. “A child?”

      “Could also be an animal, honestly,” I replied. “Lots of animal leg bones aren’t that distant from ours when you strip everything else away. And without other bones for context, it could be human, or it could be animal, or it could be Arcanid.”

      Madeeha shuddered. “I hope it’s an animal,” she said, looking uncomfortable. “Do you—Would it be okay if I went back inside?”

      She was clearly unhappy about the idea of a dead person being in the museum’s yard, and she’d been plenty helpful, so I took pity on her. “Sure. I’ll come find you if we need anything.”

      She nodded, then went in.

      “You’re going to make me touch that, aren’t you?” Ward asked, sounding cranky.

      “You got a better idea?” I asked him, pointedly. I wasn’t going to make him touch it, but unless the ghost could tell us who or what the bone belonged to, I didn’t have another way of determining species without sending it to a lab. And a lab meant calling Dan or the local PD.

      “No,” Ward muttered, then snorted, presumably at something said by a dead person. I’d have bet Archie, since Rosemary Carlisle hadn’t seemed—from Ward’s description, anyway—to be terribly amusing.

      I raised an eyebrow at him when he looked over at me.

      “Archie suggested he could attempt to talk me through reanimating it,” Ward replied.

      I was pretty sure my face communicated how horrifying I found that idea. “Can you do that?” I asked, really hoping the answer was no.

      Ward shrugged. “I’ve never tried,” he replied. “And, before you ask, I’m not terribly keen on trying now, even if Archie thinks it would be, and I quote, ‘good fun.’”

      “You’re a sick bastard, Archie,” I said without bothering to look for the ghost.

      “He says ‘Tell Puck he’s a party pooper.’”

      I arched my eyebrow again. “Puck was a fairy,” I pointed out. “Not an elf.”

      “I’m not going to repeat that,” Ward said, his cheeks turning slightly pink. He wasn’t talking to me.

      I burst out laughing, totally able to read between those lines. “Fine, Archie. Puck it is.”

      “I hate both of you,” Ward muttered.

      I swore I could hear Archie cackling. But I can’t actually hear ghosts, so it was probably just my imagination.

      Having finished his food, Ward looked down at me and held out his hand. I took another bite of sandwich, then used a clean napkin to pick up and hand him the bone.

      His shoulders almost immediately relaxed when it hit his hand. “Not human,” he reported. “Any idea what it is?” he asked, turning it over and studying it now that he knew it wasn’t metaphysically attached to a dead person.

      I shook my head. “Nope. I can ask Mays, though.” I took the bone back, still using the napkin, and set it beside me before going back to my sandwich.

      Ward was looking confused, but his attention wasn’t directed at either me or the mystery bone.

      “What?” I asked.

      He shook his head and held up a finger, needing to concentrate on whatever was happening on the metaphysical plane. I ate my sandwich and waited.

      “Rosemary is very upset about the fact that the bone wasn’t human,” Ward said, finally. “She thinks that ‘they moved it.’”

      “Moved what?” I wanted to know.

      “I’m going to guess something that wasn’t an animal.”

      “No shit, Sherlock.”

      “Which is why Rosemary is upset. Because she knew—or met? Knew of? Knew of the person they supposedly buried there.” Ward’s brow furrowed again, his eyes fixed on the empty space where the ghost presumably was. “She keeps saying she thought they were buried there, and then the raspberries were put there later. But—” He grimaced. “This honestly doesn’t make a lot of sense? She keeps saying they were under the berries, but it also sounds like this happened years ago, and she’s not that dead.”

      Something I’d heard while observing at the FBI’s A-branch clicked. “Wait, she said she was a medium?”

      “Yeah?” Ward looked over at me.

      “What if she’s wrong?”

      He cocked his head to the side. “Kinda hard to be wrong about seeing dead people, Hart.”

      “What if what she’s seeing are murders, not dead people?”

      Ward twitched a little in his chair, looking back at Rosemary. “That—she—Yeah, that sounds like what she’s saying.” He shook his head, slightly too-long curls brushing his forehead. “She’s hard to follow,” he admitted. “She keeps getting distracted and not finishing thoughts. Or sentences. But I think that’s right.” His grey eyes focused on me. “Where’d you come up with that?”

      I shrugged, although I was feeling pretty damn proud of myself. “One of the FBI agents who works with Raj is a future seer. She mentioned there being past seers and present seers, as well. And Cass only ever sees bad things—like murders. What if our ghost saw past murders instead of future ones? But if she didn’t understand what she was, she maybe just assumed that’s what mediums were?”

      It happened sometimes with Arc-humans whose bout with Arcanavirus wasn’t so severe that they needed hospitalization—they developed an arcane ability, but because they weren’t at a hospital, they never really learned how to use that ability, or, apparently, even learned what it was.

      Ward’s eyes skipped over to empty space, then back to me. “That… appears to be the case.” He smiled. “Well done, Detective Hart.”

      The smile I gave him back was a little bitter, but mostly self-satisfied. I’m a clever sonofabitch, and I know it. I might not still be in RPD homicide, but detective work was in my bones.

      “So she saw a murder, and she saw them bury the victim out here in the yard?” I confirmed.

      Ward was nodding, his eyes tracking empty air as the ghost moved… closer to me? Fuck that. I tried stepping away from her, but then I felt a chill run down my arm.

      “Oh, hell, no,” I said out loud to the ghost—or to where I assumed the ghost was, based on where the slimy cold feeling had appeared on my arm. “No fucking touching the elf.”

      I could hear Ward trying—and failing—to smother a snicker behind me. I pointedly ignored him.

      “She’s grateful,” he finally managed to say.

      “And I would be grateful if she stopped fucking touching me,” I snapped, moving again as my arm once more went cold. I turned to glare at the medium in the wheelchair. “Seriously, get her to cut it the fuck out.” My arm was undulating with cold, and I had the deeply disturbing impression that the ghost was running her hands up and down it. It was making my skin crawl, and I really hated that there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it.

      Ward had stopped laughing, and his brows drew together as he concentrated on saying something to the dead woman. His lips pursed together, and then the cold left my arm, which I quickly drew to my chest, rubbing it with my other hand. I briefly contemplated being polite and thanking her for cutting it the fuck out, then decided against it. Ghost or not, you don’t thank people when they show basic goddamn respect for personal space.

      “Sorry, Hart,” Ward apologized.

      Now I was extra cranky—as though ruining a pair of khakis and my shoes and having to wrestle a raspberry bush and throw around mud weren’t enough, now I had to be fucking petted by a goddamn ghost. “You aren’t the one who should be apologizing,” I muttered, still rubbing my arm.

      “On her behalf,” he said, sounding a little worried. Or upset maybe.

      I grunted, still not feeling particularly charitable.

      “She wants to make it up to us, she should tell us where she’s fucking buried,” I muttered.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      To his credit, Ward got the location of Rosemary’s body out of her eventually. Unfortunately for us, the answer was ‘nowhere fucking near here.’ According to Rosemary—by way of Ward—she’d been killed in the house, which was now about to become a museum, a little over a year ago, but then they’d taken her body out to a goddamn salt marsh.

      I was so not happy.

      Neither, for the record, was the Hampton PD.

      Turns out everybody gets upset when some asshole decides to dump a body in a wildlife refuge.

      Rosemary had led us out to the Bell Isle Marina, then explained that they’d put her on a boat and taken her out to the nearby river, then deeper into the nature preserve.

      Somewhere Ward and I couldn’t get with a car.

      Which meant we had to convince the local PD that Ward really did know what he was doing and that there would absolutely be a body at the other end of the chaos.

      And that took the better part of two hours and a begging phone call to Captain Andreas Villanova of the Richmond PD. I’d contemplated calling Rajesh Parikh, federal agent and tiger shifter, but I wasn’t sure that getting vouched for by the FBI would actually get me anywhere with the local PD. So, instead, I’d asked my former boss—the guy I’d handed my service weapon and shield to when he’d asked me to drop the Faith Oldham murder—to vouch for both me and Ward.

      I guess I hadn’t fucked up my career too badly, because Villanova came through for me. Ward and I were sitting down by one of the docks, waiting, when an unmarked pulled up. Two detectives got out—cops have a look, a walk, whether we have pointed ears or not, so it was easy to tell.

      One of them came over, the other waiting by the car, leaning against it, his arms crossed over his chest.

      “You Campion?” he asked me, his critical gaze raking up and down my form, an obvious curl to his upper lip. If he’d known anything about Arcanavirus transformations, he’d have known that was impossible—you can’t be both an elf and a medium. You can only get inflicted with one magical thing if you go that route instead of remaining a normie or pushing up daisies.

      “He is,” I answered, gesturing to where Ward was sitting, presumably talking to Rosemary. Or Archie. Or both of them. “And you are?”

      His expression was disdainful. “Detective Royce Dougherty. Who are you?”

      It took a lot of effort not to use ‘detective’ when I gave him my name. “Hart,” I replied. “I used to work Richmond PD.”

      “Used to,” Dougherty repeated. I already didn’t like him.

      “There was an incident,” I replied. He could think whatever the fuck he wanted that meant. I wasn’t going to provide him with any further details.

      Dougherty grunted.

      Ward had noticed the new arrivals and rolled his way over.

      “Edward Campion, meet Detective Royce Dougherty,” I supplied. I was here on behalf of Beyond the Veil, working for Ward and Doc, and I needed to be professional, even if Dougherty clearly didn’t want anything to do with me.

      “Detective,” Ward’s tone was mild, and he held out a hand. Daugherty shook it, although there was a moment of hesitation before he did.

      After the way he’d looked me over, I wasn’t really inclined to be charitable in how I interpreted that hesitation. Fucking asshole.

      Ward began to explain the situation, how we’d encountered Rosemary at the museum, how we’d found what appeared to be the remains of a ritually sacrificed animal, how Rosemary had led us here, and where she wanted to go next. Where the body was, half-buried and half-submerged, wrapped in plastic and moldering while the people who killed her went on with their lives.

      I watched as Dougherty went from complete dismissal to a hesitant skepticism. I’d seen it happen before.

      I might be a steamroller in a supermodel’s body, but Ward was completely disarming. First of all, there was the fact that he was slight, with the sweet face of the nice young man who helps people across the street, big grey eyes, and charmingly tousled black curls. He also has no idea just how adorable he is.

      Add to that the fact that he’s in a wheelchair, and people just assume he’s as innocent and meek as he looks.

      Which is about as far from the truth as it was humanly possible to be.

      First of all, Ward—despite being a stickler for professional politeness—has almost as much of a potty mouth as I do. Relatively speaking, anyway, since I’ve met very few people as prone to cursing as I am. Second, he’s not just an incredibly powerful medium—although he is that—he’s also a fucking warlock.

      Warlocks, like witches, are rare. They’re born with magic in their blood, which means they can do things like manipulate the energy of the world and the people around them. Ward can even see it, painted, he says, like neon on people and objects with magical abilities.

      It also means that Ward Campion, his sweet and innocent appearance notwithstanding, is quite possibly the most terrifying person in the city of Richmond and possible the state of Virginia, if not the greater DC-Maryland-Virginia area. I wasn’t ready to go beyond that. Yet.

      But he’s definitely an earnest, honest kind of terrifying, so people tend to believe him when he tells them things, no matter how completely fucked they sound. Like explaining how a dead woman had told him exactly where she was buried.

      Three hours after that, we were on a shitty little motor boat, heading into the Grandview Nature preserve. Because it was a nature preserve, we weren’t supposed to have a motor boat, but the police get a pass when they’re hunting for dead bodies. We did have to go very slowly, though, so we didn’t create a wake.

      I don’t have a problem with boats. I like boats, in fact. Paddle boats, motor boats, sail boats, pontoon boats, even canoes and kayaks.

      I did not like this boat. Mostly because I had to share it with four cops who clearly thought that we were on a wild goose chase, that Ward was either stupid or delusional, and that I was a subhuman freak. It was also filthy and smelled like fish guts.

      Because of this boat, I had to text Taavi and tell him we had to reschedule, although if I were being completely honest, there was a terrified part of me that was glad I got to put it off for another day because this mess was definitely going to go later than my date. I did not know how very late it was actually going to go.

      It was another hour before they dredged her up.

      And then another two before we were able to get back to the marina.

      And one more before they cleared us to go.

      Ward fell asleep in the car.
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      I got home just after dawn covered in swamp mud and scratches from the fucking raspberry bush that the murdering cult people had planted over their creepy little critter grave in the museum’s back yard, with my shoes still squishy from the salt marsh I’d waded out into to let Ward identify Rosemary Carlisle’s body by touch.

      Ward had spent what little of the drive he was awake for trying to convince me that the bones were just animals, that the cult had been into animal sacrifice, and Rosemary was a fluke or a one-time deal. I’d agreed that that bone belonged to an animal of a yet-to-be-determined species, but Rosemary was not an animal, and her level of freaking out—even if I’d only gotten it by proxy—was not equivalent to animal bones and seashells.

      And, assuming the dead woman wasn’t delusional or insane, she had seen a murder. We just hadn’t found what she thought we should when we went digging around under the raspberries. The bone we’d found was animal. There wasn’t much we could do about that, although I had that itchy weird feeling I sometimes got when something wasn’t right… but I couldn’t tell if it was because Rosemary bothered me or because something was rotten in the state of Hampton. Other than Rosemary, anyway.

      And she’d been… really rotten.

      It had been a long time since poor Ward had actually lost his lunch at a crime scene, but that streak had just been ruined. To be fair, he wasn’t even remotely the only one. I have a stomach of steel and kept my partially-digested food where it was supposed to be, but I definitely didn’t feel like eating dinner, I can tell you that.

      So not only was I still exhausted when I woke up, but my blood sugar was low from having skipped dinner rather than yarf it up on a boat or in the car on the way home. Unfortunately for me, I didn’t have a lot of groceries, so that was first on my list of shit to get done today.

      Also on my list was to try to get Mays to ID the bone and give an estimate about how old it was. I also needed confirmation that the body was in fact Rosemary Carlisle and that she’d died about a year ago from some kind of stab wound from the Hampton Police, which, given last night’s only barely concealed hostility, probably meant I’d have to call Dan Maza to get him to call for me.

      That was one of the many things that irritated me about not being a cop anymore.

      To be fair, the good things about not being a cop anymore were a wee bit more important. My coworkers not trying to kill me was pretty high up there. I also got to work with people I genuinely liked—and I don’t like the vast majority of people—and when a case made me stay up until almost five-thirty in the morning, I could sleep the fuck in and not go in to work until noon. Especially since I had dropped off my sleepy and extremely cranky boss at five am, which is when he’d mumbled that I didn’t have to bother coming in at all.

      But leaving me alone in my apartment all day before my now-rescheduled date with Taavi was asking for a lot of anxiety and overthinking, so after I woke up at eleven feeling vaguely like a sentient being, I was going to start trying to chase down some of the many dangling threads of this case.

      Beginning with IDing an animal bone and confirming the identity of the body they’d pulled out of the swamp at a quarter to two in the morning.

      Right after coffee and a shower. Coffee first.

      I almost tripped over Pet on the way to the kitchen.

      Pet is my cat.

      No, I’m not enough of a heartless bastard to call my cat Pet just because she’s a literal pet. That’s just a bonus.

      I called her Pet because she’s a cow-cat—black and white splotches like a Holstein, with white down the middle of her face. And Pet the Cow is a world-famous Holstein. You know—Pet Milk.

      Yeah, yeah, my Wisconsin is showing.

      And yes, before you ask, I got Pet exactly two weeks after Taavi moved into his own apartment. And yes, she sleeps on my bed, with her furry little ass up against my legs.

      She’s not even remotely as big as Taavi in dog form. She’s a cat, for fuck’s sake. She weighs like ten pounds.

      But she is warm, soft, purrs like a mad thing, and kneads my thighs while I watch the Food Network.

      And I spoil her rotten by feeding her tuna every Sunday while I make myself brunch. It wasn’t Sunday, but Pet’s a cat. She’s not smart enough to have counted days of the week, so every time I stagger to the kitchen in the mornings she’s hopeful that there’s a can of tuna in it for her.

      The coffee finished brewing, and I poured myself a cup liberally dosed with cinnamon creamer while my cat rubbed herself around and between my feet, meowing.

      “Sorry, fuzzbutt,” I told her, taking a sip of my blessed, blessed coffee. “Sunday’s not for a couple more days.”

      Pet let out another meow, rubbing her black-and-white head against my shin.

      “I know, cat-brain. But not today.”
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      Taavi and I were supposed to go to one of those trendy places downtown, one of the ones where everybody always posts social media pictures of themselves with froofy drinks and ‘small plates’ of food where half the time I couldn’t even identify the food. Because that’s what you were supposed to do on a date. Right?

      Fuck if I knew.

      That’s how goddamn long it had been since I’d gone on an honest-to-God date.

      Up until six months ago, my job had been my life. And then I quit because I’d had it up to here with the bullshit politics, threats against my life and safety, and sideways glances and mutters every other day.

      So when I had the time to actually have a life, I had… just not had one. I told myself it was because I was adjusting to not being a cop anymore, or because I was too old for the dating scene, or because I didn’t need a life.

      It definitely wasn’t because I couldn’t think about anyone besides a certain Xoloitzcuintli shifter who, it turns out, is also an alarmingly attractive man.

      Not at all.

      Yeah, I know. I’m completely full of shit.

      I had held out the stupid hope that when I’d put a clock on how long Taavi’s interest in me would keep, that it actually would keep. And now that it apparently had, I didn’t have the faintest idea what the fuck to do with myself. Or him.

      I’d started off spectacularly, by making reservations somewhere trendy, which I’d not only had to cancel, but, because I was stuck in a fucking swamp, I’d basically forced Taavi to have to call them about changing the reservation, and then because the next day was Friday, we couldn’t actually get reservations there again.

      Which meant I had no plans at all for what the fuck we were going to do.

      By the time I finished dicking around and going to see Mays, I had an hour to come up with some.

      I thought about texting Raj or Ward, but neither of them would ever let me live it down. I thought about texting Doc, but he would probably tell Ward—and see previous problem. And then I thought about Elliot, but it wasn’t like Elliot knew about restaurants and shit in Richmond since he lived a thousand miles away, even though I was sure he’d at least be sympathetic. Not that sympathetic got me anywhere.

      And like fuck was I asking anybody from the job I no longer worked at.

      So I asked the internet, which gave me a whole laundry-list of things I had very little interest in doing. I didn’t want to go anywhere noisy, which put most bars out of the question. Especially gay bars. I’m fine with the drinking and snacks concept, but I like hearing my conversation and I hate dancing, and the only kind of bars remaining after those get taken out of the equation aren’t really places to take a date, especially if you ever want to see them again.

      I wasn’t interested in any currently-playing movies, although I suppose I could have asked Taavi if he was—but I hadn’t, and springing that on someone last-minute didn’t seem like a great way to start a possible relationship.

      I did like hiking, but we were going out at night, and while Taavi could probably see pretty well in the dark, my night vision isn’t nearly as good as a shifter’s. Better than a human, but it was still probably a stupid idea to try to go hiking for any significant distance in the dark. That and early-fall sweatiness wasn’t a great look on anybody, even me.

      Museums? I had no idea if Taavi liked museums. Or what kind. And most of them closed at five anyway.

      One site suggested a roller-rink, and that was the point at which I closed the browser, because I’m not fucking twelve.

      I gave up and texted Doc.

      Maymont? was the response that came back to me. Canal walk after dark?

      They were good suggestions. I then spent another twenty minutes calling different downtown restaurants until I found a place that had an open reservation so that we didn’t spend the night driving all over the fucking place.

      And by the time I did all that, I had to change clothes so I looked like I gave a fuck. Unlike my charming boss, I have a sense of fashion, but my closet looked like plainclothes-cop-chic because I’d spent the better part of my adult life working and not going on dates… so I didn’t have date clothes.

      Since I didn’t have anything particularly fashionable or sexy, I went for a pair of jeans I’d barely worn, a lavender t-shirt that perfectly matched my eyes, and a grey-and-white short-sleeve button down that I left open. Casual, but definitely drew attention to the unusual shade of my eyes and my milk-pale skin and hair. If I was going to be a drop-dead gorgeous elf, the least I could do was try to punch it up a bit when I wasn’t trying to be professional.

      And then I braided my hair and stood in front of the mirror in my bathroom and wondered what the flying fuck I was doing.

      I knew literally what I was doing. I was about to go pick up Taavi, whom I hadn’t seen in six months, to take him to a park and then out to dinner and on an evening stroll by the river because he was still under the delusion that he actually liked me. And because I was pathetic and lonely, I was humoring him.

      It wouldn’t go anywhere. I knew that.

      But would it really be so bad to, just for once, go out on a date without the weight of expectations hanging over my head?

      I was forty-one fucking years old. You’d think by this point I’d have gotten over the weird feelings of guilt that always seemed to accompany things like one night stands. Which is why I’d never had one. I’d had offers, but my stupid nice-people Midwestern upbringing meant I came with a pile of hang-ups about that sort of thing.

      In my twenties, when I would have been inclined to say yes, I hadn’t been nearly hot enough to get the kinds of offers I’d gotten since my Arcanavirus-induced transformation. By then I’d run through all the really desperate hormones and was starting to want something more than just sex.

      I sighed, glaring at my own reflection.

      So what if all this date was going to be was sex?

      Sex was fun. At least, I had a vague memory of sex being fun. Because self-hand-jobs don’t actually count as sex unless someone else is at least in the room.

      I had a date with a man I found almost painfully attractive, and he was also attracted to me. This was a good thing.

      So why was the anticipation I felt more like dread than excitement?
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      Taavi had also chosen jeans and a t-shirt, his jeans a dark acid wash and his teal t-shirt tighter than I would have been comfortable wearing, although I appreciated it on him. The color offset his coppery skin and the ink-black of the tattoo covering his left arm and creeping up onto his neck—it made me wonder just how much of his chest it also covered.

      But I was getting ahead of myself. Date first, then determination of the extent of Taavi’s tattoos. Maybe. If I got lucky.

      I parked at Maymont, and Taavi and I headed down the main pathway toward the estate gardens, and I watched as he took in everything around him from the sweeping magnolias to the flowers hedging the walk leading past the barn and up to the old house in the deepening twilight.

      But the house wasn’t the best part, so I led the way around the back to the Italian-style arbor that had been used by at least a couple thousand people for their weddings. There weren’t any chairs set up tonight, which meant that they must have had a weekend off, but tiny white lights still twinkled overhead in the twisting grapevines. Taavi had slowed, looking up at the vines.

      “This is beautiful,” he said quietly.

      I couldn’t help the smile that slid over my face. “Wait for it,” I told him, and he looked down at me curiously.

      “For what?”

      “C’mon.” I jerked my head toward the path that led to the waterfall and then down to the Japanese garden—the part of Maymont everybody really came to see.

      The look on Taavi’s face as he saw the cascading water was totally worth it.

      “Yuma doesn’t have this much green,” he said, his rich baritone gentle.

      “Desert?” I asked.

      He nodded. “Cactus. Big spiders. Roadrunners.”

      “Do they beep?” I asked him.

      “Beep?”

      “Yeah, you know,” I waved a hand, feeling my ears heat. “Like in the Wile E. Coyote cartoons. Beep beep.”

      He shook his head. “I never watched them.”

      “Oh.” My ears were burning. “No Loony Toons?”

      Another head shake. “We didn’t have a tv. I’d watch movies at my Tía Ana’s sometimes, mostly old Disney.”

      I wondered if that meant he’d grown up poor, or just with parents who hated television. It must have shown on my face, because he answered the unasked question.

      “My mother was deported, and Papá worked two jobs, but we didn’t have a lot of money.”

      “Taavi, I’m so sorry.”

      He shrugged, his fingers trailing down the ledge that ran alongside the staircase leading into the gardens at the bottom of the little waterfall that was the highlight of Maymont, as far as I was concerned. But the absolute excess of Maymont as somebody’s fucking private estate now seemed a bit gauche in comparison to a childhood with a single dad and no tv.

      “Papá did his best,” Taavi replied. “And I was… different, so I didn’t go to school.” He was quiet for a moment, and I wasn’t sure what to say. Then Taavi shrugged. “I didn’t really know that my life was unusual.”

      “Because of your mom?” I asked, a little confused.

      Taavi smiled, the expression flashing over his fine-boned features. “No. I was born a shifter.”

      I blinked, surprised. Born Arcanids are rare. The more Arcanids there are, of course, the less rare born Arcanids were becoming, but thirty-five years ago a born Arcanid was all but unheard of.

      “You must have been one of the first,” I murmured.

      He nodded. “Probably. My mother got sick, and my father took her to the hospital because he was afraid she would die—or that I would. Then they found out she wasn’t in the US legally.” He turned and looked up at the waterfall, something slightly wistful in his expression. “She and Papá weren’t legally married, so they took her right after I was born. But Papá was a citizen, and she made him promise to raise me here.”

      “They deported her right after she gave birth? Fuck.”

      He nodded again. “She wrote to me, telling me about our people, her life in Mexico. Until one day, when I was sixteen, the letters stopped.”

      I felt like a complete asshat. I’d been trying to just… I don’t know, get to know him? One casual comment about roadrunners, and five minutes later he’s telling me about his childhood in poverty as a fucking shifter before anybody had a goddamn clue about how to deal with shifters. And his dad had probably spent his childhood afraid of losing his kid just like he lost his wife… Or, worse, being afraid of his kid.

      Fuck.

      I swallowed, trying to decide if it was a good idea to ask if Taavi still talked to his dad or not—and decided on not since he hadn’t bothered to even mention the man before now.

      Again, my face must have been too obvious, which you’d think wouldn’t be the case after almost two decades as a cop.

      Or maybe Taavi just knew me too well.

      “My papá went to try to find her two days after I turned eighteen,” he said, his voice soft, but steady. “I got one postcard from somewhere in Veracruz, then nothing.”

      “Fuck,” was all I could think to say.

      Another flickering smile. “It was a long time ago,” he replied.

      “I’m sorry I brought it up,” I told the ground between my feet.

      “It is what it is,” he replied, and there was no hint of irritation or resentment in his tone that I could hear. But I also knew that you didn’t go through that kind of fucking shit and come out the other side without some deep scars.

      Not that I had many myself. Happy home life, two adoring, still-alive parents, college and the career I had desperately wanted. At least until I quit after having been nearly killed by my own colleagues twice.

      But even though I hadn’t grown up poor, I’d seen my share of the kind of scars poverty left behind.

      Elliot and his parents had lived in town near us, but his aunt and uncle lived on the Menominee Reservation with his paternal grandma, who was Mamaceqtaw. Most people living on the reservation were poor, and poverty left its mark, often in the form of alcoholism, violence, and depression.

      It made me wonder what kinds of scars Taavi was carrying around. Other than the obvious being-romantically-interested-in-me kind, because I was pretty sure that was the first red flag. Of course, if I ever wanted to have a relationship, I kinda had to deliberately ignore that one.

      “Where did you grow up?” he asked me, then.

      “Oh. Um. Wisconsin.”

      “Is it as cold as they say?”

      I barked a laugh. “Colder, probably. A couple times when I was a kid it was cold enough that they had to close school because you’d end up with frost bite in under five minutes.”

      Taavi’s eyes were wide. “That… why would you live there?”

      I laughed again, a little less bitter that time. “Oh, that kind of cold is rare. I think two days out of my entire childhood that happened. Usually it’s just cold enough that you wrap yourself in lots of layers and you’re fine.”

      We’d reached the pond at the back of the garden, and Taavi grinned at me before hopping his way across the cement lily pads they had placed for precisely that purpose. I went around the side as he did, watching him. I’m not really the hopping-across-things type.

      Taavi was quite agile, although I wouldn’t quite have called him graceful. Not that he was clumsy or awkward, but just… sharp. Like his movements could have been bigger, but he deliberately cut them all short.

      He didn’t quite move like a human moved, which, okay, yeah, shifter. But there was something about him that was different even from the other shifters I’d met. Maybe because he’d grown up as a shifter. He’d had a supernatural body his whole life—the speed, the strength, the stronger senses of hearing and smell—those were all he’d ever known. They were natural to him, not something he had to learn. Those of us who had transformed into our arcane forms later in life had to relearn our bodies, but he’d always been what he was.

      I wondered what it was like to grow up as a shifter. To grow up being the thing that so many people spent so much time trying not to become.

      Of course, there was more to it than that—Arcanavirus wasn’t just a transformational illness. Some people made it through exactly the same as when they started. Some people didn’t. And some people died. Some people made it through the first time unchanged or as an Arc-human only to get it all over again. And sometimes those people died, although you couldn’t—as far as we knew, anyway—acquire a second Arcane ability. You could still get really sick or get dead.

      The whole might die thing meant that of course it made sense to try not to catch it. But people equated—as they so often did—might die with might wake up as a different sub-species, and some people even suggested that death was preferable… Well, that could do one fuck of a number on one’s self-esteem, especially as a teenager.

      Being a teenager had sucked enough without also being an Arcanid. And what I’d experienced as a regular old teenager had paled in comparison to what Elliot had gone through as a recently-changed shifter.

      And then I wondered whether or not Taavi’d had control over shifting when he was really little. Raj and Elliot had both mentioned—during the whole why-can’t-the-dog-shift escapade six months ago—that heightened emotions or trauma could inhibit shifting. I’d seen articles that suggested they could trigger it, too—kind of a flight or fight or freeze thing.

      Now imagine being a four-year-old throwing a tantrum and ending up as a dog in the middle of a grocery store. Honestly, that was probably pretty cool for the four-year-old, but would have been a nightmare for the parent.

      I suddenly felt a lot of sympathy for Taavi’s dad.

      Especially since it sounded like Taavi was a shifter because of his mother—she’d gotten sick. And that meant that his dad probably hadn’t been one, so he had no idea what to do with his can-turn-into-a-dog infant son early in a pandemic when nobody seemed to have a fucking clue what was going on.

      Jesus fucking Christ on a cracker. That poor man.

      It had been scary enough as a kid with a friend who’d gotten sick. We were eleven, and the pandemic had only been around for a half-dozen or so years. We honestly didn’t know how Elliot had gotten it, whether at home or at school or visiting family on the reservation. I remember my parents being upset and worried because Elliot and I were inseparable. If he was sick, what if I’d get sick, too? And then, of course, they worried because they liked Elliot and hoped he’d be okay.

      I like to think that it was a sign of my parents’ good character that they didn’t even bat an eye when I asked to see him at St. Christopher’s Hospital, and they never objected to having him come over to the house, even after he’d become a shifter. I’m sure there were mysterious parental conversations that Elliot and I weren’t aware of, but I never saw them treat him any differently.

      By the time I’d gotten it, we knew a lot more. That was more than two decades into the pandemic, and Elliot had come over to take care of me—since he couldn’t get it again as a shifter—and he had known to take me to the hospital immediately when my bones started to ache.

      I knew how shitty Elliot had it in school after his change. But Elliot was a pretty calm guy. Could he fuck you up? Yes, absolutely. Would he? Probably not. And if he did, it wouldn’t be because he lost his temper. Elliot Crane doesn’t lose his temper. But you attempt to assault him in a bar, and he will break your arm and make you beg for mercy, calm as can be. I’ve seen it. It’s impressive. Also probably one of the reasons I like Doc—he reminds me of Elliot.

      Taavi didn’t. Yeah, there were odd similarities here and there that came from being a shifter, but Taavi was slight and delicate and sweet, and Elliot was blunt and jacked.

      Taavi had reached the wooden portion of the path across the pond, and I smiled as he half-danced his way across the planks.

      I wondered if he’d had other shifters around him back in Arizona. Clearly no one important enough to go back for, but that didn’t mean he didn’t still talk to them or miss them. Or maybe he just couldn’t afford the trip back.

      I’d done quite a bit of research into shifter communities and culture in the last six months, which clearly had absolutely nothing to do with this torch I was totally not carrying for Taavi Camal. What I’d learned was that there were essentially sub-species behavior patterns—canids, felids, ursids, mustelids. Most canids were pack animals—just like the dogs and wolves and coyotes from the animal kingdom whose forms they took. Ursids and mustelids were pretty solitary, generally speaking. Felids varied pretty widely—again, like the creatures whose forms they took. Lions were social, tigers were more solitary, and so on.

      What I knew about Elliot—as a badger, he fell into the solitary mustelid category—was that he, like an animal badger, preferred to work alone and until all hours of the night, often finally drifting to bed with the dawn. I’d never really paid that much attention to badger behavior before, and that made me feel guilty all over again, because what the fuck kind of friend was I that I hadn’t?

      So I decided to do better. I read a bunch about badgers, and then I read about Xoloitzcuintli dogs. They were likely descended from some sort of wolf or coyote, possibly mixed with some sort of more ancient wild dog, either from Africa or South America, although how an African dog got to Central America nobody seemed to be terribly sure. Xolos weren’t as pack-minded as other dogs, but they were sociable—at least according to the American Kennel Club—and they did get really, really attached to their people.

      Part of me wanted to be Taavi’s people. And part of me was certain that as much as I might want that, it would be bad for him. Because, as I’m fully and painfully aware, I’m a selfish asshole.

      Taavi reached the far side of the pond, then began to follow the curve around until we met, and he grinned up at me, drawing a smile from me in return.

      “Does it snow here?” he asked me, then. “I’ve never seen snow.”

      “I’m sorry, what?”

      He cocked his head to the side, a familiar-yet-unfamiliar movement. He’d done it often enough as a dog, and it was a little odd to recognize it now that he was in human form. “It doesn’t snow in Yuma, and we didn’t ever get to the mountains in Arizona.”

      “Well, snow falls from the sky here, once or twice, most winters,” I answered. “Sometimes it even sticks around for a day or two. But I don’t think I’d call it ‘snowing.’” Last winter—when he’d been here—it had gotten cold, but it had stayed dry and hadn’t actually snowed at all. “Not like back home.”

      “Wisconsin, you mean.”

      I nodded, finding it a little odd that even after a decade in Richmond, I still thought of Wisconsin as home.

      "Do you—do you think you’ll go back?”

      That was an interesting question. I hadn’t really thought about it, actually. I’d just assumed I’d work the force until I either retired or died. And now, here I was, a PI working for a witch and a warlock. Not at all what I’d thought I’d be doing.

      I gave Taavi an honest answer. “Not planning on it.” Then, before I thought better of it, I asked him the same question. “You want to go back to Yuma?”

      “No.” His answer sounded half-swallowed. “Nothing to go back to.” I guess that answered my question about whether or not he had a pack of sorts there.

      “Roadrunners aren’t cool enough to draw you back?”

      That made him laugh, one dark eye and one white one sparkling as he looked up at me. “They’re really just the bird version of squirrels,” he replied.

      “I thought that was pigeons.”

      The smile that played around his lips gave him a dimple on one side. “Too hot for pigeons in Yuma.”

      Fucking hell, he was adorable.
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        * * *

      

      By the time we’d reached the bear enclosure—which Taavi pronounced hadn’t had a bear in it for years, according to the smell—I’d stopped freaking out quite so much and decided to just fucking ask my questions.

      “So… what was it like growing up as a shifter? As a little kid, I mean. Kids suck.” I braced myself for him to be annoyed or to shoot down the topic, but he seemed fine.

      Taavi shrugged. “My papá taught me at home, so I didn’t go to school with other kids until I was fourteen.” He stuck his hands in his pockets, his expression thoughtful. “I had cousins, one older than me, one younger. They thought it was fun to pretend to have a dog.” He shrugged. “I played a lot of fetch as a kid.”

      I had no idea what to say to that. “Does that—I mean—were you—”

      The smile he gave me was a little bit ironic. “I liked that there were other kids to play with. I didn’t really care if they wanted to throw a ball or a frisbee for me to catch or if they wanted to play Monopoly.” He coked his head at me. “I can’t really imagine you as a child, though, Hart.”

      I couldn’t help letting out a bark of laughter. “Well, I definitely didn’t look like this as a kid.”

      “When did you change?” he asked.

      “I was twenty-nine. A perp I caught turned and ripped my mask off, then spit in my face.”

      He winced.

      I shrugged. “Cops are at pretty high risk for Arcana,” I replied.

      The next look he gave me was sharp. “Yet there aren’t a lot of Arcanids in the police.”

      “Nope.”

      Neither one of us were at all confused by this fact. Taavi had been at my side through the whole Magic-Free Movement protest fiasco outside my office, and he’d been the one who had a gun pointed at him in my car on the way home from work.

      Most cops ended up leaving the force if they came back from their bout with Arcana with fur or fangs or pointy ears. I’d guess probably half those who became Arc-humans also left, and I’d have bet that a good deal more tried very hard to pretend they were still ordinary humans so that they could keep working without having to take shit for it. I still wondered what my life would be like if I’d made a different decision back in Milwaukee. The one Elliot had tried to talk me into.

      “What were you like?” Taavi asked me, interrupting my thoughts. “As a kid?”

      “Typical Wisconsin, kid, I guess,” I answered, talking to my shoes. “Lots of time outside. Got really dirty.”

      Taavi’s lips quirked in a smile when I glanced over at him. “Brothers or sisters?”

      I shook my head. “Nope. Just Elliot, although I saw him often enough that he might as well have been my brother.”

      “He’s a shifter, right?” It seemed Taavi remembered me talking about or to Elliot, who I’d called more than once for shifter-related advice when Taavi had been living with me as a dog.

      “Yep. Badger.”

      His expression brightened. “I’ve never seen a badger. Or a badger shifter.”

      I laughed. “You see a real badger, go the other way. They’ll fuck you up.”

      “Is that a judgment on your friend?”

      I chuckled.  “Not unless you come at him swinging. Elliot’s a good guy.”

      “But don’t piss him off in fur.”

      “Yeah… I wouldn’t recommend it. His claws are a lot longer than yours.”

      “I’ll remember that.” Taavi laughed, the sound warm.

      We finished the loop back around the park to the car, chatting about the little things—work, differences between our home states and Virginia, that kind of shit.

      Taavi had worked construction since graduating high school because his dad hadn’t been able to save up money for him to go to college—and then his dad had gone to Mexico and disappeared. Taavi had originally thought he might go back to school later, but later had just never happened. He said he liked working with his hands, but I got the feeling that it was something he’d convinced himself of. Or maybe it was true, but it was more a hobby thing than a calling thing.

      I got that. I liked baking, but I’d probably hate being a professional baker.

      The only time Taavi had sounded actually excited about his work was talking about some of the kids at the Arcanid-Arc-Human Youth Center. He did basic maintenance for both the AAYC and Hands and Paws, and although it didn’t sound like he disliked it, he only seemed to have energy when talking about how he’d helped some of the kids use some old equipment to rig up some sort of game.

      “Ever thought about working with kids?” I asked him as we got back into the car.

      He cocked his head to the side. “Working with kids how?”

      I shrugged, turning the car on and looking back over my shoulder to pull out of the parking spot. “I dunno. At the AAYC, maybe? Or other community centers. They always need people who want to work with kids in after school programs and shit.”

      Taavi’s expression was thoughtful. “Don’t you need an education degree for that?”

      “Don’t think so,” I replied. “Although if you wanted one, I’m sure you could get one.” I headed toward downtown and the restaurant where I’d managed to get a table.

      Taavi snorted. “I’m a little old.”

      “Says who?”

      He shot me a look.

      “Seriously. Says who? I’ve never seen a fucking age limit on an application to college.”

      He fell silent, and when I quickly looked over at him to see if he was mad at me, his expression was once again thoughtful.

      For once in my goddamn life, I kept my mouth shut and didn’t push or make some snarky, smart-ass comment about him joining a frat or some stupid shit.

      I spoke again after a careful evaluation of whether or not what I was about to say was fucking dumb. “If you want to go to college, go. Richmond has a lot of options.” And then I decided to stop being quite so selfish. “Or somewhere else. If you don’t mind moving.” I could feel my ears starting to heat up, like they always did when I felt particularly awkward.

      “Maybe,” he murmured softly, and I couldn’t quite tell if he was thinking about it or just wanted me to shut the fuck up. I figured shutting up was probably the right move either way, and we sat in silence for the couple minutes it took me to find a parking spot and get us into it.

      As we walked the half-block to dinner, it was Taavi who broke the silence. “Did you always want to be a cop?”

      At least that was a safe topic. I nodded. “I can’t even remember when I first decided that’s what I wanted to do, it just always was,” I told him. “I was the kind of kid who constantly pretended to be a cop. I used to arrest my stuffed animals and shit.”

      His lips quirked, the upper one very slightly fuller than the lower. “Did that stop stuffed animal crime?”

      “For like five minutes until I got bored again and un-arrested them,” I told him, trying to keep my tone serious and somewhat failing.

      “It must be nice, though, to have found your calling?”

      I snorted. “Until I quit it, yeah, I guess.”

      “Wait—what?” He sounded shocked. It reminded me that I’d left the RPD after I stopped talking to him, so he didn’t know.

      “Um. Yeah. I, uh, quit. Because of all the bullshit,” I answered. “The MFM protests, the fucking asshat from Fourth who pulled us over… and then Villanova asked me to stop investigating the Oldham murder.”

      “The woman who’d been shot?”

      “And then threw a fucking mug at me, yeah.”

      “Why?”

      I sighed as I held the door for him, and he flashed me a quick smile as he slid in under my arm—without really having to duck. “Fuck if I know,” I answered, then stepped up to the podium at the restaurant and gave the hostess my name. She took us to a small table in the back—set well away from the others behind partitions, as pretty much all restaurant tables were in our post-Arcanavirus world. Taavi and I didn’t actually need to be distant from anybody, since once you went fur or fangs or pointy ears, you were good in terms of reinfections, but restaurants were set up as though all their patrons were potentially infectious humans.

      Once we were seated, I came back to Taavi’s question. “I don’t really know why he wanted me to drop it,” I said softly, “but I suspect that somebody was putting pressure on him to let it slide.”

      “Somebody?” Taavi asked, toying with the corner of his napkin.

      “What I think,” I explained, “is that there was pressure from some Ordo member in the government or media or someplace that could have made Villanova’s life shit.”

      “Ordo?”

      I couldn’t remember if I’d mentioned them around him before. “Yeah. The Antiquus Ordo Arcanum. The dickweeds who are probably behind Shelby’s killings. And the Oldham murder.”

      “Shelby was the cop who was kidnapping shifters?”

      “Not just shifters. And not shifters, specifically.” I paused, frowned slightly. “How much do you know about innate magic?”

      “Not much.”

      “Well, there’s apparently a couple different kinds. Witches and warlocks. And I guess warlocks, or some warlocks, really don’t like witches because… I don’t fucking know why, but they don’t. The Ordo is a bunch of those warlocks. They hate witches, and they really fucking hate Arcanid witches. From what we can tell—and it hasn’t been easy—they’ve specifically targeted Arcanids with innate witch magic.”

      “How would you know that? If they’re dead?”

      “Ward, mostly,” I answered. “He’s usually able to get something out of them to that effect. Some of them know they’re witches, and some of them have mentioned things like knowing what the weather will be, even when the weather people are wrong, or knowing that something bad is about to happen. That kind of shit.”

      “That’s witch magic?”

      I shrugged. “Doc says it can be.”

      “Why do you call him that?” Taavi took a sip of his water.

      “Doc? Cuz he’s a doctor.”

      “No one else calls him that.”

      I shrugged, feeling the pointed tips of my ears heating again. “I did it once, and it stuck, I guess.”

      Taavi looked at me with that one brown eye. “And if you point it out to everyone at a crime scene, then they have to show a little more respect.”

      I blinked. “Um. Sure?”

      He let out a sound that was surprisingly like the chuff he’d made as a dog.

      A server came over to take our order and left behind a basket of bread. My mother would have been so proud that I offered the basket to Taavi before taking a piece myself.

      “So Mason is a witch?” Taavi asked, moving back to the original thread of the conversation. I wondered how he’d managed to spend so much time around Doc and Ward and not know that Doc is a witch. Then again, I suppose if Doc hadn’t needed to cast, it might not have been relevant.

      “Yep. And Ward’s a warlock.” I spread butter on my bread and took a bite. It was warm and yeasty.

      Taavi frowned a little. “I don’t quite understand the difference.”

      “Me, neither,” I admitted. “You really want to know, ask Doc, but be prepared for an hour-long lecture.”

      Taavi’s lips curved upward at that, and he ate some of his bread, without butter, his mismatched eyes meeting mine.

      “Can I—ask a personal question?” I asked, a little hesitant.

      He studied me with those eyes, his head tilting to the side. “Yes.”

      “Can you see out of it?” That was undoubtedly rude, but it had been driving me nuts since I’d dragged his hairless ass out of the dumpster.

      I wondered for a flash if his human ass was also hairless, then told myself to stop that line of thought right now. Christ.

      “Light and shadow only,” he answered, the tension that had appeared on his face when I’d asked about a personal question sliding away. I couldn’t decide if I should ask what happened or not, and he clearly read it on my face. It was honestly a little disturbing how good he was at that. Most people aren’t. “I was twenty-two, and made the mistake of going into the wrong kind of bar.” The smile he offered me thinned his lips.

      “What kind of bar is the wrong kind?” I wanted to know.

      “The kind that a bunch of assholes see you coming out of and decide to try to beat you to death,” he answered.

      Oh. A gay bar. And I was guessing that the assholes in question were not themselves gay.  Or at least hadn’t admitted to themselves that they were.

      “So bigoted fuckwads.”

      A half-chuffed sigh.

      I took it as a yes. That was the rule we’d established when he was a dog, anyway.

      “Did you win?”

      That got me a sharp laugh. “I did,” he replied.

      “So not shifters, then.”

      “No. There were five of them, though. And the crowbar hit me directly in the eye.”

      “Fuck.”

      He shrugged. “Es o es.”

      “What?”

      Another twitched smile. “It is what it is,” he translated.

      “It doesn’t bother you?”

      “Not really.”

      “Does anything bother you?” I asked, slightly annoyed in spite of myself.

      “Of course. But I’m used to it, and there’s nothing I can do to change it.”

      I honestly envied his equanimity. I felt like my insides were a perpetual churn of things—annoyance, anger, more annoyance… Okay, not a lot of things. Mostly just annoyance and anger, which didn’t really say much good about me as a person. I wanted to be more like Taavi—able to just move on with things, to not dwell or fester.

      “You got pretty mad at me for going to the anti-MFM rally,” I pointed out. In fact, he’d been so pissed off that he’d taken a shit on my kitchen floor. In dog form, of course.

      His cheeks flushed, their chestnut tone going slightly darker. “Sorry about that.”

      “It was rather effective at getting your point across,” I admitted. “And at least you had the decency to not shit on my carpet.”

      The look he gave me was chagrined, although I could see the corner of his mouth twitching. “I’m not a monster,” he replied, and I felt myself smiling back at him.

      The server reappeared with our food—my fried green tomato grilled cheese and Taavi’s chicken melt, along with some sweet potato fries and onion strings to share—and I used it as an excuse to turn the conversation again.

      “What’s your favorite dessert?”

      He thought about it, chewing a bite of his sandwich, then eating an onion string before answering. “Capirotada.”

      “Um. What?” It was rare that somebody named a dessert I’d never heard of in my life.

      He laughed. “Capirotada. Bread pudding, but better.”

      I made a mental note to look that up. Or try to, anyway. I wasn’t sure how to spell it and was equally sure I wasn’t going to remember it right by the time I got home. I was going to try, though.

      “Why?” Taavi asked.

      “Oh. Um. Just curious.”

      “Should I have said brownies?” he asked, and I could feel my ears burning again, even though I could tell he was teasing me. Goddammit.

      “Shit, no. Not what I was going for.” I deliberately took another bite of my sandwich so I could feel less awkward about not knowing what to say. It didn’t really help.

      He tilted his head to the side and looked at me. “Why are you so nervous?”

      Jesus fuck. I really couldn’t hide anything from this man.

      I played with one of the cucumbers on my side salad. There was absolutely no point in denying it. “I guess because I don’t really know you, but you lived in my house for two months, and that’s weird,” I replied. And also because you’re gorgeous, and I’m having a hard time with the fact that I used to fucking pet you on a regular basis. But there was only so much honesty I was prepared to drop at once.

      “Would it help if I paid you back for that?” he asked.

      “Fuck, no.” Not only would it not help, it might actually make it worse. Especially since he couldn’t be making that much as a janitor, and I wasn’t about to take his fucking money anyway, even if he could have afforded it. I didn’t need it.

      He sighed. “I’m the same person,” he pointed out.

      “Yeah, except you weren’t exactly in person form,” I replied.

      “Why does that matter?”

      I viciously stabbed a cherry tomato. “Because even though I knew you were a person in a dog body, my brain is stupid and had a hard time remembering that.”

      Taavi calmly took a bite of his sandwich, chewed, and swallowed. “You didn’t treat me like a dog,” he replied.

      I raised an eyebrow.

      His lips twitched. “Honestly, I was worried you didn’t treat me enough like a dog when we were at your work,” he said. “I thought someone was going to figure it out.”

      I snorted. “Seriously? They wouldn’t know a goddamn shifter if it bit them in the ass.”

      Taavi let out a laugh. “Caroline was nice.”

      “Caro is nice.” Caroline Little-Bruneski was in fact so nice that she insisted that we go out for lunch or drinks once a month since I left. Sometimes Dan Maza and Dani Bowman came with us.

      “Do you still talk to any of them?” Taavi asked.

      I nodded. “Caro, Dan, and Bowman.” I grunted. “Actually, I even called Villanova the other night to convince the Hampton PD to stop being complete fuckheads and listen to Ward.”

      “The case you were on?”

      I nodded.

      “Can you tell me about it?”

      I could, and since it gave me a chance to talk about something that didn’t make me sound like a jibbering fool, I did.

      And as I talked, Taavi listened, sometimes interrupting to ask a thoughtful question.

      It was the most like myself I’d felt all fucking night.

      Weirdly, that made me both feel better and worse. Because clearly I wasn’t capable of being a normal fucking person unless I was talking about dead people or crime. And it was also clear to me that Taavi was quite clever—not like I’d thought he was stupid, but he asked questions about procedure and timing and CSI protocol that probably wouldn’t have occurred to me to ask if someone hadn’t essentially forced me to learn them.

      I was licking aioli off my fingers when Taavi asked another question.

      “So what was the seashell for?”

      I blinked. “What?”

      “The seashell. You said you found a shell with the bones. What was it for?”

      I shrugged. “No idea. Lots of people decorate their yards with shells.”

      “Did you see other shells like that in the yard?”

      “No…”

      “And you only found the one shell?”

      I frowned. “Yes?”

      “Did it look like you broke it accidentally, or like it had already been broken?”

      I thought back, and couldn’t remember, but that was why I took pictures of things. I pulled out my phone and scrolled back, then set it on the table so Taavi could see the image of the clearly cut shell still mostly in the dirt.

      “May I?” he asked, and, at my nod, picked up my phone to examine it. “Do whelks wash up near where you were?”

      “Whelks?” I repeated, feeling particularly slow.

      “It’s a whelk shell,” Taavi replied, setting the phone down again.

      “Should that matter?” I was starting to suspect that Taavi had seen something I’d missed, and that was making me uncomfortable again, although this time it was definitely because I was feeling self-conscious about the fact that I was supposed to be the fucking detective.

      Taavi shrugged, sliding my phone back to me. “Maybe not,” he replied.

      “But?”

      “Whelk shells are symbols of the afterlife. There is an Aztec legend in which Quetzalcóatl, god of life, was given a shell by Mictlantecuhtli, the god of death, which he caused to make music with the help of bees and worms, thus earning the precious bones to restore humankind after the end of the Fourth Sun.”

      “The what?”

      “The fourth period of the world. Quetzalcóatl was successful, according to the myth. The Aztecs believed—or believe, I suppose—that this is the fifth period, or Fifth Sun.”

      “So bones and shells…”

      “Are significations of Quetzalcóatl’s victory over Mictlantecuhtli—of life over death.”

      “So then why does this seem to be tied to murder?”

      Taavi shrugged. “That was the ancient way. To stave off death and devastation through ritual sacrifice.”

      I stared at him as this processed through my brain. “Fuck.”

      His dark brows rose.

      “Fucking fuck,” I repeated.

      “It might not—”

      “Oh, I’m sure it does,” I interrupted him, stabbing at a fry with my fork, irritated at myself for missing the obvious. Who the fuck just buries a cut-in-two-pieces shell? Dogs don’t. Kids? Maybe, but not under a goddamn raspberry bush.

      I flipped through the phone pictures again until I found the damn knife Doc had texted to me and turned it around again.

      Taavi picked it up. “And this was what killed your victim?”

      “Yep.”

      “You know it’s a fake, right?”

      “Not my job,” I replied, but I did wonder if the museum people knew that. “But just for the sake of argument, how do you know that?”

      “It’s metal.”

      “Aren’t most knives?”

      Taavi smirked. “Not Aztec ones,” he replied. “They used obsidian.”

      “So then isn’t it just… not Aztec?”

      “The handle has Quetzalcóatl on it,” he replied.

      I took the phone back and looked at it again.

      “Fuck.” I was annoyed at myself for not paying more attention to both the knife’s design and to the fact that nobody in the right fucking mind just buries a broken shell in the dirt above some dog bo—

      “Oh, fuck me.”

      “What?”

      “Dog bones.”

      “What about them?”

      “Zo—Xol—” I couldn’t fucking remember it.

      “Xolotl?” he asked, sounding surprised.

      “Yeah, that.”

      “You—” He paused, and I could see him working out the same thing that had just occurred to me. What I didn’t see on his face was the thrill of fear that had spiked through my chest at the thought that some sacrificial dick-bag had killed a dog with a ritual Aztec knife, and that they might very well have gone to the trouble of finding a Xoloitzcuintli to do it.

      Because I really liked a Xoloitzcuintli, and Taavi probably wasn’t naturally suspicious.

      “Interesting,” was Taavi’s next comment.

      “Not the word I’d choose,” I told him, being—I thought—shockingly diplomatic for me.

      His lips twitched again. “Most people aren’t that… conversant with Aztec religious ritual,” he replied.

      “This was a creepy cult.”

      “But a neo-Aztec one? In Virginia?”

      He had a point.

      “I honestly wasn’t really paying attention to that part,” I admitted. “We weren’t expecting to get something recent. And definitely didn’t expect to have to dig up the fucking raspberry bushes.” I narrowed my eyes at him. “Raspberries don’t have some sort of ritual significance, do they?”

      He laughed. “Not to my people,” he answered. “I can’t speak for what you European-descended people believe.”

      “Yeah, yeah, we’re stupid colonizers, I get it.” I rolled my eyes. It was like Taavi was channeling Elliot… so maybe they weren’t entirely different.

      He grinned at me, then lifted his beer in a toast.

      I laughed. “Colonizers invented beer, you know.”

      “Mezcal is better.”

      “The hell it is.”
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      He was still living in that shitty little apartment where I’d left him six months ago, although I suppose if you were going to try to save up money, it probably helped with that. I told myself not to be judgy. At least I managed to keep my fucking mouth shut.

      We’d had a good time at dinner, I thought. At least until we got back to the car, and I had to go and be a fucking dumbass again.

      Someday, I’ll figure out what the fuck is wrong with me.

      Because he’d made a comment about my fucking eyes, and how their color looked amazing in the moonlight.

      Yeah, I know. What kind of fucking asshole gets weird about some romantic shit like that? This kind of asshole, that’s who. Because it just reminded me that there was no possible way Taavi Camal was interested in a failed ex-cop with a big fucking mouth and terrible social skills. And that only left my looks.

      And, sure, there are plenty of people out there who would take advantage of that, but… I’m not one of them because I have the horrible misfortune to have been raised with a more-than-healthy dose of Catholic guilt.

      My parents left the church after my change, mostly because people in their church made comments about how it ‘must have happened for a reason,’ and my usually tolerant mother had decided that was quite enough of that bullshit, since it was code for either ‘your son did something stupid’ or ‘your son is a bad person for being gay, so this is what he gets.’

      I love my mom.

      I don’t really love some of the baggage my Catholic childhood left me with, although most of it probably has nothing to do with my parents and everything to do with me.

      Baggage that meant I couldn’t help but think that it was my elven body and nothing else that Taavi was interested in. And I’m the kind of sentimental asshole who wants someone to actually care about him, which… yeah, I get it. I could be nicer and maybe more people would like me, but that’s just not the way I’m wired.

      So when Taavi stood on his toes and pulled my mouth down to his, my stomach was a churning mess. But I kissed him anyway, both because I’m a selfish dick and because it was a really fucking good kiss.

      And Taavi, whose lips tasted like the cheesecake we’d shared for dessert, didn’t seem terribly keen on letting me get away.

      So I let myself melt into him, pulling his hips against me and groaning in the back of my throat at the feel of his body and the warmth of his tongue.

      I wanted this. I wanted to find out what the rest of his tattoo looked like. I wanted to run my hands over his muscles and taste the salt of his bare skin. I wanted to find out what kinds of sounds he would make and whether he curled his toes or spread them when he came.

      Fucking hell.

      Except I couldn’t.

      I just…

      Couldn’t.

      I broke away, every cell in my body protesting what my brain was about to make them do. Or not do, as the case may be.

      “I—can’t,” is what I managed to make my mouth say.

      Taavi frowned up at me. “Why?” he asked.

      Both of us were breathless.

      I closed my eyes, because looking at him wasn’t helping me say what I knew I had to. “You might be attracted to me, to this body, but you don’t like me.” This stupid elven body, lean, lithe, beautiful, and my even stupider asshole personality just didn’t mix. Lust was a powerful drug, but even that couldn’t hold two people together when one of them was a raging dick.

      Taavi put his hands on his hips, his brown eye flashing, the white one glittering like ice as he glared up at me. “That’s a load of crap, Hart.”

      “It is not,” I snapped back. “You see this,” I gestured at myself, “and on top of that, you feel like you have to repay me for helping you. You don’t.”

      “That isn’t what this is,” Taavi insisted.

      “No?” I crossed my arms over my chest, feeling like I had to hold myself together.

      “No, and you know it.”

      “I don’t,” I snapped. “You’ve offered to repay me twice now. I wouldn’t take your fucking money, so this is how you’re trying to compensate for that.”

      “Es mierda.”

      “I don’t fucking speak Spanish, Taavi.”

      He glared at me. “Bullshit.”

      “I don’t—”

      “It means bullshit, Hart,” he said, his voice surprisingly gentle for how angry he clearly was.

      Oh.

      I should have taken that as an opportunity to let it fucking go, but I couldn’t. “It’s not bullshit. And I don’t want to be a pity-fuck.”

      He growled, and the sound raised the hair on the back of my neck. “If that’s what you think—”

      “You don’t know what the fuck I think,” I argued, fully aware that I wasn’t really making sense and not particularly caring. “You don’t know the least thing about me.”

      “I do know you, Hart.”

      “You don’t,” I hissed. “You know what you want to be true.”

      I was a callous bastard, and I knew it. I didn’t mind the fact that most people didn’t like me, but I wasn’t a big fan of putting in the effort of getting involved with someone only to be a continual disappointment. I might not normally get all mushy about other people, but if I was going to commit to a relationship—friendship or romantic or whatever—I didn’t want to be the cause of all of its problems because I wasn’t what the other half thought I was.

      Pity-sex or payment-sex or any kind of sex that wasn’t I-care-about-you-sex wasn’t something I was interested in. Not because I wasn’t interested in sex, but because… I really didn’t want to spend too much time on why that was, exactly, because down that road lay a lot of sleepless nights and feeling like complete shit, and I get enough of that in my life without it being tied to feelings of inadequacy and heartbreak.

      If this was going to go any further… I didn’t really do halfway. It was all the way or not at all. And I couldn’t do a relationship that wasn’t everything—all the shit that came along with the pretty package.

      I didn’t think my heart could take it when Taavi inevitably dumped me. Because it was inevitable. And if his anger was any indication of his opinion of me, that would have been sooner rather than later.

      “What I know, Hart, is that despite the stone cold exterior you show to the world, you sometimes sit in your car and just stare into space because all the pain and violence you see every day is slowly crushing you. That you whimper in your sleep because of something horrific you saw or experienced. That you’ll open your home to a complete stranger and feed and house them even though you don’t know the last thing about them. That when it comes down to it, you will never, ever let someone suffer alone, but you seem bound and determined to make sure that you do for some reason I do not understand. Because I’m right fucking here.”

      I gaped at him, my mind completely blank.

      “Yeah,” he continued, “you’re a bastard. This conversation is evidence enough of that. And you’re a callous jerk who’s so wrapped up in his own pretty little head that he can’t see what’s in front of him.” That stung, although it was probably true. “And, on top of that, you’re also caring and generous and terrified out of your mind that someone will find out you aren’t half the pendejo you pretend to be.”

      I had no idea what to say to that.

      “It isn’t that I don’t know you, Valentine Hart,” he growled, and I could hear the canid part of him edging the sound, low, angry, and threatening. “It’s that you don’t know me, and you’re too scared to try.”

      And then he was gone, and the sound of the door slamming echoed through the empty hallway like a punch to the solar plexus.

      Fuck.
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      I got home around ten, then immediately collapsed on my bed and called Elliot.

      He answered on the second ring. “If you’re calling me the night of your date, something went horribly wrong,” he observed, right as usual. “Did you do it, or did he?”

      “He said my eyes were beautiful in the moonlight,” I told him, knowing, even as I said it, how fucking stupid that sounded. But Elliot knows me and he knows my shit. I knew he’d get it.

      Or, apparently, he’d rip me a new one.

      “God-for-fucking-bid the man say something romantic. What a horrible piece of trash.” He paused a beat. “The fuck is wrong with you, Val?”

      Not exactly what I’d been hoping for. It was a lot more harsh and a lot less sympathetic and commiserating. “What’s wrong with me?” I mean. There’s a lot wrong with me, but Elliot was supposed to be on my side, here.

      “You seriously cut a date short because of a compliment? You’re an elf, Val. You expect people to just ignore that? The fuck kind of message does that send, you think?”

      I really hadn’t expected Elliot to get angry at me. Some good-natured ribbing, sure. But I could tell Elliot was actually mad. I guess I was just pissing off shifters left and right tonight.

      “What do you mean?” I asked him, a little sullen.

      “You don’t want people to see you as an elf, so does that mean you don’t want to see us as shifters? Well, we fucking are. And you fucking are. This self-hating thing is getting old, Val. It’s been a decade. Get used to the fact that your poor, woe-is-me-I’m-so-pretty ass is drop-dead gorgeous and stop crying about it.”

      Ouch.

      So much ouch that I couldn’t really get mad back at him, much as I wanted to. Because the thing about Elliot is that he doesn’t believe in bullshit, so if he was calling me out, then I fucking deserved it.

      Which only made it hurt more.

      “So what do I do?” I asked him, hating how pathetic that sounded.

      “I’d start by pulling your head out of your ass.”

      I winced.

      “And then,” he continued, before I could come up with anything to say to his last comment, “You get your fucking shit together.”

      “Any advice on how to do that, Yoda?” I asked, turning to my old standby coping mechanism of sarcasm and bitterness.

      “Use the force, Val,” he snarked back, and I knew that Elliot, at least, had forgiven me. He might think I’m an ass, but at least he still loved me.

      “Funny, El. But seriously.”

      I heard him sigh. “You’re a big boy, Val.”

      “Should I come home?” I asked him, then.

      “What?” He clearly hadn’t been expecting that question.

      “Should I come home?” I repeated. “Move back. Milwaukee. Madison, maybe.”

      He was silent for a good minute that felt like forever. “You know I love you, Val,” he said, then, and he sounded worried. “But I thought you liked Richmond?”

      I shrugged, knowing it didn’t matter that he couldn’t see me. Elliot could read my silence.

      “Val, what’s going on?”

      “I miss the force,” I told him. “I miss doing something that isn’t finding somebody’s stupid rich teenager or pilfered brooch.”

      Pet chose that moment to jump up on the bed and curl up next to me, shoving her furry ass against my hip. I put a hand on her back and stroked her fur. At least my cat wasn’t mad at me.

      “So not a fan of the new job?”

      “It’s—complicated.”

      “Not really, Val. Do you like your new job? Yes or no.”

      “Sometimes?”

      He sighed. “Okay, when do you like your new job?”

      “When it’s interesting. When I’m actually helping people, instead of just performing for a paycheck.”

      “Can you talk to your new bosses about that?”

      I could. I knew I could. And I knew they’d probably bend over backwards to try to keep the stupid shit off my plate—but that just meant one of them would be doing it, instead.

      “I don’t want to make them have to just do it for me,” I told Elliot. “Because they would.”

      “You sure?” he asked.

      I frowned. “What do you mean, am I sure?”

      “I don’t know them,” he said, “so I could be wrong about this, but the impression I get from what you’ve said about them is that they’ll say no to cases if they think you’ll hate them and they don’t want to do them.”

      “I mean—”

      “So I’m guessing they’re trying to keep you busy, because otherwise you’ll just be a glorified chauffeur, right?”

      Goddamn. Sometimes my badger friend was fucking annoying.

      Because I was pretty sure Elliot was right.

      This time I was the one who sighed. “Fuck.”

      “You think I’m right.”

      “I know you are. Fuck.”

      I didn’t want to be everybody’s pity case. Pity job, pity fuck. Ugh.

      “Have you tried finding your own cases?” Elliot asked me.

      “What?”

      “You’re relying on Beyond the Veil to bring you work, right?”

      “Yeah? Cuz that’s where I work?”

      “So go find something to do. Bring your own work in. That’s what the one lady does, right?”

      “Beck?”

      “Sure. I don’t have your coworkers’ names memorized.”

      It was true. Beck brought in most of her own clients. For that matter, so did Ward and Doc.

      Not that I had a client base like they did… But nobody started off in the business with a base. I remembered when Ward took his first RPD case—with me. He’d been green as fuck, and not just because he was inexperienced. He’d barfed at least four times at that scene.

      But I’d called him in to it because he’d called me first—a medium who had asked to speak to someone in homicide so he could offer his services. And it had paid off. He also had regulars who had been using him for years—like the wacky knitters who came in and used our reception area once a month for a séance that involved a lot of giggling and cookies that got left in our kitchen for the next day.

      I wasn’t really sure where to start, but Elliot had a point. If I didn’t want to settle for whatever walked in the door, I could find my own damn cases.

      Just as soon as we figured out what the fuck was up with the dead dog and its seashell under the raspberries in Hampton. Because now that Taavi had pointed out the whelk thing, I wanted to get a closer look at the knife, the shell, and get the breed of dog IDed.

      “Okay, you might have a point,” I said to Elliot.

      “I usually do,” he replied.

      “Asshole.”

      “Takes one, Val.”

      “Doesn’t solve my dating problem, though,” I replied.

      “You did that to yourself,” was Elliot’s very unhelpful remark.

      “That really makes me feel better, El.”

      “Get your shit together, Val,” he said again. “Put your head on straight and get over whatever weird thing you have about your looks. Then call him back and be prepared to grovel.”

      I sighed. “Okay.” I wasn’t looking forward to any of that. Maybe the only-remotely-possible bit that came after the groveling, but none of the rest of it. But I also knew that Elliot was probably right. It wasn’t on Taavi to deal with my shit. I needed to deal with my own shit.

      “Val?”

      “Yeah?”

      “If you really want to come home, I will get on a goddamn plane tomorrow and move you.”

      I rubbed at the wet that threatened to spill from my stupid, beautiful eyes. “You mean that?”

      “Abso-fucking-lutely. Delta’s got a flight that leaves at six-twelve.”

      He was actually looking at tickets.

      “If I say yes?”

      “You owe me like fifteen-hundred dollars, pizza, and beer.”

      I thought about it.

      Hard.

      And Elliot waited for my answer.

      “I love you, El,” I said.

      “No road trip?”

      “Not yet, anyway.”

      “You still owe me pizza and beer,” he said.

      I made a mental note to send him pizza and beer the next night. Because I owed him a lot more than that. “I’m good for it,” is what I said out loud.

      “I know you are. You okay?”

      “Not really.”

      “Do me a favor, Val?”

      “Anything.”

      “Tomorrow, I want you to think of one way you’re going to take your head out of your ass, and text it to me.”

      “Are you shitting me?”

      “Nope. You gonna do it, or do I have to fly down there and kick your ass, then charge you for my plane ticket?”

      Part of me wanted to tell him to come down here, cost be damned.

      But that would be selfish.

      I sighed. “Fine, El.”

      “Good elf.”

      “Fuck you, Bucky.” As in Bucky Badger, the mascot of our alma mater.

      “Don’t forget to text me.”

      I groaned. “Fine.”

      “Love you, Val.”

      He hung up.

      I stared at the ceiling and stroked Pet’s fur, trying to convince myself that he didn’t really mean it. Which he totally did. And then I tried to think of something that Elliot would actually think was me taking my head out of my ass.

      I fell asleep before I figured it out.
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      Monday mornings do not get better when you’ve spent the weekend wallowing in self-loathing and recrimination. To make things even better, every suggestion I’d sent to Elliot had been met with dismissal, derision, or, once, the question Are you even trying?

      I’d started with some pretty conventional self-help tactics, like journalling, baking, going for a run, and playing with Pet.

      Elliot had told me those were weak attempts at distracting myself, at best.

      I was trying to think of something over my second cup of coffee, sitting at my desk at Beyond the Veil, when Ward rolled into the doorway of my office. I raised an eyebrow.

      “Museum called,” he said, and he sounded apprehensive.

      “Uh oh.”

      “More bones. Animal, they think.”

      “Were there more seashells?” I asked him.

      Ward gave me the same look I imagined I must have made at Taavi when he’d pronounced the shell a whelk.

      “So, um. Apparently whelk shells are symbolic of the afterlife and the cycle of life, death, and rebirth,” I told him, getting up and grabbing my completely unnecessary suit jacket that held my keys and covered my shoulder holster.

      “You researched shells?” Ward asked, sounding surprised.

      “I mentioned the shell and how I thought it was weird, and Taavi told me that,” I answered, dreading the inevitable follow-up question about my date disaster.

      Except Ward must have heard something I thought I’d managed to keep out of my voice, because he didn’t ask about my date.

      Instead, he asked, “Did he mention anything else useful?”

      “He thinks the knife is fake-Aztec.”

      Ward nodded. “Mason said the same thing.”

      “I haven’t heard back from Mays on the bones, but if they’re dog bones, that would track with a pseudo-Aztec ritual,” I told him as we headed out the back to my car.

      “Is killing dogs an Aztec thing?” Ward asked.

      “Xolotl, the Aztec god of death, is dog-headed,” I replied. I was getting better at saying it, although I’m pretty sure Taavi and Doc would still have been scandalized by my pronunciation. “And they believed that Xolo dogs were spiritual guides to the afterlife.”

      “So like Egyptians and cats,” Ward remarked.

      “Maybe?” I didn’t know much about Egyptians and cats. They had a cat-headed god, but I was pretty sure I remembered hippo-headed gods and crocodile-headed gods, too, and I didn’t think the Egyptians thought those animals were guides to the afterlife. But what the fuck do I know?

      We skipped the donuts this time, although we did stop and pick up lunch on the way. I also made a point of hitting up a grocery store for some snacks and a case of water, because if my gut feeling was anything to go by, I was going to end up stripped down and digging in the yard again.

      At least this time I had a change of clothes in the trunk.

      I was also wearing a t-shirt under my button-down, and I decided to throw decorum to the winds and just strip down as soon as Madeeha opened the door and I saw the chagrined expression on her face.

      “Back to digging in the dirt, are we?” I asked, noting that there were tell-tale stains on her jeans.

      “I just kept getting this creepy feeling,” she said apologetically as she led us through the house-turned-not-quite-museum. “And I couldn’t help myself.”

      I shot a glance at Ward, who shrugged. Maybe Madeeha was sensitive to the presence of the dead. Or maybe she just got the willies knowing there’d been a dead dog under the raspberries.

      She’d definitely found more bones. Once she led me over to the dug-up ground where the tangle of prickly berry canes had been, I crouched down beside the hole, carefully digging the dirt out from around a longish probably-leg bone.

      “Any more seashells?” I asked her.

      She looked surprised. “Actually, yes.” Then she pointed over at a small pile of dirt, out of which one half of a whelk shell was poking.

      I jumped when my phone buzzed in my pocket.

      It was Mays.

      Dog bones, he’d sent. Probably a couple years old.

      Any idea what breed? I shot back.

      “Our first set of bones was canine,” I told Ward and Madeeha, not bothering to wait for whatever Mays was going to send me in return.

      I nodded once, then took the bone over to Ward.

      I knew immediately that what he held wasn’t a dog.

      But I could also see with my own two eyes that it wasn’t human, either.

      Fucking hell.

      “What do we have?” I asked Ward, falling into a familiar pattern, and I grimaced a little at the fact that I’d basically forgotten who worked for whom, although Ward didn’t seem in the least bothered by it.

      He sighed, then blinked once, slowly, before his eyes focused slightly to my right.

      My phone buzzed. Greyhound I think, was Mays’s response.

      So not Xoloitzcuintli, probably. Still a dog, though. A dog whose body was a lot like a Xolo’s. I wondered if Mays would be able to tell the difference.

      Thanks, I texted back. I didn’t ask him if he knew a Xolo dog’s skeleton from a greyhound’s, mostly because I wasn’t prepared to think about it too hard.

      Ward spoke, then, drawing my attention back to what we were doing. “His name is Theodore Newton. He was killed… two years ago.”

      “Mays said the dog was a couple years dead, too,” I told him. “So they could have been killed at the same time. What was he?”

      A pause. Then, “Wolf.”

      “Another canid,” I mused.

      “What are you thinking, Hart?” Ward asked me.

      “Dogs. Do you think there are more?”

      Another pause.

      “He thinks so. On the far side of where the patch was.”

      Fucking hell.

      “Are we going to dig them all up?” Madeeha asked, sounding nervous.

      I shook my head. “Nope. Because our dead friend here means this is now a homicide case, so we are not going to dig up anything.” At least not just yet, although I had the suspicion that I was going to get roped into it.

      I tapped my phone, calling Dan Maza.

      “I don’t want to fucking know, do I?” was how he answered the phone, and I almost laughed at the irony that I’d been the one to exasperatedly answer Ward’s calls that way for years.

      “Not in the least,” I replied cheerfully. “But the answer is dead shifters.”

      “Fuck.”

      “Yep,” I agreed.

      “I can’t take it,” he told me.

      “The fuck you can’t. Hampton doesn’t have the capacity to deal with Nid cases, especially not of there’s ritual magic involved.” That had been my beat for years. I knew which departments could handle it and which ones couldn’t. I’d called Dan because I knew Hampton would just have to call in the RPD for arcane coverage, anyway.

      “Not the problem,” Dan answered, and his voice was wary.

      “What do you mean?” I asked, sensing something wrong.

      “All shifter homicides now go straight to the Feds,” he answered. “We’re not allowed to touch them.”

      I blinked. “Fuck. Seriously?”

      “I’ll explain later,” he said, ominously, and I realized he must still be at work and unable to share what must have been either really juicy or really shitty details within earshot of his colleagues.

      “Dan?”

      “What?”

      “I’m sorry this shit landed in your lap.” Then I told myself to pull my head out of my ass. “I’m sorry I threw this pile of shit in your lap.” I’d text Elliot Take responsibility for my actions later.

      “It’s—It’s not your fault,” Dan said, and he sounded a little surprised. I wasn’t sure if that made me feel better or worse about having apologized. “But I appreciate the thought. Beers tomorrow?”

      “Yeah, that’d be great. Seven?”

      “Meet me at Hardywood.”

      “You got it, Dan.”

      Ward was giving me a look that asked why on earth I was making social engagements in the middle of a homicide scene.

      “I’ll tap Raj and keep you updated. Let me know if you hear anything more on Rosemary Carlisle?”

      “Autopsy is later today. I’ll update you tomorrow.”

      “Great. Thanks.”

      “See you, Hart.”

      Ward’s expression was vaguely incredulous, but it turned to alarmed as I explained that we had to call in the FBI.

      “Why?” he asked.

      “Dan didn’t say,” I replied, “but I’m guessing nothing good. I’ll find out tomorrow.”

      “You calling Raj?”

      I nodded, then hit the little Tony the Tiger icon on my phone.

      “Keebler, you never call me anymore,” was how Raj answered.

      “You didn’t buy me chocolates the last time, Tony,” I replied. “But I got you a present.” Beside me, Ward was rolling his eyes.

      “Am I going to like it?”

      “Probably not.”

      “Well, don’t keep me in suspense.”

      “A dead dog and a dead shifter.”

      “You sure about the dog?”

      “Yep. Sure about the shifter, too.”

      “What’s your proof?”

      “Ward.” The medium looked up at me, his eyebrows raised. I waved at him, trying to indicate that it was fine and I didn’t need him to do anything. At least not at the moment.

      “Oh,” was what Raj said, and the tone of his voice told me that he absolutely knew that if Ward confirmed it, it was true.

      “The weird part is that both bodies had a whelk shell buried with them.”

      “A… whelk shell?”

      “Yep.”

      “The fuck am I supposed to do with that?” Raj wanted to know.

      “No idea, but it’s a commonality. That, and whelk shells are apparently a sign of the death and rebirth cycle in Aztec folklore.”

      “You got anything else Aztec?”

      “The knife used to kill a woman a year ago.” I was enjoying this.

      “She a shifter?”

      “She isn’t,” I replied. “But she did see the shifter’s murder.” Probably. Either that or there was another body in the ex-raspberry patch. “Or another shifter’s murder.”

      “Or another shifter’s murder?” Raj repeated, sounding a little exasperated.

      “She seems to be a past-seer and saw a victim get buried where we found the shifter. So it was either this one or there are more bodies out here. But they stopped digging when they found the second one until we could come out and confirm species.”

      “They?”

      “The not-yet-open Old Virginia Museum of Religion. Hampton Roads.”

      Raj sighed. “Don’t dig up anything else until we get there.”

      “You want us to stick around?”

      “You leave, and I will hunt you down and drag you back by those pointy ears.” He sounded a little annoyed now. “You and Ward.”

      “We’ll be here.”
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        * * *

      

      Raj and one of the other A-branch team members, an older faun named John Kurtzweil, showed up just under three hours later, which means they actually left not long after I called. Kurtz grinned, showing me his too-big teeth as he shook my hand.

      “Good to see you again, Hart.”

      “Ditto, Kurtz. How are you?”

      “Counting the days until retirement,” he answered, surprising me. He didn’t look old enough to be counting anything to retirement.

      Then again, Nids age more slowly than normie humans. By how much, we still weren’t sure, but people who were in their thirties when they caught Arcana thirty years ago didn’t look like they were sixty now.

      I wondered how long Kurtz had been a Nid, given that he didn’t look too much older than his mid-to-late forties.

      “You don’t look old enough for that,” I told him.

      He shrugged. “Don’t matter how old I look,” he replied. “Matters how old I feel, and I feel fuckin’ eighty.”

      “Bullshit,” I replied, recognizing the twinkle in Kurtz’s eye.

      He laughed. “You’re right, I don’t. But I get to kick back at sixty-five, so the wife and I are going to buy an RV and take the fuck off because we can. Bonus if we both still feel young enough to enjoy ourselves.” I wondered if that meant his wife was also an Arcanid, but I didn’t want to pry.

      “So how many days?” I asked him.

      “A hundred and thirty-seven,” he answered immediately.

      “But who’s counting?” I joked.

      “This fuckin’ faun, that’s who,” came the cheerful response.

      “Come on, let me introduce you to my new boss.”

      I led the way back over to where Raj had already found Ward under the shadow of the eaves and made the introductions.

      Ward caught both Raj and Kurtz up to the particulars of the case, explaining about both Rosemary Carlisle and Theodore Newton.

      “Anyone else?” was Raj’s question.

      “Not immediately,” Ward replied. “But that doesn’t necessarily mean anything. I can do a deep search, but that will get us anyone and everyone in the immediate vicinity, whether or not they’re connected to this—and I don’t know how deep I need to go. I might end up with a centuries’-old ghost who already crossed over who doesn’t need or want our help.”

      “And the alternative is that we dig up the whole fucking yard,” I put in, “to find out if there are more bodies.”

      “Unless we find someone who has been around and seen it, yes,” Ward confirmed.

      “So it’s shit either way,” Kurtz observed, sucking on his large front teeth.

      “Yep,” I agreed. “And if Ward finds out there are ghosts buried here, we’ll have to go digging anyway.”

      I introduced both Raj and Kurtz to Madeeha, and then the three of us—Raj, me, Kurtz—got ourselves some shovels, gloves, and tarps and started expanding the hole Madeeha had started. She’d offered to help, but Raj had very politely informed her that he couldn’t have civilians working a crime scene—but if she wanted to find them any historical information about the house and its previous owners in the museum’s records, that would be helpful.

      She disappeared inside to do just that, I assumed.

      And the three of us got to work.

      The idea was to expand the hole to see if we found anything in the immediate area. If we didn’t, then we might have Ward start looking for dead people. If we did—well, then he’d have other work to do.

      I was in the plain white t-shirt I’d worn under my button-down, and both Raj and Kurtz stripped down quickly in the heat. Raj had on a tank, but Kurtz threw professionalism out the window—like anybody almost to retirement—and was digging completely shirtless.

      About an hour and a half in, we took a break when Madeeha brought out water and some Chex Mix. By that point, we’d managed to unearth the rest of the canid skeleton Ward had identified as Theodore Newton, and we’d started moving outward, looking for anyone or anything else. So far, we hadn’t unearthed anything besides dirt and rocks, so the conversation turned to whether or not we thought that was everyone.

      “Theodore isn’t the victim Rosemary saw,” Ward informed us as Raj threw back a glass of water.

      “Oh, goodie,” I muttered, using the little paper cup that Madeeha had thoughtfully brought out as a scoop so I didn’t have to touch the Chex Mix with my filthy hands. I saluted Madeeha with it and spoke around a mouthful of Chex. “Fanks.”

      She laughed. “Sure. I’ve got ownership records for the house, by the way, although I’m not sure if that helps.”

      “It will,” Raj told her. “Once we get dates on the bones.”

      She nodded.

      According to Ward, Rosemary was adamant that Theodore wasn’t the murder she’d seen, particularly since the poor man had been in wolf form when they’d killed him. According to him—by way of Ward, anyway—they’d known full well what he was.

      That made me suspicious.

      “Did they keep him stuck in wolf form?” I asked Ward.

      Behind me, Kurtz muttered something I couldn’t make out under his breath.

      Ward nodded, and Raj sighed audibly.

      “Did he know how?” I asked.

      “Something injected,” Ward answered. “It sounds a bit like a sedative to me, although he can’t tell me what.”

      “Sounds awfully fucking MFM-y to me,” I observed.

      But Ward frowned. “The ritual that Rosemary’s describing doesn’t sound at all MFM-y,” he argued. “A ritual knife? The shell thing, if you’re right about that? That’s all magical.”

      Fucking hell. I’d been so fixated on the idea that whoever this was had been forcing shifters into animal form and killing them—or at least shifter, singular—that I’d completely blanked on the contradiction.

      Six months away from the job, and my brain was turning to goddamn mush.

      “What about those Ordo people?” Raj asked us.

      “The Ordo went after all Nids,” I told him. “Not just shifters. And they didn’t bother with either rituals or drugs when they did it.” I met Raj’s golden-brown eyes. “Like Sabrina Estevez.” Raj and I had found her a half-day after she’d been murdered, her body tossed in a field.

      Raj blew air out through his nose. “So what I’m hearing is that this murder isn’t like either the Ordo cases or the MFM killings.”

      Fan-fucking-tastic.

      “Yep. We’ve found a brand fucking new group of murdering psychos,” I answered him.

      “One hundred and thirty-seven days,” Kurtz muttered.

      One hundred and thirty-seven days before he could stop fucking worrying about the fact that human beings—and Arcanids, to be fair, although I was starting to suspect that humans might be worse—were monsters to one another. Kurtz could buy his RV, and he and his wife could pretend that the world was the way most people thought—just, mostly fair, and safe unless you were a bad person.

      Total shit, of course. And that’s not something you can unlearn, so it would come back to haunt him from time to time. Maybe while he lay there listening to crickets and cicadas on a summer night remembering the day he’d had to dig a wolf-shifter corpse out of the back yard of a museum, working blisters into his hands and trying not to wonder how many people Theodore Newton had left behind.

      Or maybe that was just me.

      Because six months later I still fucking woke up in a cold sweat with the images of skinned shifters burned into the backs of my eyelids, furry bodies swinging from meat hooks with gold hoops in their noses, and—on really bad nights—the bloated corpse of a Xoloitzcuintli dog covered in mud and grime in a salt marsh.

      One of those things was the product of my obviously traumatized imagination, but the other two had been all too real.

      Maybe I should add Go to therapy to my list of methods of self-improvement, although I really didn’t want to do that. I have exactly the wrong temperament for therapy. I hate talking to people, I hate disclosing shit about myself, and I hate feeling vulnerable.

      Guess what therapy does?

      And yeah, I get that the point is to work on the ability to feel vulnerable because whatever the fuck I was doing clearly wasn’t healthy, but. There is always a ‘but’ with me.

      With a sigh, I stopped going down that largely unproductive pathway and returned my attention to the hot and sticky yard with its patchy grass, tangle of dead and dying raspberries, and at least two bodies, one canine, one shifter.

      And a ghost who insisted that there was another one in there somewhere.

      “Rosemary really can’t be more specific about where she saw them bury the other body?” I asked.

      I watched Ward’s eyes track over to where the raspberries had been, and figured he was probably watching one of the two ghosts do something.

      “She’s giving me a… full narrative,” he explained, his words a little halting as he tried to both explain what he was seeing and hearing and also pay attention to the dead woman. “It was… different? And dark. We’re definitely looking for another shifter, though.”

      That was news. “I thought she said it wasn’t Theodore?”

      “Not a wolf,” Ward clarified, his words a little clipped. “Something else. She doesn’t know what?”

      “But a shifter?”

      “Yeah.” He listened some more, one hand held up. “Maybe… a little bit more toward the middle of where the bushes were?”

      “Maybe?” I repeated.

      “Sorry.” Ward shrugged. I suppressed my irritation. It wasn’t his fault the ghost was a flake and a half. Or that she’d had imprecise visions.

      I just wished this were easier.

      We got back to digging.

      Another twenty minutes, and I hit another whelk shell, also split, like the two before. This time, I didn’t ignore the shell as random refuse, getting down and working with a smaller trowel and brush to minimize any damage to the shell.

      Raj came over, crouching beside the hole, his white tank streaked with dirt and damp with sweat—my t-shirt wasn’t any better. “I take it our ghost was correct?”

      “Probably,” I answered. “Found another fucking shell, which I’m pretty sure means there’s another body under it.”

      “Our shifter?”

      “Maybe,” I answered. “Or maybe another dog.”

      Another twenty, and I’d found more bones.

      Raj was working outward in another direction, and at some point I’d heard him swear—we had another body of some sort where he was, as well.

      Kurtz had fully exposed the wolf-shifter’s skeleton, documenting it with pictures every step of the way. When the FBI’s crime scene van showed up, Kurtz hopped out of the hole to go yell at them about being slow.
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        * * *

      

      Raj had a regular dog, but I had, in fact, unearthed Mariah Stebbens, a fox shifter who was also not the victim whose murder Rosemary had witnessed.

      Upon receiving that news, I’d said several very inappropriate, mean, and unsavory things that Kurtz had found hysterically funny and which appeared to have scandalized both the FBI crime scene people and the head of the museum, who had the unfortunate timing to walk outside with Madeeha in the middle of it.

      “Can she tell us what kind of shifter we’re looking for?” Raj asked, passing me a bottle of water, which I took and drank down, since I was probably dehydrated and because putting something in my mouth would keep me from saying something else unprofessional.

      “Something furry with teeth,” was all Ward could give us, although further probing from Kurtz yielded that we were probably not looking for a fox, but something larger, although not a wolf. So anything from a coyote to a lynx to a wolverine to a badger. But I’d have put money on it being some sort of canid—we had a wolf and a fox so far, and the presence of dead dogs make me pretty confident that all our victims were going to be either canid or canine.

      Then Raj issued the order that we were just going to dig up the whole fucking yard, much to the delight of me, Kurtz, and the crime scene feebies. And when I say ‘delight,’ I do not in any way mean actual delight. I mean ‘resigned exhaustion and bitterness.’

      At least the FBI sprang for dinner, ordering enough pizzas to feed three Arcanids and two crime scene teams, since Raj had also called in a second team.

      We found Rosemary’s victim around sundown—Saul Bates, who was a hyena shifter. We also found three more: a coyote, another wolf, and an African wild dog. All canids. Every single one had a cracked whelk shell.

      We’d also found another half-dozen actual dog skeletons.

      Madeeha and a couple other museum people—including Helen MacGinley, the head of the organization—had stayed with us into the night, supplying water and much-appreciated cookies.

      At about eleven, Madeeha came outside with a sheaf of papers in her hand, looking uncertain. She went over to Ward, and I took the opportunity to take a short break from digging and clearing away dirt.

      “What’ve we got?” I asked, walking up to them.

      Ward had put on a pair of gloves—as had Madeeha—and was looking at a couple of the papers. He held one out for me to see, and I recognized a fragment of the complex circular pattern that looked a lot like the exposed portion of Taavi’s tattoo I had seen on his neck.

      “Well, that seems relevant,” I remarked.

      “Do you think—” Ward cut off whatever he’d been about to say.

      I sighed. He’d almost certainly wanted to know if Taavi would be able to identify it, and he’d also known that I wouldn’t want to ask.

      He was right. I didn’t. But not being a selfish butthole was something I was working on, so if he and Raj thought Taavi should look at it, then I’d put on my big elf pants and I’d fucking text him.

      I called Raj over, who absolutely wanted me to ask Taavi what he could tell us. I’d also suggested that Doc might be useful, since he was an expert in arcane magic, after all.

      Raj told me to send it to both of them.
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      Doc had reported having no clue, but that he would work on it, while Taavi had replied that it was an Aztec thing called a tonalpohualli that was based on something called a ‘Sun Stone.’ I passed this along to Raj, who had immediately stolen my phone and called Taavi to ask him a million questions.

      I assumed that had been helpful, although Raj’s expression was dark when he’d handed me back my phone.

      “You know that the god of death had a dog’s head in Aztec culture?” he asked me.

      “Actually, yeah. And a dog guides the spirits of the dead to the underworld.”

      “Right along with those fucking shells,” he said, then sighed, running a hand through his hair.

      We’d been unearthing bones for three days and sleeping in a shitty motel that smelled like thirty-year-old cigarettes, stale food, and some things I didn’t want to think about. I felt bad for Raj, whose sense of smell was way better than mine.

      At the end of the first day, I’d called to put off that beer with Dan, who had expressed his condolences at my continued need to be digging up dead things, although I could clearly hear the relief in his voice that he wasn’t a part of it. But he didn’t rub it in, so I forgave him. I’d also asked Doc, since he and Ward had a spare key to my apartment in case of emergencies, to feed Pet so she didn’t starve to death or hate my guts for abandoning her.

      The second day of our digging expedition, Raj had gotten Ward, Doc, Taavi, and me federal clearance to officially work the case as consultants, which felt a little weird, to be honest. It meant that I was allowed to do some of the things I would have done if I’d still been a cop working with the Feds, but it was limited and temporary, and the crime scene people kept giving me serious side-eye.

      It mostly just made me miss working homicide even more.

      Not the part where my coworkers tried to get me beaten to death, but the part where I had access to resources and the ability to make decisions without having to run them by other people first.

      Big elf pants, though. So I dealt with it.

      Yesterday, I’d forgotten to text Elliot since I’d been up to my pointy ears in dirt for most of the day, and I’d gotten several snippy texts about it.

      I’ve been digging up dead shifters all day, asshole, I sent back. Does that fucking count as self-improvement?

      It had taken maybe a half hour before he texted me back, probably because he had a life and I didn’t.

      What happened?

      A case for work, I sent back. Not quite what we’d expected.

      The museum? he asked. I’d told him about having to move my date with Taavi thanks to ripping out the raspberries.

      Yep. Turns out there were a lot more bones under the stupid berries.

      Ouch, he sent back.

      I tried to be nice to people anyway, I sent, knowing it was a stupid thing to say.

      You-nice or actually nice?

      I sighed. Dick, I sent.

      So you-nice, then.

      I was starting to think I didn’t actually like Elliot very much.

      What do you want from me? I’m surrounded by shifter bones, ghosts, and feds. The ghosts were honestly the worst. When it had been just Theodore and Rosemary, Ward had been able to get them to mostly leave me alone.

      But once we started finding more of them, he hadn’t been able to pay enough attention to all of them at once, and they’d started getting… clingy.

      Nobody—not Ward or Doc, anyway—seemed to know why, but ghosts really like elves. Doc’s theory was that it had something to do with our innate magic, but we’re apparently like fucking catnip to the dead, so when they weren’t preoccupied with Ward’s questions, they would just end up drifting over to me. Or something.

      I can’t feel them like Ward can, and I certainly can’t see them, but I just feel… icky. Kind of clammy and uncomfortable. Unless they actually touch me, which is cold and horrible. This bunch had the decency not to do that, at least, but I could still tell they were there, and I did not like it.

      Add that to the temperature being in the upper 80s and sunny, and I was hot, dehydrated, tired as fuck, and nearly constantly creeped out by the proximity of dead people. The fact that I hadn’t told anyone to fuck off at some point was a goddamn miracle as far as I was concerned, and I wanted a little more appreciation of that from Elliot.

      He wasn’t forthcoming.

      This morning I got him back by texting him at six—my time. Five his time. Today I’m going to be extra polite.

      Asshole, was the response I got back.

      My work for the morning done, I’d gotten dressed in my new Target cargos and t-shirt—since we were still fucking digging, someone had done a clothes run because we were all gross and hadn’t brought overnight clothes—and headed out to collect Ward from his room.

      Most of the team was emerging at the same time—people carrying gear out to their cars or vans, someone running around with the coffee-order-clipboard who stopped and got both my and Ward’s orders, which by now I knew by heart.

      Madeeha met us at the museum, yawning at the early hour of about seven am, and let us back into the yard.

      “You don’t sleep either, huh?” Ward asked her as she moved aside to let us in.

      She laughed. “I’m a grad student, and they’re paying me overtime.”

      “Sounds like a glamorous life,” he teased.

      “Hey, the other day I got free raspberries.”

      I snorted as Ward chuckled. Out of all of us, Madeeha definitely had the best attitude.

      Taking the time to sip my coffee before Raj issued orders, I looked around and realized that this might well be devastating for the museum—the whole yard had been ripped to fuck, holes dug all over the place, the grass either dead or actively dying from dozens of feet, equipment, tools, and so on. One big magnolia in the back of the yard was pretty much the only remaining plant life that hadn’t been subjected to crime scene torture—it was the favorite lunch spot of most of the team, in fact.

      Next to me, Ward made a small noise, and I looked down at him.

      He smiled up at me, the corners of his eyes crinkling, and I realized that I really hadn’t seen him make that happy of an expression in the last few days.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Mason’s coming out this afternoon,” he replied, which definitely explained his upturned mood.

      “Doc bringing the kid with him?” I asked.

      “Yeah. And some research he and Taavi have been doing on the Sun Stone fragment copied onto that page,” Ward replied.

      Thinking of Elliot, I deliberately kept my face neutral. Or tried to, anyway. I was not going to be a jackass about Taavi being involved in this investigation. I was not.

      I texted Elliot. I am going to be a mature adult about Taavi helping with this case.

      Elliot sent me back a surprised emoji face.

      I sent him a middle finger.

      Doc arrived about four hours later, bringing food, a couple coolers with cold beverages, and a very excited eleven-year-old. Surprising pretty much everyone, Kurtz had instantly taken to Jackson Turner-Manning, Doc’s nephew, who was more than happy to not be anywhere near the plethora of dead people in the yard and had gone with Kurtz into the museum, the faun keeping the eleven-year-old otherwise occupied while Doc showed Ward, Raj, and I what he and Taavi had figured out.

      The short version was that they thought the reason we were finding so many dogs was that the sacrifices were taking place on a very specific part of the Aztec calendar. Apparently, there were animals or something assigned to particular days, and one of those days was the day of the dog, which was also dedicated to their god of the dead—the dog-headed asshole. Working theory was that the sacrifices were being made to do something and that the dogs were being used as spirit guides to take the shifters to the afterlife.

      All of which was definitely—as Ward had suggested—not the modus operandi of the Magic-Free Movement.

      Which left us with a weird ritual sacrifice cult that was into Aztec gods and practices that wasn’t the Magic-Free Movement and probably also wasn’t the Ordo, since that didn’t seem to be their schtick, either.

      The one damn thing we knew was that this bunch of not-MFM-not-Ordo homicidal maniacs seemed focused on shifters.

      And dogs.

      And then I got a very personal taste of something like what I imagined Ward must have been feeling when the Ordo was targeting Arcanid witches because I put two and two together and figured out that the person I actually cared about was both a shifter and a dog and had also just served as a consultant on this case.

      Fuck me.
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      At about two in the morning, I decided I was never, ever going to give Ward shit about worrying about Doc ever again. I might be an asshole, but I’m not a hypocrite.

      At least I tried not to be.

      Because lying there, staring up at my shitty, stained motel ceiling, worrying about the fact that Taavi met two of the demographics for being murdered by these fuckers, I was starting to understand what it felt like to worry about someone’s safety. And I’d selfishly asked Taavi to look at evidence from the case rather than do my homework myself.

      And, yes, I was fully aware that Raj had also asked him to look at the evidence, but only because of me.

      Was it likely that whoever was out there killing dogs and shifters—and Rosemary Carlisle—would find out that Taavi had given information? Honestly, probably not. My logical mind understood this.

      But worry didn’t come from the mind. It came from the heart. And my heart understood that the more involved Taavi was in this case, the more likely—however unlikely—it would lead him to become a target.

      And that was terrifying.

      Because as much as I’d pushed him away, it was becoming increasingly clear to me that I was not even remotely over Taavi Camal.

      If you could call it ‘over,’ given that we’d never actually been a thing to begin with.

      One date that ended in disaster was not a thing.

      One date six months after he’d lived in my apartment. As a dog.

      And then when he’d kissed me, I’d told him no.

      God, I was a fucking dumbass.

      Elliot had been telling me as much for the last week, and I hadn’t argued the point, but apparently two in the morning is my come-to-Jesus time, at least when it involves introspection and my ability to realize just how fucking stupid I can actually be.

      I’d liked living with Taavi. Sure, living with a shifter stuck as a dog who you essentially have to treat as a dog isn’t the same as living with someone who is acting like a person-person, but shifters are people, even in their animal forms. A little weird, if Ward’s encounters with their ghosts was any indication, but still people.

      Taavi in dog form had definitely still had a person’s personality.

      Mischievous, clever, protective, and sweet.

      Really sweet.

      Fuck.

      So fucking what if he was attracted to my body? He’d lived with me for two months. He knew what my asshole personality was like. He’d told me so, explicitly, and I’d ignored him because I was too much of a fucking chicken to take the risk that he might break my heart.

      And my heart had been broken, because I’d fallen hard for that stupid hairless dog.

      It was one thing to love an animal—I adored Pet, and she was a cat. But I knew she was a cat. I’d known the whole time he’d been with me that Taavi wasn’t a dog. That the mind that watched me through those mismatched eyes was just as human—so to speak—as mine.

      And when you know that, it’s fucking different. Because you know that this person—because he’s a person whether he’s in a human body or a dog body—is capable of everything you are, they’re just constrained by four feet and no opposable thumbs.

      And when you know they’re a person, you think about them and feel for them like a person.

      I was just really fucking good at lying to myself about it.

      At four a.m., I gave up on sleep and resigned myself to having to spend at least a good year or ten wrestling with the fact that I should have just kissed him back six months ago and said to hell with my weird, cowardly scruples.

      God knows I’d wanted to.

      So I got up and stood at the hotel-room desk and made terrible hotel-room coffee, trying not to think too hard about all the times I’d made coffee while Taavi sat on my floor, waiting for the coffee to brew, waiting for me to pour it in a bowl with two spoonfuls of sugar and set it on the floor for him.

      Until the day I poured it in a mug.

      I wanted to do that again. But I’d gone and stuck not only my foot, but probably also my whole ass in it.

      The coffee maker finished gurgling, and I made myself a mug, dumping in both non-dairy creamer powder and sugar. I was tempted to make it the way Taavi liked it, but even in my sentimental sleepless stupor I realized that was pointless.

      I went and sat back on the bed, then started flicking through the hotel’s odd collection of cable channels, sipping the hot cup of complete ass that passed for coffee. I put on the Food Network and tried to shut my goddamn brain off.

      It didn’t work, because I just kept remembering sitting on the couch, Taavi in dog form curled up against the back of my thighs, his head resting on my hip as he watched whatever I’d put on with me.

      But I’d gone and fucked that up about as royally as you could fuck up a relationship without actually ever managing to get into it in the first place.

      The Food Network was showing a baking show, and I half focused on it while sipping my coffee. That also reminded me of Taavi.

      Specifically, of that stuff he’d mentioned as his favorite dessert. Capi-something.

      I grabbed my laptop from the side table and tried googling ‘Mexican dessert capi*’—it brought up several churro recipes, but also capriotada, which seemed like the right thing, since it looked like a spiced bread pudding with fruit and cheese.

      I like cheese and fruit Danish as much as the next elf—or Wisconsinite—so it sounded good to me. I wondered if it would be weird or creepy if I showed up on his doorstep with a pan of it.

      Once I’d figured out how to perfect it, anyway.

      And once I’d found a recipe that was genuine and not some random white lady’s messed-up adaptation of it that included something weird like evaporated milk and pumpkin spice or some shit.

      Don’t get me wrong, I like pumpkin spice. I’ll even buy a latte or ten every fall, although I drew the line at things that shouldn’t be sweet and cinnamony. Like kale chips or Spam, not that I could eat canned meat, anyway.

      But if I was going to make an authentic baked good, it needed to be authentic. If you want to just make pumpkin spice bread pudding, knock yourself out. I’m sure that shit is tasty. But don’t pretend it’s an authentic dish from somewhere that isn’t your local fucking Kroger to get some sort of diversity points. Just make your damn pumpkin spice bread pudding and be happy with it.

      I sighed, watching someone laminate puff pastry while explaining how the cold butter between the dough layers was what gave puff pastry its distinctive flakiness. I make a damn good puff pastry. I don’t do it often, because that shit is finicky as all get-out, but I didn’t need a puff pastry tutorial.

      I grabbed the remote and flicked through the channels, eventually finding some episodes of a cooking competition I hadn’t actually seen before. That at least kept my mind occupied on whatever bizarre theme cake they were making instead of thinking about whether or not I could win Taavi back with a baked dessert I didn’t know how to make.

      Yet.

      By the time my phone alarm went off, I was another cup of coffee in—having used up all the packets in the room—and had half-fallen asleep several times and had no idea who was winning on the damn show or what the fuck they’d made.

      I tapped the sleep button on my phone to shut off the alarm, drained the last of my cup, then sighed and went to shower and get dressed. If Raj had been right yesterday, we’d get to wrap things up today and go the fuck home. I was looking forward to my bed and getting to pet my cat.

      At the same time, though, I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t a little bit excited to be able to investigate a homicide case again—the homicides we found at Beyond the Veil all had to be turned over to the appropriate police department, and they didn’t want me involved, both as a civilian and as a pointy-eared bastard who was likely to call them out on their procedural bullshit.

      I was hoping Raj would be more willing to let me work this one.

      An elf can hope.
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      They’d turned over a long, mostly empty room in the basement of the Federal Building to this case—row after row of card tables with bones laid out on them, a couple of techs working to reassemble the skeletons, listing any missing bones, cataloging injuries and distinctive features, looking for causes of death. It was a lot grimmer when you stood in an empty cement room, overhead fluorescents making stark shadows under each bone.

      The bodies had been sorted by species—those Ward had identified as shifters on the right, the dogs of various breeds on the left. Laid out like this, it was about ten times as depressing as it had been with small piles of bones, each carefully bagged and labeled, spread across the yard of the museum in the early autumn sun.

      “Jesus fucking Christ,” I muttered under my breath.

      “Brutal this way, isn’t it?” Kurtz agreed with me.

      “Fuck, yes.” Even though I’d already had a whole goddamn pot of coffee, I’d stopped on the way in for more. This time, the kind that came with more milk and sugar than actual coffee.

      So I was tired, jittery as fuck, and still not awake enough for this shit. I took a drag from the paper cup, the taste of cinnamon and milky espresso rolling across my tongue.

      The final count when we’d left Hampton had been ten shifters and just as many dogs. At least it didn’t look like we’d missed any, although there were bones missing here and there that were obvious—a leg, one skull, a paw of one variety or another.

      “They were buried as bones, right?” I asked Kurtz.

      He nodded. “Looks like. Since the time frame your medium gave us wouldn’t allow for full decomp.”

      Basically, all we’d found in the museum’s yard was bones—and the bodies weren’t old enough to have rotted all the way down to the skeleton without any trace of skin or fur or flesh left.

      “Do we know how they did it?” I asked him. Ward’s attempt to get this out of Rosemary had failed. She’d seen the murder and the burial and nothing else.

      “I don’t.” He walked up to one of the tables. “Hey, Izzy.”

      A man with bright purple hair looked up. “Hey Kurtz.”

      “We know how these poor bastards ended up skeletonized?”

      Izzy shook his head. “Not yet. We pulled a few of the smaller bones for testing—heat, residue, microcuts or abrasions, that sort of thing. Might still take a day or two.” He looked over at me. “Who’s your new friend, Kurtz?”

      “Oh, right.” The faun gave me a grin that showed his big teeth. “Hart, this is Izzy. Izzy, Hart.”

      The guy had a badge clipped to his white coat with a picture on it sporting blond spikes instead of purple and a baby face that I couldn’t see behind the safety goggles and mask he was currently sporting. It read ‘I. Zizek.’

      I didn’t offer to shake because he was holding a skull in his hand, gloved in purple nitrile. If I touched them, he’d have to change them.

      “Nice to meet you,” I replied.

      “Ditto,” he nodded his head.

      “Iz here was one of those freaky child geniuses. Graduated college at ten or some shit.”

      “Seventeen,” Izzy corrected.

      I felt my eyebrows rise.

      “My parents were… a little pushy,” Izzy replied. “I didn’t much care, but they were all ‘you have to show these Americans that immigrants are worthy’ and stuff.” He shrugged again, his cheeks coloring slightly. “But I liked school, so why not?”

      “Because your classmates were probably little shits about it?” I suggested.

      Izzy laughed. “Yeah, they were. But you sit in the corner and never go outside for recess, and it isn’t so bad.”

      “We have a different definition of bad, kiddo,” I replied.

      “I think he’s legal now,” Kurtz pointed out.

      Izzy rolled his eyes, which looked to be grey behind the plastic safety lenses. “Yeah, I can drink and everything.”

      Kurtz cackled. “Izzy’s good. If the evidence is there, he’ll find it. You might have to buy him a lollipop, though.”

      Izzy shifted the skull to one hand so that he could flip us off, but it looked like he was grinning as he did it, the expression lifting his cheekbones.

      “The bones aren’t what you need to see, though,” Kurtz went on, leading me past the tables with their pale white contents.

      “Oh?” I wasn’t aware that we’d found anything other than bones and seashells.

      Kurtz led the way past the table of bones, his hooves clicking on the cement, and I sucked in my breath at the table at the far end—a table where the two halves of each of the whelk shells had been split open and placed alongside one another.

      “Holy fucking shit.”

      I felt a guilty punch to the chest as I realized that—yet again—I’d dismissed the importance of the shells, even though Taavi had told me that whelks were supposed to represent the cycle of life and death.

      A cycle.

      A calendar.

      Ten bodies meant twenty shells, split in half.

      Cleaned off, half of each one had a carving on the inside of the wide, sweeping shell. Symbols that looked an awful lot to me like the carved handle of the Aztec-style knife.

      It fit with what Doc and Taavi had come up with—mostly. They’d suggested that there was a link between the murders and the Aztec calendar, and these shells seemed to absolutely confirm that.

      “They fit together?” I asked Kurtz.

      “Not quite.”

      “Next you’re going to fucking tell me that we’re missing some.”

      Kurtz snorted. “You psychic, too, elf?”

      “How many?”

      “Three, we think.”

      A quick count confirmed that it looked like they only had seventeen on the tables. “Fuck. In the yard?”

      “And that’s where Raj is,” he answered.

      “Digging?”

      Kurtz shook his head. “He got some fancy ground-penetrating radar so they can at least figure out where to dig. Assuming those last three are in there, of course.”

      “Fucking hell,” I muttered. “Are we thinking they have a second site?”

      “And that’s where the museum’s records are hopefully going to come in handy,” Kurtz answered.

      “Madeeha dug those out, right?”

      Kurtz nodded. “Drew’s chasing down the owners from our date range. You think your orc or that shifter would be able to tell us what the missing pieces are?”

      I was almost certain Taavi would. I nodded, reminding myself that the case was more important either than my bullshit pride or my probably irrational fear for Taavi’s safety. Big elf pants. “Maybe. I can ask.”
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        * * *

      

      I met Dan that night—several days after we’d originally planned—at Hardywood, where we could gorge ourselves on artisan pizza and craft beer. We decided to split a soppressata and margherita, Dan getting an IPA while I got my go-to Weiss.

      By the time our pizzas arrived, we were both on our second beers, and Dan had given me a solid earful about the bullshit at Precinct One.

      Dan didn’t bother catching me up on what Caro—Caroline Little-Bruneski—or Dani Bowman were up to, since I saw them regularly enough. He did tell me that Ellen Schmidt and Ricky McGuire had gotten themselves into trouble for trying to stop one of the worst blowhard assholes in the precinct, senior detective Barney McBride—one of the jackoffs who had left the bullpen to join the fucking MFM assholes protesting outside the precinct—from arresting an orc kid for breathing. At least according to Dan, whose opinion I valued far above most people’s.

      “So, what? Villanova backed McBride?” I took a bite of pizza.

      Dan sighed. “Not exactly, no. More like Henderson and Riley backed McBride, and Villanova couldn’t very well call all three of them liars.”

      “Even though they clearly fucking are.” This wasn’t new. Riley was terrified of McBride, and Henderson just liked being a bully whenever he thought he could get away with it—he didn’t particularly care who he targeted, as long as he was bigger and meaner.

      “Which everybody knows. But McBride decided that he wasn’t going to just leave it at the passive-aggressive shit. He complained directly that Schmidt and McGuire impeded a legit arrest—”

      “Which they clearly didn’t.”

      “Which clearly doesn’t matter,” Dan pointed out. “Because nobody had any evidence of any wrongdoing, but McBride swore that the kid had a packet of white powder in his pocket, and because Schmidt ran interference while McGuire got in McBride’s face about it, nobody actually got any evidence of that. And the kid wasn’t fucking stupid, so he got the hell out of there.”

      “Probably a good call.”

      “No doubt. But Schmidt and McGuire are both suspended for another week, and the best Villanova could do was make sure they still get paid while McBride and his fucking cronies tell everyone who will listen or who doesn’t have a choice that they’re probably rotten and on the take from the Tusks.”

      The Tusks were—unsurprisingly—an orc gang. They controlled quite a bit of drug traffic downtown and into some of the poorer areas of the city, along with the Bloodwine—vampires—and the Originals, who were a pain-in-the-ass human-exclusive gang with an anti-Nid streak a mile wide and just as long.

      “Because the kid was an orc?”

      Dan nodded. “When I talked to Schmidt, she said that he was just a kid who clearly didn’t want anything to do with them—didn’t run, but was clearly uncomfortable. He came out of the convenience store and immediately turned to walk away from them. And McBride decided to give the kid shit for it.”

      I sighed. “I suppose McBride wanted to argue he was a shoplifter?”

      Dan shrugged, chewing on a bite of pizza. “Who the fuck knows?” He swallowed. “It’s only gotten worse since you left,” he said softly.

      “What has?” I could think of any number of things.

      “The anti-Nid bullshit.”

      “You think I kept that under control? Me? With my big fucking mouth?”

      That got him to laugh, even if a little bitterly. “Hell, no, Hart. If you were still there it would be ten times worse.”

      “Thanks, Dan.” I snorted.

      “No offence.”

      “Yeah? How the fuck am I supposed to take that?” I was teasing, but his comment also kind of stung.

      “It’s not you,” he told me. “It’s—fucking everything else. This goddamn MFM shit. Sure, the riots have died down, but it’s just everywhere. Nids come in a lot more battered than they used to. There’s always some excuse, but everybody knows what’s going on. If you were still in the office it would be an endless shitstorm all headed in your direction.”

      It was actually a good reminder that being a cop wasn’t non-stop catching bad guys and being showered in confetti and rainbows. I’d been suffering from a good, solid case of the-grass-is-greener, and Dan’s litany of administrative bullshit and political red tape demonstrated more than aptly that I was fucking lucky to have Ward and Doc and Beck as colleagues.

      “Is that why the Feds are taking the Nid cases?”

      “Not Nids, just shifters. The rest of you poor fuckers are stuck with the RPD.”

      “Great.” My tone made it clear that I absolutely did not think that was at all great. “Why shifters?”

      “Fallout from the Brachiofortis case.” The case that had brought Taavi into my life in all his doggy glory. “The reach of that bunch was too widespread for their taste, and I guess a few people on that contact list had ties to law enforcement or government or some shit, so they’re just taking anything with paws and a tail.” Dan stuffed the last bit of crust into his mouth and spoke around it. “Probably better for the shifters, to be honest.”

      I grunted at that. He was probably right, but it made for one hell of a mess.

      Dan dished up a second piece of pizza for himself, deftly using the serving utensil to cut off the delicious molten cheese that stretched between the pan and his plate. “So what about you, Hart? What trouble did you dig up that brought out the feebies?”

      I told him about the museum’s collection of dogs and shifters.

      Dan’s face darkened the longer I spoke, although I left out some of the details—the carving on the whelks, for instance, and the fact that we seemed to be missing three of them. It wasn’t that I distrusted Dan, because I did trust him, but Kurtz and Raj had made it clear that some details had to stay completely confidential. And ‘completely’ included both the RPD and even my colleagues at Beyond the Veil. I’d argued with Kurtz about not telling Ward and Mason, but he’d insisted that they wanted to keep those things need-to-know.

      “At any rate,” I wrapped up my recounting, “Raj and company got a copy of that Sun Stone thing from Doc and Taavi, and they’re working on linking that to everything else.” I took a drink of my beer. “Can I ask a favor?”

      Dan looked up at me with suspicious dark eyes, one finger tracing the rim of his beer glass. “What?” he sounded hesitant.

      “I’m not ready to give up on the Oldham case,” I told him, earning a sigh. “And I know you can’t touch that, but do you remember the journal we found in the Miller-Duskevicz house?”

      “You want me to dig it out of evidence, don’t you?” he asked, his tone resigned.

      “Images of some of the pages would likely be enough, if you can’t get me the whole thing,” I answered. I’m not unwilling to compromise—and I knew it was a big ask. I wanted those lists of initials to see if I could link them to anybody tied to the Oldhams, or, hell, to the museum, for that matter.

      Dan took another mouthful of beer, then set his glass back down. “You think that Oldham is tied to that Harrod debacle?”

      Dan had been in the house when Ward had damn near blown up the entire underground ritual chamber. He’d been eliminating the nightmarish fucking horror that was an undead revenant warlock being kept alive-ish through ritual human sacrifice. Dan hadn’t been with the rest of us in the basement, but he’d seen the expressions on our faces when we came back upstairs.

      And he’d seen the charred remains of the revenant.

      “It’s… tied to the Harrod case,” I confirmed, then frowned when I saw that Dan was already shaking his head. “What?” I demanded.

      “Ordo cases are dead in the water, Hart,” he replied.

      “The fuck does that mean?”

      Dan sighed, then drained his second beer. “It means,” he said, sounding tired, “I’ll try, but anything that smells of Ordo immediately gets the door slammed in its face.”

      “I’m getting that, but why?” I asked. “If it’s not tied to Oldham, explicitly, why would he care if you look at old evidence from a completely different case?” I knew they were related, and Dan knew, but if Dan himself wasn’t investigating…

      I’d assumed that the reason Villanova had asked me to drop the Oldham case had to do with the Oldhams’ political clout or their relative popularity among some of the more radical conservatives in local government. But if every Ordo case was being closed or iced… There was no way that boded well.

      The thing that worried me most was the Ordo’s hatred of Arcanids—they might be pro-magic, but they were basically the ‘magic for us, but not for you’ version of the Magic-Free Movement. And I could absolutely see the Ordo pushing an MFM agenda to get policy through that was anti-Arc and anti-Nid, pretending that they weren’t also totally conducting complicated rituals while wearing robes and masks in somebody’s creepy basement ritual chamber.

      And if that was true, we were in so much fucking trouble.

      I was hoping Dan would have some sort of insight that would help alleviate that fear, but no such fucking luck.

      “I dunno,” was Dan’s clearly frustrated response. He took a bite of his pizza, chewing aggressively. “And it’s pissing me off.”

      I took a drink, rolling the beer around in my mouth a little before swallowing. “No idea?”

      “Oh, I’ve got ideas,” he replied. “But no goddamn proof.”

      “Like what?” I wanted to know.

      “The usual. Politics, money, somebody who doesn’t want the Ordo in our crosshairs because of either politics or money.”

      “I don’t suppose you can be any more fucking specific about any of that?”

      Dan shrugged, then nodded a thank-you when the server brought him a third IPA. “I’d guess more politics than money, if only because I was read the riot act when I went trying to find a link between the Oldhams and Ian Whitehead.”

      “Who the fuck is Ian Whitehead?” I asked.

      Dan’s fingers tapped against the side of his beer glass. “Another disappearing bullet case,” he finally answered.

      “Fuck.”

      “Iced. Pretty much immediately.”

      “How the fuck can Villanova get away with icing both cases?” It was one thing to freeze a case where the husband was also in prison and could plausibly take the blame to the press—which Jeremiah Oldham was, although I very much doubted he was at all tied to his wife’s death—but it was a very different thing to forcibly freeze a totally new case.

      Dan was shaking his head again, his thick hair falling into his eyes as he stared down at his pizza. “I dunno, Hart. I really don’t. But—” He took another drink, then went back to staring at his uneaten pizza. “Ian Whitehead was found dead in his front hall. Bullet hole, no bullet, no exit wound, no damage to the rest of the house. Same basics as Oldham and those Tranquil Brook murders from a few years ago.”

      “Fuck,” I repeated. “Fuckety fuck, fuck.”

      “Pretty much, yeah.” Dan took another bite of pizza.

      Someone was shutting down any and every case that stank of the Antiquus Ordo Arcanum—someone with enough clout to get Villanova to agree to it. And that was the part that bothered me the most. I’d always thought Villanova was pretty clean. God knows he’d stood up for my pointy-eared ass often enough, which meant that he at least wasn’t a raging bigot.

      So I wanted him to be clean.

      But if he was clean, that meant that whoever was being pressured was above him—and that was a good deal scarier than thinking Villanova was dirty.

      I was afraid that the evidence pointed to the worse of the two options.

      If Villanova was clean, that meant that the corruption in the RPD went higher. Or it meant that the corruption was higher even than the RPD, and I really didn’t like the idea that the mayor’s or DA’s office was the source of the shut-down.

      I’d opened my mouth to say as much, but Dan spoke first.

      “I don’t want to know, Hart,” he said softly. “I just don’t.”

      I shut my mouth. I wanted to ask him how he could keep working there, how he could just accept these bullshit limitations being placed on him, how he could just roll over and play fucking dead when there were people legitimately dying, their killers going unpunished. The problem was that it would make me feel better about my own choice to quit, but would probably make Dan feel like crap for staying.

      Which wasn’t a very nice thing to do.

      And I was trying to be a better person.

      So I didn’t say any of that. I just shut the fuck up and ate some pizza, trying to figure out how to get access to that journal and how to get more information on this new Ordo murder. Ian Whitehead.

      Instead, I asked a question. “What can I do, Dan?”

      He stared at me. “What?”

      “You’re not any happier about having your case frozen than I was,” I explained. “But you want to keep your job. So what can I do?”

      I watched him go from dejected to thoughtful, although I could also tell that he wasn’t sure how to answer my question. But the simple fact that I’d asked it gave him a little ray of hope.

      Hope is a dangerous thing in our line of work. Dangerous, because it meant that you were likely to be disappointed a lot more often than not. But necessary, because without it, it would be impossible to keep going when you had nothing to go on.

      Elliot had told me to bring in my own cases. Well, Faith Oldham was my case. And yeah, I wasn’t going to get paid by a wealthy client to do it, but it wouldn’t be the first time Beyond the Veil took on something pro bono because it was important.

      And I was pretty sure that as much as Ward hated dealing with the Ordo, he would be absolutely on board with finding more of them and throwing them behind bars. So he’d let me take on this one.

      I should have done it six months ago.

      Better fucking late as hell than never.
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      Dan had sent me at least two dozen texts over the last four days, letting me know he was trying to track down information on the old Ordo cases—Greer, Nesbit, Mitchell, and even Oldham, despite the shit it would land him in if Villanova found out. I’d gotten phone photos of some of the old files he’d managed to get access to while ostensibly investigating some of his other cases, but he hadn’t been able to get me the notebook Doc and I had pulled out of the Miller-Duskevicz attic.

      Because the notebook was apparently now fucking missing.

      God fucking damn it.

      I took a couple deep breaths and reminded myself that it wasn’t Dan’s fault that someone had disappeared the fucking thing. Fortunately for Dan, he wasn’t in the room with me, and hadn’t had to listen to the stream of curses that had accompanied the arrival of his latest text—the one that said youre not going to like this but its gone and theres no record of anybody taking it.

      Dan did not believe in using punctuation in his texts.

      “Are we okay, handsome?”

      I looked up from my phone. I was at work, and Rebeckah Kwan was standing in the doorway to my office, her head tilted slightly to the side in a question.

      Beck is hands-down the most fashionable member of Beyond the Veil, and today she was wearing a floor-length crimson, pink, and gold brocade-print sundress, a tasseled belt, and heavy gold jewelry. It should have made her look like a set of Victorian curtains, but it didn’t. Instead, it looked tastefully classy with a flare of artsy.

      I sighed.

      “We are not fucking okay,” I answered. “We are having issues with disappearing evidence on old Ordo cases.”

      Beck had been with us for the shitstorm in the underground chamber at the Harrod estate—not upstairs with Dan. She’d been right in the middle of the fire and blood and dead people, so she knew just how fucked up the Ordo was.

      “Uh oh.”

      “What, ‘uh oh’?” That was Ward, who had been rolling by on his way down the hall.

      “Missing Ordo stuff,” Beck told him, scooting out of the way so he could take up the doorway, but poking her head around the frame so she could still see me.

      “What missing stuff?” Ward wanted to know.

      I had not meant to turn this into a thing. Which should teach me not to go on cursing jags when in places where other people could hear me. “Specifically? The journal.”

      “Wasn’t that in evidence?” Ward asked.

      “It was,” I confirmed.

      “And it’s missing?”

      “Yep.”

      “That is… not good,” Beck observed.

      “Nope,” I agreed. “It sure fucking isn’t.”

      Ward’s eyes were wide as he studied my face. “Hart?”

      “What?” I know I’m trying to be a better person, but I needed him to actually ask the question. Just in case he wanted to know something else, and I didn’t have to answer what I thought he was going to ask.

      “What does that mean?” He was stressed.

      I was stressed, too, but please see previous comments about his husband having been nearly killed by the Ordo. I was stressed, but Ward was stressed.

      I sighed heavily. “It fucking means that there’s someone who is leaning on the brass—maybe Villanova, but probably higher up, honestly. And that fucking means that there’s some Ordo fucker in the government somewhere.”

      “And what does that mean?”

      I ran my hand over my braid, tugging on the end. “It means that if we try to go through normal channels, we’re fucked six ways from Sunday with a paddle up shit creek.”

      “That is… a lot of mixed metaphors,” Beck observed dryly.

      I shot her a look. “It’s a lot of mixed bullshit, is what it is,” I retorted.

      “And what do we do about it,” Ward demanded.

      I sighed. “Nothing legal,” I replied, darkly.

      “I didn’t ask about legality,” Ward said, his grey eyes meeting mine steadily, despite the fear I could see in them.

      I nodded once. It had apparently taken six months for me to go from law enforcement to law breaker. I’m sure if my erstwhile colleagues could hear this conversation, they’d have nodded knowingly, telling one another they knew that I’d been weak and corrupt all along.

      Well, fuck them.

      Because I wasn’t the problem.

      When the law becomes meaningless, when the cops are the ones hiding evidence and keeping criminals from being prosecuted and allowing murderers to keep walking the streets, then I wasn’t going to worry about breaking the law. I was going to worry about being caught breaking the law.

      “Well, it means that I’m probably going to owe Dan my non-existent first-born, and I might have to pay his exorbitant lawyer fees if he gets caught…” I stopped. “You know. I’m going to stop talking now. Because you people need some plausible fucking deniability.”

      They both just stared at me.

      “Fuck that,” was what Ward said first.

      “Agreed,” Beck added.

      I blew out a breath. “Sorry, kids, but this elf is not dragging you into whatever hell-hole prison cell they’re going to put me if this goes tits up.”

      Ward crossed his arms over his chest. “Hart…”

      “No,” I shook my head. “I’m not saying that I’m not going to chase this, but I am saying that I’m not going to take you with me.” I glanced over at the scowl on Beck’s elegant features. “Any of you.”

      “Hart—” Ward began again.

      “Let it go, Ward,” Beck interrupted, setting her hand on his shoulder, her dark eyes meeting mine. “We’ll talk about it when we get back.”

      “Back from where?” I asked her, surprised.

      “Middletown.”

      “The fuck is in Middletown?”

      “Some stupid Civil War site,” Ward muttered.

      “Belle Grove Plantation,” Beck answered. “They’re trying to locate all the dead on the property as a part of their historical reclamation program. Mason went out this morning, so we’re meeting him there.”

      “And I’m holding down the fort?”

      “You and Rayn, yes,” Ward answered.

      Great.

      Rayn’s… odd. The kid was getting better at interacting with people, but he and I speak two totally different languages, and whenever Ward or Doc isn’t around to clarify things, we both tended to end up very confused.

      We did better if we just didn’t try to talk to each other. Which should be easy enough, since nobody was going to come in to see me, and everybody else was gone.

      “Call if you need anything,” is what I said to Ward.

      He pressed his lips together tightly and nodded.

      I took a deep breath, trying to decide if what I was about to say was going to be supportive or fucking stupid. I decided to say it anyway. “I’m going to get these assholes.”

      Ward nodded again, but the tension in his jaw eased just a tiny bit. “Good,” he said, and his voice made it clear that my normally extremely nice boss was fully prepared to unleash the dead if it came to that.

      I wasn’t going to object if he did. And not just because he could fucking end me if he so chose.

      Beck put her hand on his shoulder. “We need to get going,” she said, her tone apologetic, although whether that was directed at me or at Ward, I wasn’t sure.

      After they left, I got to work.
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        * * *

      

      By two o’clock, Rayn and I had successfully spent several hours avoiding each other. And then I heard the distinctive chime of the front door followed by Rayn’s voice.

      “Welcome to—eep!”

      An ‘eep’ was not a good sign.

      I got up and headed for the lobby.

      Rayn had pushed his chair back away from his desk, the back of it up against the wall, and he was staring with wide eyes at Raj, who was staring back at him.

      “Uh. Guys?” It wasn’t the most eloquent thing that’s come out of my mouth—although I’ll be the first to admit that it wasn’t the least, either—but I really had no idea why on earth these two were having a staring contest.

      Both of them startled, Rayn jumping and squeaking again, and turned to stare at me.

      And then Raj’s expression turned dark, and I started to worry.

      “What?” I asked him.

      His brown-gold eyes were wide. “When—when was the last time you heard from Taavi?” he asked, his voice disturbingly soft.

      My heartrate immediately picked up.

      There was only one reason Raj would ask me that question in that voice, and that’s because he thought—

      I couldn’t even think it.

      “Call him,” Raj told me.

      It rang. And rang.

      And went to voicemail.

      Which did exactly nothing to calm me down.

      My pulse was hammering now, pushing against the back of my throat. This time I called Ward.

      And got voicemail.

      “Fuck!”

      “Hart—”

      “So help me God, Rajesh—”

      Raj walked up to me and put his hands on my shoulders, heavy and solid. I tried to shrug them off, not wanting him to feel me shaking.

      “Hart.”

      I struggled through a breath. “Fucking what?”

      “It might not be—” He stopped, licked his lips, then started over. “It’s—” He tried again, his voice flat and clinical. “A canine cadaver, approximately a hundred to a hundred-twenty pounds, was discovered this morning along the bank of the James near Pony Pasture. The… condition of the body made identification of breed… difficult.”

      Nausea rolled through me, and I had to swallow a couple of times to make sure that my morning coffee and taco bowl lunch stayed where they were, more or less. “So you came here?”

      “I was hoping to find Ward, since we don’t know whether we’re looking at a shifter or an actual dog, and lab testing will probably take twelve to twenty-four hours.”

      I nodded once, sharply.

      “Rayn?” I asked. Rayn was a death-witch. I knew death witches shared some abilities with mediums, although I couldn’t have told you if summoning a specific dead person was one of them.

      “Yes, detective?” I didn’t bother correcting him.

      “Can you summon the dead?”

      “Yes, but not… Not this one. I am… sorry?” He sounded hesitant. “I can only summon a ghost I already know.”

      “You met Taavi,” I whispered, terror all but stealing my voice. “He was in dog form.”

      “But I have to meet them already dead,” Rayn replied, his black eyes wide. “Living people are different.”

      That was about as clear an explanation as granite made a fucking window, but I wasn’t in a good headspace to argue with him about it or try to get a better one.

      “Fuck!”

      “I could maybe find him if he’s sleeping,” Rayn offered.

      I gaped at him. “What?”

      “That’s how I found Ward. When he was sleeping.”

      I had no fucking clue what the fiddly fuckstick that meant, but I did not have any more goddamn time for it.

      I tried calling Taavi again.

      Still nothing.

      “I’m going to his work,” I told Raj, who nodded.

      “Do you—”

      “No. Just… Fucking call me if you find out anything more, okay?”

      Raj nodded. “Hart?”

      “Fucking what?”

      “I hope…” He trailed off when I growled at him. He glanced over at Rayn, who looked terrified. “I’ll call if I hear anything. Ditto, okay?”

      “Fine,” I snapped. “I’m leaving, Rayn.”

      “Okay. I will close up at five.”

      I didn’t fucking care, but I was pretty sure Ward would. “Fine. Tell Ward if he asks.”

      “That you are looking for the dog-person?”

      “Yes.” It took all my fucking willpower not to strangle him, even though, logically, I knew none of this was his fault.

      I was already on my way out the door.
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        * * *

      

      Getting out of the car, I checked my phone, my heart and stomach both somewhere around the back of my throat.

      Taavi still hadn’t answered any of my texts or calls. It had been an hour and seventeen minutes. Yes, I was absolutely counting.

      I’d been to the Arcanid-Arc-Human Youth Center and to Hands and Paws. Taavi hadn’t been in, and it wasn’t his day to work at either place. I’d called Broad Street All-Night Vet. No Xolo dogs, but they’d taken my number in case one came in.

      I tried to tell myself that maybe Taavi was still just pissed at me, and that’s why he hadn’t answered his phone. God knew I’d still be pissed at me.

      But he’d answered my other texts about Aztec rituals, although I hadn’t been explicit in anything I’d sent him in the last hour and eighteen. Just Are you doing okay? and Please text me back.

      I really hoped he was just still pissed at me.

      I took the stairs up to Taavi’s sad little apartment two at a time. When I got to his door, I stopped, completely unable to make myself knock. Because if he was here, it meant he hated me. If he wasn’t, then he might be dead. Either way, I was going to end up heartbroken.

      I pressed my forehead against the door, one hand on the wall beside it, the other on the door itself, as though I could somehow feel through it whether its occupant were alive or dead, whether he hated me or not.

      I couldn’t hear anything on the other side, and I didn’t know what to do with that. Was he sleeping? Not home? Dead?

      “Hart?” The question came from behind me, down the hallway. It took a few seconds for his voice—his rich, warm voice—to filter through the panic in my brain. He was alive, and I could start breathing again.

      Then I turned around, saw him, and damn near shit myself.

      “Taavi, what happened?” I pushed away from the door and took a step towards him.

      His lip was split, his cheek scraped, his clothes muddy and torn, blood spotting his jeans and his grey t-shirt. He was holding one arm tightly against his side.

      He didn’t say anything, just limped past me and unlocked his door before going into the dark apartment, almost reflexively reaching out and flicking on the light. He didn’t close the door, so I followed him inside and shut it behind me. As it clicked, he turned around.

      His brown eye searched my face. “Why are you here?” he asked, his beautiful voice rough.

      My chest felt hollow, like my sternum was trying to push its way into my spine. “I—” I swallowed. “Raj found an unidentified canid body,” I whispered.

      “And you thought it was me?”

      “The description fit,” I managed. “And then you didn’t answer your phone.”

      He kept staring at me. “I lost it,” he said, his voice barely audible. “When they hit me.”

      “They who?” I asked, my chest cracking open as tears filled his mismatched eyes.

      He swallowed, blinking rapidly, then licked his split lip and winced. “I don’t know who they were,” he whispered. “But I—I think they wanted to kill me.”

      “Taavi…” I reached out one hand, not knowing why or what I expected or wanted to happen.

      He didn’t take it.

      He moved right past it and buried his face in my chest, one hand gripping my button-down. I wrapped my arms around him and held on.

      “Who hit you?” I asked him, scenarios of a gang of MFM supporters with bats or crowbars or some shit roving the streets and attacking people. I knew how strong he was, and the idea that even a handful of assholes could cause this much damage was almost unbelievable. “What did they hit you with?”

      He spoke into the fabric of my shirt. “Their fucking old boy pickup, pendejos jodidos.”

      I had no idea what that meant, but it didn’t matter. My arms tightened around him, although I tried to be careful.

      I probably should have suggested we go to the police.

      I didn’t.

      Because I knew they wouldn’t care.

      Taavi was a shifter. He was Latino. He was queer. And I would have bet anything that whoever had tried to run him over with a fucking truck were either homophobic pieces of shit,  raging anti-immigrant racists, MFM dickbags, or some combination of all three. In this city, that made the odds that at least one of them was also a cop higher than I’d have liked.

      So I didn’t say anything. I just stood there with my arms around him, feeling the heaving of his breath, the warmth of his over-heated body, and the trembling of muscles infused with adrenaline from both panic and pain.

      I stood there and was fucking grateful he was alive.

      And I really wished I hadn’t been such a fucking dick.

      Because it had taken this, this fucking nightmare in which Taavi had been chased down and hit by a goddamn truck for me to realize that I really was the world’s biggest fucking dumbass. I’d been pushing him away for months because I was afraid that if I let him get too close to me, I’d fall in love with him.

      But I already had.

      Probably a long time ago.

      Probably, if I was going to be completely honest, the moment he’d called me six months after he’d kissed me, which is when I’d undoubtedly started the process.

      Nope, scratch that.

      I’d started falling in love with him sometime around when he’d managed to convince me to give him coffee. Or maybe when I’d made us brunch the first time. Or maybe it just happened in between cooking shows and frozen pizzas and takeout eaten on the floor. I don’t fucking know.

      It doesn’t matter.

      I was in love with him now, and I’d been spending the better part of the last month trying to run away from that because I was a huge fucking coward who was afraid that I would end up getting my sorry ass dumped.

      Which is pretty much exactly what I deserved.

      I’m right fucking here.

      I’d known it. I was just too afraid to do anything about it, and Taavi Camal had seen right through me.

      Fuck it.

      It didn’t matter if he broke my heart, because every goddamn day I spent without him was already breaking it. So I might as well be a fucking adult about it.

      I rested my cheek on his dark hair. “I’m right here,” I whispered, knowing his sharp ears could hear me.

      And then felt my stomach clench when he let out a sob, one hand gripping the back of my shirt, his face pressed into my chest.

      “I’ve got you,” I murmured into his hair and just held him. I don’t know for how long. Ten minutes? Fifteen? Thirty? Honestly, I didn’t have a clue.

      After the tears faded, he was still shaking, and I didn’t know how much of it was the aftershocks of fear and how much was pain.

      “Let’s sit down, okay?”

      He nodded into my chest, but didn’t move away or let go of me.

      That was fine. I didn’t want him to.

      Keeping my arms around him, I guided both of us to his second-hand futon, somehow managing to get us sitting down. Well, me sitting down and Taavi half-draped across me, still curled into my chest.

      He was still shaking.

      I put a hand on his forehead, feeling heat radiating off his skin. I wasn’t very good at the whole medical care thing. I knew shifters ran hot, but I didn’t know how hot. And I didn’t know if the shaking was all adrenaline or if some of it was pain or a sign of physical damage.

      “Taavi?”

      He made a small whine that sounded much more like his Xolo self than it did his human one, and I tightened my arms around him again.

      “Can I call Doc?” I asked him. Doc might be a historian, but he was also an EMT, and he’d patched me up more than once. At the very least he’d be able to tell me if I needed to take Taavi to the hospital. If he answered, anyway.

      A shudder rolled through Taavi’s frame, and I felt him shake his head.

      I suppressed a sigh. The last thing Taavi needed was me being an autocratic prick.

      “Okay,” I said softly, stroking my fingers over the close-cut soft hair on the side of his head.

      His shaking eased as we sat, although it didn’t stop completely, which worried me. But I wasn’t going to force him to go anywhere or talk to anyone he didn’t want to. I’d been enough of a bastard that I wasn’t about to argue with him or overrule his decisions now.

      Okay, maybe if he passed out I might say to hell with it and take him to the ER. But short of that, I was going to do as he asked.

      Outside, the shadows were lengthening, and it occurred to me that some of the shaking might be helped with food—adrenaline did one hell of a number on blood sugar. But then I’d have to stop holding him, and I didn’t want to do that.

      More time passed, and he still hadn’t stopped trembling.

      “Taavi?”

      Another soft whimper.

      “You should at least try to eat something,” I said gently.

      His arm tightened around me, but he didn’t say anything.

      “I can order food, if you want. Or make you something.”

      “Not hungry,” he whispered.

      “I know. But you need calories.”

      I felt him sigh. “Alfredo?” he asked, softly.

      I swallowed about four times before I was capable of speaking around the ball of emotion blocking my throat. “I can do that.”

      I felt him shift a little, and loosened my arms so he could turn and look up at me. His hair had come loose from its queue, and I brushed a strand that had fallen in front of his cheek behind his ear, gently, so I wouldn’t hurt him.

      The eyes that looked up at me were a little red. “I don’t have anything,” he whispered.

      “You want me to order from somewhere?”

      A head shake. “I—want yours.” His voice was so small. So uncertain.

      I swallowed a couple times so that mine didn’t break when I spoke. “Okay. You want brownies with that?”

      He nodded.

      I ran a hand over his head. “Obviously,” I teased, earning the tiniest quirk of his lips, although then he winced as it pulled on the split. “Okay. Grocery run. You’re sure you’ll be okay?” Even though his face was battered, I couldn’t help myself, and I gently ran my thumb across his less-scraped cheek.

      He nodded, although he didn’t move, either.

      I didn’t ask him to.

      It was probably another five minutes before he eased himself off me, sliding over to the other side of the futon. I let him, although I put my hand on his back as he hunched over his knees.

      I wanted to ask him, again, if he was sure he was okay. If he was sure he didn’t want me to call Doc. Or take him to an ER, or at least urgent care. If he was sure he didn’t want me to stay.

      I wanted to stay. I wanted to just order a fucking pizza or six and not have to leave him.

      But he stayed hunched over and silent, which said to me that he wanted me to go.

      I swallowed down the seventeen things I wanted to say, then just stood up and walked back to the door.

      “Hart?” His voice was soft, almost frightened. It hit me like a kick to the stomach.

      “Yeah?”

      “Take my keys.” He’d dropped them on the little table just inside the door.

      “Okay,” I agreed. At least that meant he wanted me to come back.

      I picked them up and softly shut the door, then locked it. Taavi didn’t need to be stressing about someone coming into his apartment after the day he’d already had.

      And then I had to stop in the hallway and lean up against the wall so I didn’t pass out.

      Physically, I was fine. Emotionally, I was very, very not fine. But it also wasn’t about me. This was about Taavi, and I needed to big-elf pants it up and just go to the store. I could freak out in the privacy of my own bathroom later. Right now, I needed to not be a selfish prick.

      So I pushed myself away from the wall and forced myself to walk down the hall, down the stairs, and out to my car. I texted Raj and Ward and told both of them that Taavi was alive, just so I didn’t have Raj kicking my door down and scaring the shit out of my cat at three in the morning. And so that Ward didn’t worry.

      And then I forced myself to drive to the nearest grocery store and walk down the aisles like a normal person, picking out cream and cheese and noodles and pea-protein sausage and regular sausage and mushrooms and bread and all the other shit I could think of for alfredo pasta, garlic bread, and peanut butter brownie sundaes.

      And then more bread and cheese and some ham and tomato soup and some chicken noodle and oyster crackers because I figured Taavi probably wasn’t going to feel much like leaving the house tomorrow, either.

      Been there, felt that.

      Of course, I’d only had the shit kicked out of me by some MFM protestors’ fists—I hadn’t been hit by a goddamn truck.

      I grabbed some bacon, eggs, Canadian bacon, English muffins, and extra ice cream. And then some walnuts and chocolate chips for cookies.

      And a half dozen frozen pizzas.

      It was obviously way too much food.

      I didn’t care. Food in my family was love. So, God help me, I was going to feed Taavi until he understood that.

      It might take a while, given how much I had to make up for.

      I was okay with that.

      I just hoped he forgave me eventually.

      The shower was running when I got back to his apartment, and I contemplated going over to the tiny bathroom to see if he was okay… but then decided that might seem creepy. Or maybe I should let him know I was back so he didn’t freak the fuck out when he came out of the bathroom. Or maybe he wanted to be left alone…

      Fuck.

      I put away the groceries, then walked over to the bathroom and promptly discovered that Taavi hadn’t closed the bathroom door.

      The shower curtain was drawn, of course, but I felt a flush creep up the side of my neck and suffuse my ears with blood, anyway, because now I couldn’t stop thinking about Taavi naked and under the spray of the shower.

      Which was wildly inappropriate, given that he’d just been hit by a fucking truck. The last thing he needed—well, maybe not the last, but certainly not high on the list—was me being a horny jerk.

      I stopped outside the door. “Taavi?”

      He was silent for longer than I was comfortable with, and I had one foot ready to go in there and see if he was still conscious when he replied.

      “Can you—” Then he stopped.

      “What do you need?” I asked him.

      “I think—I think my arm might be broken.”

      “Taavi—”

      “Can you—help me? And… I think we should go to the ER.”

      “Fuck. Yes. Of course.”

      Adrenaline surged through my system. But at least I had something I could do.

      I stepped into the bathroom, walking up to the curtain. “Can I open this?” I asked him.

      “Yes.”

      When I pushed it back, he was sitting on the floor of the tub, his untattooed arm cradled against his body, legs crossed in front of him.

      Despite the seriousness of the circumstances, I couldn’t help but admire the wiry muscle of his legs and the smooth shape of his back and shoulders, the sharp lines of bone and the complex pattern of the dark tattoo on his skin.

      He looked up at me, his face a mask of pain and embarrassment.

      I crouched down beside the tub. “Can I see?”

      He leaned back, supporting the one arm with the other.

      I winced. His wrist and forearm were discolored, already turning purplish and swollen. I’m not a doctor, but he was probably right that it was broken.

      “Yeah, that looks nasty,” is what I said. “Can I help you stand?”

      He nodded.

      I reached in and shut off the water, then grabbed a towel off the bar and draped it over his back before leaning in to help him up, my hands under his armpits.

      He breathed out as I helped him get out of the tub, and I could feel his muscles still shaking. Pain, low blood sugar, fear.

      God fucking damn those chickenshit fuckers to hell. They were fucking lucky I hadn’t been there. Because I carry a gun and I know how to fucking use it. I’m not a proponent of stand your ground laws, but if you come at me or someone I care about with a fucking truck, I will end you, so help me God.

      I let out a breath to siphon out the anger. Me being angry wasn’t going to help Taavi right now. A couple more breaths, and I had my temper under control enough to help Taavi dry off and get dressed.

      This was not how I wanted to manhandle a naked Taavi. At all. But we got him dressed and downstairs into the car, then to the hospital.

      Where we sat in the ER for three hours.

      Well, Taavi sat for an hour before they took him back. I sat in the waiting room for two more, because I wasn’t family, so I just got to sit on my ass and wait.

      And worry.

      Not that I was particularly concerned that he was going to die from a broken arm, I just—

      I was in love with Taavi Camal, and when you love someone, you worry about them.

      I just hadn’t told him that.

      Of course, I’d only admitted it to myself about an hour before our little jaunt to the ER, so… it wasn’t like it was a big secret I’d been harboring forever. Well, okay, maybe I had, but it doesn’t count if you’ve been keeping it from yourself.

      When Taavi came back out, his right arm in a cast up to his elbow, he looked really tired, his skin more pale than usual, bruising starting to show around his cheek. His expression, when he looked up at me, was haunted and uncertain.

      Nerves kicked in, and that asshole stupid part of me wanted to shove my hands in my pockets or make some snarky-ass comment. So I shut my fucking mouth and reached out a hand.

      And Taavi slid under my arm, pressing himself against my side the way he’d pressed himself against my leg when he was in Xolo form. Gently, carefully, I put my arm around his shoulders, mindful of scrapes and bruises, and I felt him sigh a little as he leaned into me.

      “What did they say?” I asked, softly, guiding him back to the car.

      “Fractured my wrist and broke my radius,” he answered. “They had to reset it. The bones will probably heal without surgery, though.”

      I gently squeezed his upper bicep. “Ouch.”

      He nodded.

      It was almost seven, and neither of us had eaten dinner, although God knows I’d packed enough food into Taavi’s kitchen.

      Of course, whether or not he wanted me to come in and cook it was another question. I parked on the street a half-block from his building and looked at him.

      “If you want to get some rest—”

      “Please stay.” His voice was a rasp of pain or emotion or both.

      “Okay.” I shut off the engine, both nervous and relieved, then helped him up the stairs and down the hall.

      I got him settled on the futon, brought him water to take his pain pills, then got started cooking. I wasn’t going to finish dinner until at least eight, but Taavi wanted alfredo, so that’s what he was getting.

      When I brought out our bowls of pasta, sausage (pea-based for me), and mushrooms smothered in creamy sauce, Taavi had propped up a tablet on the end of the futon, and the Disney logo was frozen on it, presumably on pause.

      I passed him a bowl, and he scooted over to let me sit with him on the futon. “What are we watching?” I asked, not really caring, although I had to admit to being curious.

      He offered me a tiny half-smile. “Coco.”

      I hadn’t watched a Disney movie since I was a kid, so I had no idea what that was aside from the fact that I’d heard the name thrown around the bullpen by people with kids. “Okay.”

      I settled in, turning so that one leg was tucked up and I could see the tiny screen. Taavi scooted so that he could lean sideways against my leg.

      Then he started the movie.

      I snorted when the damn dog showed up, and Taavi shot me a small look. Yeah, he was still clearly in pain, still scared, but there was a little hint of mischievousness, and the fact that he’d put on a cartoon with a Xolo dog named Dante told me that maybe, just maybe, I hadn’t completely fucked us up.

      “I should’ve gone with Dante, huh?” Before I’d managed to find out his name, I’d had to come up with something to call him.

      “You liked Anubis,” he said, his tone a little hesitant, but also teasing.

      “I didn’t think of Dante,” I admitted, although given that Xolo dogs were spirit guides, Virgil might have been the more appropriate choice, since it had been Virgil who guided Dante into Hell. Yes, I read books.

      “You never saw Coco?” he asked.

      “Not until now.” I cleared my throat, then made a decision. “Speaking of names… Would… I mean, you can call me Val. If you want to.” I could feel my ears heating up. “Or not. Whatever.”

      I could feel his dark eye studying me. “Okay. Val.” He rolled my name over his tongue, like he was tasting it, then gave me a small smile.

      Don’t ask me why I wanted him to use my first name. I hate it. Usually. But—I wanted Taavi to use it. I also didn’t want to think too hard about why I did.

      I made him pause the movie so I could get us seconds, then again so I could go make brownie sundaes.

      As we finished those, I decided that we were both being ridiculous, giving ourselves crooked necks trying to watch this stupid movie sideways.

      I set my bowl on the scratched-up coffee table, then reached out and took Taavi’s, as well. He looked at me, confused.

      I stretched my leg out and patted the cushion next to it. “Come here?”

      He studied me for a moment, head tilted, and I couldn’t tell what expression hovered in his mismatched eyes. I swallowed, but didn’t look away. I had no idea how to say what I felt, but I could just shut the fuck up and be there.

      Taavi shifted, using his one good arm—his left, thankfully—to maneuver himself so that he was sitting between my legs, one of my feet on the floor, the other up against the back of the futon, a couple ratty throw pillows behind me.

      He leaned back tentatively, and I didn’t pull him, no matter how much I wanted to feel his body against mine. He settled back, resting his shoulders against me, and I felt it when he finally relaxed, leaning his weight into me.

      I still kept my hands to myself.

      Not because I wanted to.

      Fuck no.

      But I’d so royally fucked up this relationship—probably two or three times now—that I was determined not to do anything stupid. Or at least not anything so stupid that I’d wreck it again. Because I had the distinct feeling that if I fucked it up one more time, that was it. There was only so much shit Taavi was going to be willing to put up with, and one more dumbass comment from my big mouth or stupid move and that would be it.

      His fingers ran up the inside of my right forearm, the skin exposed because I’d rolled up my sleeves while cooking, and I realized he was tracing the markings of my tattoo.

      “What kind of pawprint is this?” he asked softly.

      “A badger.”

      “For your friend?”

      “Elliot? Yeah. He’s got a moon and a star. We got them when I moved away.”

      His fingers traced the lines of the claws. “He must be a really good friend.”

      I couldn’t tell if there was jealousy there or not, and I wasn’t sure if I found that flattering. I certainly hadn’t thought about Elliot romantically since we were nineteen, and that had been short-lived.

      “Elliot’s family,” I answered. “Maybe not genetically, but in all the ways that count. He’s the brother I never had.”

      Taavi settled against me, his fingers dropping from my arm. “I never had anyone like that,” he murmured. “I think my dad worried that I’d end up hurting anyone I got too close to. And my tia was always worried about her kids, my cousins. They moved to Tucson when I was twelve.” He shrugged. “And that was pretty much it.”

      “You didn’t keep in touch?”

      “My dad didn’t. I never found out why.”

      Taavi fell silent and shifted, turning his left shoulder into my chest and bringing his legs up on the futon. His head rested on my collarbone, and I dared to bring up one hand to softly run my fingers over his hair. He didn’t object, so I kept doing it.

      By the time Ernesto de la Cruz had thrown Miguel into the pit, Taavi was asleep, his breath deep and slow with that tiny hitch between inhalation and exhalation.

      I was such a dumbass.

      When the movie ended and went back to the film screen, Taavi was still asleep, and I didn’t have the heart to wake him. I dared to scoot just enough that I could half-recline, Taavi still resting against my chest, to try to sleep myself.

      It sort of worked. Enough that I missed sunrise, anyway.

      I woke up when Taavi sat up, the movement away from my body enough to bring me out of my dazed sleep. I made a sound that was half-grunt, half-groan, which I tried to cut off when I belatedly realized it sounded like I was complaining. I wasn’t.

      Don’t get me wrong, my neck was stiff as fuck and my spine needed a good crack or three, but I would not have been anywhere else for the world.

      “Ha—Val,” Taavi rasped, correcting my name mid-syllable. “I’m sorry.”

      “I’m not,” I said, then wondered if that was a stupid thing to say.

      He looked at me, head tilted, brown eye searching my face for something.

      I reached out, slowly enough that he could easily pull away from me if he wanted, then brushed a stray lock of hair back behind his ear. He closed his eyes and turned his cheek into my hand, and my heart melted into a squishy little puddle of goo behind my sternum.

      I cupped his cheek, not knowing where to draw the lines anymore. Not wanting there to be any fucking lines at all. But I was the one who had started drawing them, so I only had myself to blame for the fact that they criss-crossed the air between us.

      Then he turned away, staring down at the old, stained floor beneath his feet. “You always have to take care of me,” he whispered.

      “Except when you take care of me,” I answered.

      He looked over at me, a frown on his face.

      I drew in a breath, then let it out again. “In the car, that one morning,” I said softly. “That night in the bathroom after we found Oldham’s list.” I swallowed. “When I stuck my foot in it and you told me to cut it out and grow the fuck up.”

      The furrow between his eyes deepened at that.

      “Taavi, I’m sorry. You were right. I’m a fucking mess, and I was too afraid to admit it because it’s easier to just keep pretending I’ve got it all together. But you always saw right through that, and it scared—no, it still scares me. Fucking terrifies me. But…”

      In for a goddamn penny, so why the fuck not?

      “I’m a complete basket case, a raging asshole, and a total fuckup. But if you’re okay with that—”

      I didn’t get a chance to finish the sentence because his lips were on mine, rougher than he should have been, because the split on his lower lip reopened, and I could taste blood.

      Like I gave a fuck.

      Taavi’s lips were pressed against mine, his good hand twisted in the neck of my stained shirt, pulling our mouths together. I reached out and held his jaw in both hands, feeling the soft skin of his cheeks against my palms.

      Then he pulled back a little, and I let him go, although I kept his face between my hands. He sucked on his lower lip with a small wince.

      I reached out and gently—very gently—ran my thumb over the corner of his mouth. I didn’t know what to say or do—I wanted to keep kissing him, but that would clearly hurt him, so I didn’t.

      “Val—I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be,” I told him.

      He dropped his head, staring down at his cast or the hand in his lap, I wasn’t sure which.

      “It’s—I’m—” I was struggling. I didn’t know how to say what I needed to say. To tell him that none of this had ever been about him, but about me and the fact that I’m an insufferable fuck-up. “I’m here,” I whispered, finally, taking his good hand in both of mine, running my thumb over the back of his hand. “I want to be here for you. I’m a jerk and an asshole and a bastard—”

      “Val—”

      I swallowed. “I fell for you a long time ago, and I’m sorry it took me so long to stop being such a stubborn jackass—”

      “Val,” he said again, more firmly this time.

      I looked up at him, expecting judgment or anger. I saw neither. “What?” I asked.

      The very ghost of a smile flitted across his split lips. “I’m here, too.”

      I pulled him into my lap, and he pressed his lips against my forehead, and I let myself close my eyes and just be with him. Breathing in the warmth and sunshine scent of his skin, hearing his breath, feeling the weight of his body and the curve of his ribs and hips against my hands.

      “Be with me?” I asked, terrified of the answer, but no longer able to not ask the question. Because not only could I no longer deny how I felt about him, but it was crystal fucking clear to me that I didn’t want to.

      I wanted Taavi in my life, and I wanted to see if we could make this—whatever it was—work. And I don’t share.

      But I was also painfully aware that my timing was absolute shit. I wasn’t going to walk out the door if he said no—not when he’d been attacked and injured. But I also didn’t want to just keep… doing whatever and not being up front about the fact that what I wanted was a relationship, not just a fuck or two.

      Maybe my abrupt about-face was too much, too quickly. Maybe—

      “I’d like that,” he murmured into the skin of my forehead.

      My chest felt full, my throat tight with emotion I wasn’t quite ready to process, so I pulled him closer, tucking my face against the side of his neck. I gently nuzzled the curved arc of his tattoo. His skin was warm and smelled just a little like spice and sand.

      He rested his cheek on the top of my head, and I just held him, breathing in air that had been heated by his body and perfumed by his skin. And, for a few minutes at least, my mind settled and I could simply enjoy holding him in my arms.

      For a few minutes.

      Before my stupid brain decided to fixate on the fact that I was almost certainly going to fuck this up at some point. I pulled in a deep breath, then let it out.

      “Taavi?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Kick my ass if I’m ever that stupid again?”

      That made him laugh, the warm, cinnamon and chocolate sound I already adored so much. “Okay, but only because you asked.”
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        * * *

      

      I needed a shower. And I needed to change my clothes, since I’d been wearing them for almost twenty-four hours straight, including sleeping in them. While I probably could have showered at Taavi’s place, I didn’t have anything to change into that wasn’t rumpled to fuck and flecked with food and blood, and Taavi was a foot shorter than me, so I couldn’t exactly borrow something.

      And I had to feed Pet.

      She was already going to be pissed as fuck at me that I hadn’t come home last night, and since I hadn’t left her extra food, I really needed to feed her.

      “Taavi?”

      He’d half-fallen asleep against me again. “Hmm?”

      “I—” I swallowed. “I need to go home.”

      He sat up, and I inwardly cringed at the flash of hurt that slid across his face, although he quickly smoothed it away. “Of course.”

      “I need to feed Pet.”

      He blinked at me, clearly confused.

      “My cat,” I explained.

      “You have a cat?”

      I felt my ears turning pink again. “Yeah. I, uh.” Fuck it. “I missed having someone on the bed with me,” I forced myself to admit.

      “You—” He looked like he wasn’t sure how to respond to that. “Replaced me with a cat?”

      I sighed. It wasn’t worth arguing the point, especially since he wasn’t entirely wrong. “We’ve established that I’m an asshole,” I pointed out.

      His lips quirked, and I was pretty sure he decided I was amusing rather than horrifically offensive. “You couldn’t at least get a dog?”

      “If I’d left a dog alone all night, my apartment would be a fucking septic tank. Pet shits in a box,” I defended myself. “Besides, a dog would have been too big of a disappointment.”

      “Why?” he asked, head tilted adorably to the side.

      I shrugged, my ears burning. “Because it wouldn’t have been you.” That may have been the most saccharine fucking thing I’d ever said in my life, and I could feel the heat from my ears spreading across my cheeks. Goddammit.

      Warm fingers ran along my jaw, and I let him lift my chin enough to bring our lips together again, soft and gentle.

      When he pulled back, I tucked that stray bit of hair behind his ear again. “You need anything before I go?”

      I didn’t want to leave, but I did need to feed Pet, and I really did want clean clothes.

      Taavi sucked on his lower lip again, but shook his head.

      I pressed a kiss to his forehead, then stood, trying to smooth things down enough that I at least didn’t look like a homeless elf. I hoped.

      Maybe I’d be able to get to my car and then back into my apartment without running into anybody. That would be good.

      I paused with my hand on the doorknob and looked back. “Can I get you anything?” I asked him. I wanted—no, needed an excuse to come back sooner rather than later. Because I knew the minute I left, I’d come up with a dozen reasons he wouldn’t want to see me again.

      But Taavi shook his head.

      I swallowed. “Okay.”

      “Val?”

      I turned, halfway out the door. “Yeah?”

      “You can take the keys again.” It was an invitation.

      One I absolutely took, right along with his keys. “You sure you don’t need anything?”

      “I’m sure.”

      I left.

      And then I texted Ward that I wasn’t coming to work. It was still early, and he probably wasn’t awake yet, but he’d see it when he did get up.

      I drove home and climbed the stairs to my apartment, thankfully without getting close enough for anyone to notice how odd I looked or, probably, smelled.

      Pet, as I’d expected, was furious with me, setting up a yowl-fest as soon as I came in the front door.

      “I’m sorry, baby,” I told her. “But you would not believe what happened.” I put some food in her bowl, which she all but attacked, although she kept yowling at me through the first few bites before the crunch of kibble became more important to her than yelling at me.

      I stripped off my clothes, stuffing them directly into the washing machine, which I immediately started, then hit the shower.

      Clean again, I dressed in jeans and a dark grey t-shirt before going to the kitchen to make coffee. While I waited, staring at the coffee maker as it gurgled, Pet decided I could be forgiven and wound around between my ankles.

      My phone buzzed.

      He okay? It was Ward.

      Shaken up, broken wrist, but he’ll be okay, I texted back.

      A minute or so later, Ward sent a response. Tell me you’re with him.

      Feeding Pet, I replied.

      You’re going back, though.

      I winced. Even my fucking boss knew that I was a total self-sabotaging dickhead. Yep, I sent back. As soon as I could throw my laundry in the dryer.

      Good. See you Monday maybe.

      Well, that was a dismissal if I’d ever heard one. Especially since it was Thursday, and he’d just basically told me to take tomorrow off, too.

      Call or text if you need me, I sent back. I wasn’t going to completely blow off my job. And there was probably at least something I could do from a laptop—which I should probably put in a bag and take over to Taavi’s. Just in case.

      And then it occurred to me that I should probably give Pet extra food, too, just in case.

      And maybe pack some clothes. Just a clean set.

      And a toothbrush.

      Hoo, boy, I had it bad.
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      I’d caved and not only given Pet extra food, but a not-Sunday can of tuna, so she didn’t give two shits when I walked toward the door with a small duffel and a laptop bag. She had enough food and water that if I stayed another night with Taavi, she’d be more than fine.

      I felt a little guilty about leaving her alone, but she’s a cat, for fuck’s sake. She was going to sleep and lay in a sunny patch and maybe bat a toy around for ten minutes. I’d make it up to her later. Probably with more tuna.

      I wondered what she would make of Taavi.

      And, honestly, what Taavi would make of her. He hadn’t said anything positive or negative about cats in general when I’d mentioned her, but that didn’t mean much given the shit he was dealing with.

      Taavi hadn’t seemed to mind Ward’s cat, but he’d also been a dog at that point, so it wasn’t like he’d been able to express much of an opinion—especially since he wasn’t rude enough to be mean to some poor cat in a house where he was a guest.

      But we’d deal with that hurdle when we got there. I might be a callous dick, but I’m not heartless enough to get rid of my cat just because my boyfriend might not like cats.

      My… boyfriend.

      The thought stopped me at the doorway, my hand on the knob.

      Because I hadn’t had one of those in a very long time.

      Dates, yes. Here and there.

      But a boyfriend?

      Fuck, not since… about a year or so after my Arcana transformation.

      Jesus fucking Christ, that made me sound pathetic. Probably because I was fucking pathetic.

      But it also made me ridiculously fucking happy.

      I turned around and looked at my cat, who was busy licking her paw to wash her face. “You’d better fucking like him, fuzz-butt, you hear me?”

      She paused in her face-washing to look at me, then resumed it with a haughty expression that suggested she didn’t give two shits about what I thought.

      “Fine. Tolerate him. I will settle for tolerate.”

      She continued to ignore me. Because she’s a fucking cat.

      In my pocket, my phone buzzed.

      Elliot. I didn’t get a text yesterday, it read.

      Because Taavi was hit by a truck and I was being a good BOYFRIEND thank you, I sent back, feeling a little smug.

      Okay, a lot smug.

      My phone started buzzing continuously, then, the screen lit up around a picture of a badger in a cowboy hat.

      Yes, it was Elliot. Both the picture and also the person calling.

      “El—”

      “The fuck do you mean he was hit by a truck, Val?!”

      I set my bag down and went over to sit on the couch, since this probably wasn’t going to be a short conversation. “That’s what he said, and, honestly, he’s in kinda rough shape. Broken arm, fractured wrist, scraped and bruised.”

      “Were you with him?”

      “Fuck, no!” I was a little offended. “You seriously think I’d have let him get hit by a fucking truck if I had been with him?”

      “Not on purpose. Did he call you?”

      I sighed, then gave him a shortened and somewhat abridged version of the past twenty-four hours. When I finished, Elliot was quiet for a minute, although I could hear him breathing, and in my mind’s eye I knew the thoughtful expression he would be wearing. So I waited.

      “Fucking hell, Val,” he said, finally.

      “I—should get back to him.”

      “You’re completely head-over-heels for him, aren’t you?” He sounded a bit surprised.

      “No shit, Sherlock,” I retorted.

      “But really.”

      “Yes, Elliot, really.” I knew I sounded exasperated, but I was a bit baffled at how Elliot had somehow missed the fact that I was stupidly in love with Taavi Camal.

      “No offense, Val, but—I honestly didn’t expect this.”

      “Fuck you, too, Elliot.”

      “Not that I’m not happy for you,” he said quickly. “I’m just… surprised because I—”

      “Thought I was going to end up miserable and alone?” I was a little annoyed by that, even if it was an argument I’d made myself more than once over the years, including a few weeks ago to Elliot.

      But to have him confirm that he didn’t think I was worthy of being loved—that way, anyway—was kind of a sucker punch.

      “I—really hoped you wouldn’t end up that way, Val. But I was… worried.”

      “Thanks a fucking lot, Elliot.”

      “Val—”

      “You never thought I had a fucking chance, did you?” I was getting angry now.

      He sighed. “I didn’t think it would only take you like two weeks to get your shit together. But if I thought you didn’t have any chance, I wouldn’t have suggested you grovel to get him back, would I?” He sounded somehow both annoyed and placating at the same time.

      He also, irritatingly, had a point. Because if Elliot had thought it was hopeless, he would have just said so.

      “I’m sorry, Val,” he said, his voice softer. “I just didn’t realize how much you care about him.”

      Part of me didn’t want to be mollified, but I find it difficult to ever stay angry at Elliot for long. “El—” I chewed on my lip.

      “What?”

      I couldn’t say it.

      I sighed, instead. “It’s okay,” I said, instead. “I know how much of a dick I am. And I don’t really do feelings, so I’m not really handling this super well.”

      He made a soft huffing chuckle. “You aren’t,” he agreed. “I probably should have figured out why.”

      “Fuck you, Bucky.” But I wasn’t mad at him, not really. Because he had been there, every day, checking in on me. Reminding me that I could make different choices.

      “Fuck you too, Link.” From the stupid videogames we’d played as kids.

      “Nerd.”

      “Dork.”

      “Val?”

      “Yeah, El?”

      “When do I get to meet him?”

      I laughed softly. “Come visit,” I told him. Even though I’d been here a decade, Elliot had yet to come out to Richmond, usually because the one time of year I had any real time off I tended to go back to Wisconsin.

      He was quiet for a moment. “Well, I’ve got a goddamn table to bring your boss in like March, so, yeah, okay,” he said, and I couldn’t help but grin. I’d known Ward was getting a custom séance table from him, but I hadn’t known Elliot was planning to deliver it personally.

      “Yeah?”

      “I’m doing the carving there, because I really don’t want to fuck that up.”

      “I think you’ll really like him.”

      “Your boss, or your boyfriend?”

      “Probably both,” I answered honestly.

      “Val.”

      “What?”

      “Go back to him.”

      “I was on my way out the door when you texted.”

      “I can take a hint,” he said, but I could hear the amusement in his voice. “Go.”

      “Going.”

      We both hung up, and I got up, grabbed my bag, and was on my way, only pausing to make sure I could see Pet—curled up in her cat tree—before closing and locking the door and heading downstairs.
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        * * *

      

      It was about two hours after I’d left that I let myself back into Taavi’s apartment, finding him curled up on the futon under a blanket that definitely hadn’t been there last night. I set down my stuff and the couple of bags of groceries I’d picked up on the way over.

      He blinked blearily up at me. “Did—did I sleep all day?” he asked, his voice rough.

      I came over and put the back of my fingers on his forehead. Hot, but fuck if I could tell if he was feverish or just a shifter. He wasn’t sweaty or clammy, so I figured he was probably okay.

      “No. It’s only like ten,” I answered.

      A frown creased his forehead. “Don’t you have work?”

      “Nope.” I didn’t feel the need to explain the part about texting Ward. I didn’t want Taavi to feel at all guilty about the fact that I was taking off work to take care of him. Because I didn’t fucking give a shit, and I’d have taken off to do it even if my boss had been a dick about it—which Ward, of course, absolutely wasn’t.

      “Oh.”

      His expression was killing me, his brown eye focused on my features, searching for something, although I couldn’t have told you what. But I let him look, mostly because I was studying him back. He looked tired, his features pinched, either by exhaustion or pain—or both.

      “Did you take your meds yet this morning?” I asked him, and got a headshake in return.

      They were on the kitchen counter, so I went and got them, along with a glass of orange juice. Sugar was good. Sugar would give him energy, which he needed to heal. He took the meds, swallowing all four pills—one aspirin, two acetaminophen, one Percocet—at once with a gulp of juice, then finished the glass.

      “Get some more sleep, Taavi.”

      He frowned up at me again.

      “Your body needs rest to heal,” I told him. “Go back to sleep. I’ll be here.” It was both a literal promise to not fuck off on him while he was sleeping, but also a longer term promise, one I wasn’t quite ready to say explicitly, but that I meant anyway.

      Still watching me as though he wasn’t entirely certain what I was going to do, he nestled back down into his blanket, and I took the empty juice glass back to the kitchen.

      And then, because food is love, I got to work making brunch. Proper Eggs Benedict for Taavi, my usual tomato version for me, home fries, juice, and coffee. There were still leftovers from last night, but only a monster eats alfredo for breakfast when there can be eggs benny.

      I’d also decided to be ballsy as fuck and had gotten the makings of Taavi’s capriotada. I was going to just fucking do it live and hope it wasn’t terrible. It was going to take me the better part of the day between baking the bread and then soaking it, so it would give me something to keep myself distracted so Taavi could rest. But I’d start that after we ate.

      I was finishing up the hollandaise when Taavi shuffled into the doorway of the tiny kitchen. He’d changed at some point into a pair of loose sweatpants and a button-down flannel shirt. He’d left it open, and I could see the circular pattern of his tattoo swooping across his chest and upper abs before disappearing under the soft fabric at his shoulder and wrapping around his side.

      I really wanted to get a better look at it, but looking at it would mean touching it because I wouldn’t be able to help myself. And there were definitely parts of it that I was pretty sure weren’t supposed to be purple and blue and green and even yellowish from the developing bruises on his skin.

      “Hey,” I said out loud, turning off the burner under the hollandaise.

      “Hi,” he murmured back, his face still uncertain.

      “You okay?” I asked him, worried that there was something more than just his injuries that was bothering him.

      He sucked his lip, which was scabbed over and a little puffy, into his mouth, and nodded.

      I couldn’t help myself, and I moved closer, reaching out to run my hand over his loose hair. He immediately stepped into my body, and I wrapped my arms around him.

      “Really?” I asked, continuing to stroke his hair with one hand, my other palm on his back.

      He shook his head into my chest, and my heart constricted.

      “Tell me?”

      I felt him take a deep breath, then sigh heavily.

      I almost pressed him, then decided that would be an asshole thing to do, and I was trying really hard not to be an asshole around Taavi. Especially not to Taavi. So I waited, gently stroking his back, although I honestly wasn’t sure how much I was comforting him versus reassuring myself. Because I really didn’t want what was wrong with Taavi to be me.

      But I was a little afraid it was. Okay, more than a little.

      I wasn’t sure what I could have done this time to be the problem, but it wouldn’t be the first time I’d been a dickhead and not known it.

      “I didn’t know when you were coming back,” he said softly.

      “Did you want me to take longer?” I asked, my throat tight.

      “No.” I felt him shake his head again, and the fingers of his good hand tightened in the back of my t-shirt. “I—I want you here. As long as you can. Or want to.”

      I tightened my arms a little. “There is nowhere else I’d rather be.” It was trite, it was cheesy as fuck, and it was completely true.

      “I hate this,” he whispered after a few breaths of silence. “I hate being the victim. Being weak. Being broken.”

      I continued stroking his hair, the strands soft against the pads of my fingers. I wasn’t quite sure what to say, because while he might have a broken arm and be covered in bruises, it was pretty clear to me that he was far from weak or a victim—well, okay, in the literal sense, yes, he was a victim. He’d been attacked. But he wasn’t playing at victimhood. And he wasn’t weak.

      “Taavi, you are not weak,” I finally said out loud.

      He sighed against my chest. “Then why is it always me?” he asked softly.

      “Do you remember the MFM riots?” I asked him, softly.

      He let out a huff. “Do you really think I will ever forget that?”

      I shrugged, and Taavi leaned back, looking up at my face with his brown eye, his head tilted to the right, the palm of his good hand resting on my chest. I liked the warmth of it through my shirt.

      “Val, you could have died.”

      I couldn’t quite tell what emotion ran underneath his words, whether exasperation or worry or… I honestly wasn’t sure. I did know that the thought of Taavi being hit by that fucking truck made me feel all sorts of things, none of them particularly pleasant. I didn’t expect he felt quite the same thing… but part of me hoped it was at least along the same lines.

      Then again, he’d been pissed enough at me when I’d left for that riot that he’d taken a shit on my kitchen floor, so maybe not.

      “It was my job,” I murmured, tucking that wayward strand of hair back behind his ear.

      “They tried to kill you, Val.”

      I nodded. “They did,” I agreed. “But that comes with the job.”

      He frowned at me. “They didn’t try to kill you because you’re a cop,” he pointed out.

      I knew that, of course. Just like I knew that the dickweeds who had chased down Taavi in their truck had probably done it because they suspected he was a shifter. Or a shifter-sympathizer. If I’d been with him, they’d likely have just as merrily tried to run me down.

      “Did the men in the truck…” I paused, trying to find a way to ask the question that wasn’t assholish or callous.

      “They followed me from the parking lot at the AAYC. I’d gone over to play with some of the kids—a basketball game.” His fingers rubbed absently over my t-shirt. “I noticed them almost right away, but if I’d lost them, they’d just go back, and the kids…”

      Fucking hell. Of course he’d known they were there, and of course he’d let them follow him to keep the fucking kids safe, because that was the kind of goddamn selfless shit that Taavi would absolutely pull.

      The kind that ended up going over the hood of a goddamn truck so that some kid didn’t have to.

      If it had been me, I’d have been a confrontational asshole, and if they’d had a shotgun in that truck—which had about fifty-fifty odds in the state of Virginia—I might well have gotten myself killed. Or I’d have managed to bullshit my way out of it, and it wouldn’t have been the first time.

      I did that shit because it was my job. Or it used to be, anyway. Taavi did it because he thought of other people first.

      Maybe it was because I’d spent so much time around asshole cops, but even when I did something selfless, I did it because I had time to think about it and tell myself not to be a selfish dick. Taavi just—did it. Automatically.

      It was probably one of the reasons I’d fallen for him. Because even when he was stuck as a fucking dog and being hunted by goddamn psychos, he had done what he could to take care of my sorry ass.

      How could I not love him?

      But even I knew it was too soon for shit like that. At least too soon to say out loud, anyway.

      The last thing I wanted to do was freak Taavi out by being too pushy or coming on too strong. I wasn’t sure what to do, though, so instead I fussed inwardly about the fact that the expression on Taavi’s face was one of worry and confusion.

      So, instead, I ran my fingers around his face, over his ears, along his jaw. “You are not a victim,” I murmured. “You put yourself at risk so that some kid wouldn’t end up dead. That’s about as far from a victim as you can fucking get.”

      His lips quirked, just a corner, a hint of a smile, then it was gone again. But it had been there.

      “I mean it, Taavi.”

      He sighed, then rested his cheek against my chest again, and I went back to stroking his hair. “Then why do I hurt so much?” he asked.

      “Because you got between some kids and a fucking pickup truck.” I winced a little. Think before you spew shit out of your mouth, Val.

      But Taavi laughed—softly, but he laughed.

      The oven timer—which was baking home fries, roasting some slices of tomato, and toasting English muffins—went off, and Taavi stepped away from me so that I could deal with it.

      “What are you making?” he asked.

      “Eggs benny. Potatoes.” The skillet on the stove had the Canadian bacon done, and all that was left was poaching eggs in the already-boiling water. I turned off the oven and pulled out the food, setting up the plates. Then I quickly cracked a couple eggs into the boiling water.

      Taavi watched as I waited for the whites to solidify, then fished out the eggs, doing his plate first. I cracked in two more, then spooned out the hollandaise while I waited.

      Taavi stole a potato off the pan.

      “Here.” I handed him his plate, which he took with one hand. “I’ll bring out silverware with mine.”

      He nodded and disappeared from the tiny kitchen. More of a kitchenette, really, although I suppose I should be glad he had actual appliances—even if they were slightly smaller than full-size. I’ve seen some shithole apartments in my day, and not all of them even had a stove or an oven.

      I made several trips to bring out my food, coffee, juice, and silverware, then settled cross-legged on the floor in front of Taavi’s futon.

      Taavi paused in the middle of cutting through one of his eggs. “You can sit up here,” he said.

      “I know,” I answered. “But I like sitting on the floor.” I wanted to be able to cut my food on the coffee table without having to lean way the fuck over. Besides, I did actually like sitting on the floor. Especially because, if I wanted to, I could scoot up against the leg Taavi had hanging off the futon.

      He was sitting with one foot—the one from the leg he hadn’t broken—up under him, the other one on the floor, although I wasn’t sure if that’s how he’d always sat or if he used to tuck both of them until he’d broken it. Not that it mattered, really, but I wanted to know. I wanted to know what he’d started doing differently as a result of what he’d been through, and what was natural Taavi.

      I also didn’t know if I really wanted to know. Because what if something he did was a habit forced on him by being kidnapped or tortured or being forced to live with some random-ass elf cop with a foul mouth and shitty hours?

      So instead of asking, I told him about the rest of the museum case details. The days we spent digging, what Ward had relayed from the ghosts, all of it.

      He knew some already, of course, although Kurtz hadn’t given him much in the way of extra details. I told him anyway, even though I wasn’t technically supposed to.

      “You think the shells tell us when the victims were killed?” he asked.

      We were still working on the theory that the reason for the dog bones was connected to the fact that the tenth day in the calendar cycle was symbolized by the dog and the god of death.

      I shrugged. “Probably? It’s Aztec or whatever, right? Like your tattoo.”

      Taavi leaned back, pulling aside his open shirt. “This is not Aztec,” he replied firmly. “Look at it.”

      For the record, I was not capable of concentrating on the fucking pattern of Taavi’s tattoo because I was far too distracted by the fact that I was looking at his bare skin. I forced myself to look at his face, and his expression was amused.

      I could feel the pointed tips of my ears burning.

      That turned into a lesson about the aesthetic differences between Aztec and Maya artistic styles. And, now that I actually bothered to really look at his tattoo, it didn’t look all that much like the circular design fragment from the museum. Or the intricate carving on the inside of the whelk shells. Similar, but definitely not the same.

      “Also, my people didn’t think that the gods would send a bunch of natural disasters if they didn’t murder a whole bunch of people.”

      I blinked. “That seems like a pretty fucking important distinction.”

      Taavi put a potato in his mouth. “That’s not to say that my ancestors didn’t also engage in human sacrifice, but not… quite to the same degree. And not as a necessary way to avoid torrential downpours or earthquakes.” His lips quirked up in a smile. “We also came first and still managed to survive the conquistadores for longer.”

      “Because you didn’t piss off the Spanish?” I guessed.

      He smiled again. “Oh, no, we did. We were just better at hiding when they came looking. And we had fewer enemies to begin with, so nobody felt motivated to turn us in the way they did the Aztecs.”

      I snorted.

      Taavi ate another potato. “Although to be fair, there are still Aztecs, as well.” He smiled. “There are just more of us.”

      I ate one of my own potatoes. “How many Maya are there?” I asked. Weirdly, despite the fact that Taavi clearly existed, it hadn’t occurred to me that there might be a lot of Maya.

      “There are, oh, probably five or six million?” he answered.

      “Wait, seriously?”

      “Mmhmm.” He affirmed around a mouthful, then swallowed. “Only about a million Aztec descendants, though.”

      “All in Mexico?”

      Taavi shook his head. “The Maya empire extended farther south. Southern Mexico into Central America. Guatemala, Honduras, Belize. Guatemala still legally recognizes our languages.”

      “Languages? Plural?”

      “Mmhmm. There are a dozen or so.”

      “Do you speak all of them?” I’m sure I sounded incredulous.

      Taavi laughed. “Of course not. I speak Huastec.”

      “Not Spanish?” I could have sworn he’d spoken Spanish to me.

      “Also Spanish. I grew up speaking mostly Spanish and English, but my father made sure I learned Huastec because my mother wanted it.”

      “So your mom was Maya?”

      “Mmhmm. My father, as well, although his parents had come up to the US when he was little, so he and my Tía Ana grew up in Arizona.”

      “In Yuma?”

      “Si.” He smiled. “That means ‘yes.’”

      “I do know that one,” I replied smiling back at him. My Spanish vocabulary consisted of that, hola, and como estás, which I was pretty sure meant ‘how are you?’ “And not much else.”

      “You didn’t take Spanish in school?”

      “German, actually,” I told him, finishing my food and leaning against his leg, enjoying the warmth of it against my side. “My great-grandparents on my mom’s side all came from Germany, so my grandparents grew up speaking it. My dad’s side is a little more scattered, although they’re mostly German, too.”

      “Say something in German.”

      “Etwas.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Something.”

      “But wh—” then he laughed, interrupting his own question. “Nice.”

      “What is it in Spanish?” I asked.

      “Algo.”

      “What about Huastec?”

      “There’s not a specific word for it, but jant’oj or jant’ini is probably closest. Depends on the context. If you’re talking about an idea, or an action, or an object, the form changes.” He shrugged. “Huastec doesn’t work quite the same way as European languages.”

      “I guess that makes sense. Since it’s, y’know, not European.” I suppressed a wince at just how obvious a statement that was, but Taavi didn’t seem to mind.

      He leaned forward, putting his empty plate on the coffee table.

      “Do you want more?” I asked.

      “You don’t—”

      “Yes or no, Taavi.” I tried to make my voice gentle.

      After a couple-second pause, he answered, “Yes, please,” so I took both our plates back to the kitchen, then turned the still-steaming water back on to boil for more eggs. While I waited, I threw a couple more English muffins in to heat, then went and got my empty coffee mug. Taavi still had coffee, but I brought out his glass for more juice.

      The fact that I felt comfortable with him now—aside from the occasional foot-in-mouth moment of stupidity—told me that the periodic awkwardness of our date had pretty much all come down to my dumb fucking ass. I’d gotten so caught up in my own fucked-up head that I’d completely forgotten that Taavi had actually asked me on a date after he knew me.

      He'd told me as much, but I’m a stubborn dumbass and just… got scared.

      Don’t get me wrong—I was still scared. Fucking terrified. I don’t know how to do relationships because I hadn’t really had a real one for nearly a decade, and I’d blown all of them. Please see above comments about being a stubborn dumbass and sticking my foot in my mouth.

      I made Taavi some more eggs, put more potatoes on his plate, and took them out to where he was waiting on the futon, flicking through his tablet. He set it down and smiled at me as he took the plate with his one good hand.

      “Sit up here with me?”

      I really was a goner.
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        * * *

      

      Taavi’d started slow-blinking not long after finishing his second plate, and I suggested that he take a nap while I did the dishes—which hadn’t gone over terribly well, as he tried to argue that he should be doing the dishes because I made the food. I won by pointing out that he only had one good arm.

      He fell asleep in less than five minutes, as I discovered when I came out to see if he’d finished his coffee.

      The dishes done, I set about the long process of baking bread for the capriotada, setting my laptop up on the counter so I could see the recipe, but also so that I could theoretically do a little work in between coating myself with flour and activating the yeast for the bolillo recipe, which seemed to be a pretty basic white bread.

      I can do bread. Bread, pie crust, cookies, brownies… if you bake it and it involves flour, I’m probably pretty damn good at making it. So I felt fine about the bolillo part of this dessert. It was the rest of it that was… well, a little outside my comfort zone. I had no idea how to even cut up a mango, so that was going to be exciting, and the sugar cone thing I’d gotten from the Mexican grocery I hadn’t the faintest idea what to do with, but we were definitely going to find out. I felt okay about almonds and raisins and cinnamon, although how all this was supposed to blend with the balls of Oaxaca cheese, I also wasn’t sure.

      But hey, it’s fun to try new shit, right?

      I’d just wiped off my hands after setting the ball of dough to rise for the first time when an email notification popped up at the bottom of my laptop’s taskbar.

      I didn’t recognize the sender, but I often didn’t when the messages were queries for Beyond the Veil.

      I clicked on it.

      And froze.

      The email address was one of those generic-as-fuck things you can get from Yahoo that anybody could make in a heartbeat and that was probably untraceable, since I’d have bet anything that the user had probably done it at a public library or some shit.

      I was going to send it to Raj and Kurtz, anyway, just in case this person was a total dumbass, but I wasn’t going to hold my breath in the meantime.

      It was short and very much to the point.

      Tomorrow is the last Day of the Nēmontēmi. They will discover whether the sacrifice has been enough to bring about the chicuacē tōnatiuh or whether the cycle will renew and the sacrifices will begin again.

      I had no idea what the fuck most of that meant, but the parts I did get—namely the bits about “sacrifices”—were not good.

      I forwarded it to Raj.

      About five minutes later, my phone buzzed.

      “The fuck does that mean?” Raj wanted to know.

      “Not a clue,” I replied, trying to keep my voice pitched low so that I didn’t wake Taavi.

      “Did you ask Taavi?”

      “He’s asleep,” I replied. “I’ll ask him when he wakes up.”

      “Ask me what?” a sleepy voice wanted to know.

      “Or now,” I said to Raj. “Putting you on speaker.”

      I set the phone down, then pulled up the email on my laptop to show Taavi.

      He squinted at it, reading. “The Nēmontēmi is—I think—the Aztec equivalent to Uayeb. The unnamed or unknown days.”

      “The fuck does that mean?” I asked him.

      “For us, it’s bad luck. You don’t want to be doing anything important—travelling, starting anything new—during Uayeb. It’s the final period of the cycle before everything turns over to a new cycle, Pop.”

      “Pop? Like… soda pop?” I asked.

      Taavi snorted. “A similar sound, but it translates to ‘mat,’ specifically a sleeping mat. They often symbolize unity and… fecundity.”

      “Who is ‘us’?” Raj wanted to know.

      “Maya,” Taavi answered. “For the Aztec… let’s see… I think that would be Izcalli?”

      “What does that mean?” Raj asked.

      “Give me a second.” Taavi gestured at the laptop, and I nodded, assuming he wanted to look something up. He typed into a browser, surprisingly quickly for only using one hand, then answered Raj’s question. “Growth.”

      “So they’re what… months?”

      “More or less,” came Taavi’s response. “It’s a cycle of twenty days—there are eighteen of them, followed by five unnamed days.” He stepped away from my computer, and I resisted the urge to put my hand on his back.

      “The unlucky ones?”

      “Yes.”

      “And what’s…” I broke off and just pointed at the words.

      “Chicuacē tōnatiuh?”

      “Yeah. That.”

      “I think… Something about a sun? Tonatiuh means ‘sun,’ I think.” He shrugged his good shoulder.

      I gestured at the laptop, and Taavi tapped on the keyboard again with the fingers of his left hand.

      “Sixth. Sixth Sun,” he clarified.

      “So what does that message mean?” Raj asked.

      Taavi looked up at me, his expression uncertain and a little scared. “Some Aztecs believed that if they didn’t offer enough sacrifice to the gods, the world would end in cataclysm. Earthquakes, specifically. Except it sounds here like this group believes something like the opposite? That if they make enough sacrifices, they will cause the end of the world, although why they want that, I don’t know.” He shook his head with a frown. “That’s not something I’ve ever heard of before, though.”

      While I was aware that there were plenty of wacko cultists who wanted to bring about the end of the world, this was the first time I’d had to deal with them personally. I could have lived without the experience.

      “So does that mean they’re going to kill someone? Or that they already did?” Raj asked Taavi, ignoring the whole bit about the apocalypse.

      “Possibly both?” Taavi answered, his voice somber, but uncertain. “Since the likelihood that the world is actually about to end in a day and a half is fairly low. This is… Like a corrupt version of the cult of Xolotl.”

      “There’s a cult to the dog-god?”

      “There’s a cult for every god,” Taavi replied. “Xolotl was the god of fire and lightning, the twin of Quetzalcóatl, and the god of sickness. I don’t know the precise rituals, but in order to create the fifth world, he sacrificed the other gods.”

      “Well, that sounds fucking ducky,” I muttered. “I’m sure a cult dedicated to that guy is real great.”

      “Many cults required sacrifice,” Taavi replied diplomatically. “Although some more than others.” Then I saw him frown, and he leaned forward to look more closely at the email. “Interesting.”

      “What?” Raj and I both said it at the same time.

      “The email address. Xipe Totec.”

      The front of the email was a string of letters I’d taken as gibberish, but now that Taavi said them, I realized it was a name. Or I assumed it was, at least.

      “What’s that?” Raj asked.

      “Xipe Totec is the Aztec god of renewal,” Taavi answered.

      “That seems… pleasant enough,” I observed.

      Taavi shot me a look that said it really wasn’t. “Except that it translates roughly to ‘The Flayed God,’” he replied, his expression a slight grimace.

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Raj muttered on the phone.

      I agreed. “Jesus fucking Christ, please, no. I’ve had e-fucking-nough flayed anything to last a couple goddamn lifetimes.”

      “It—” Taavi stopped, sucking on his lower lip.

      I knew what he’d been about to say. “Suggests that our victims at the museum were probably flayed before their flesh was removed?” I said, my tone grim.

      Taavi nodded.

      “Oh, bloody hell,” Raj groaned.
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      Raj had someone working on trying to find out whatever we could about the person behind the Xipe Totec email, and there wasn’t much more I could do about it besides call Ward to warn him that somebody from the cult had probably made the connection between what was happening at the museum and Beyond the Veil. He didn’t answer at first, so I left a message.

      Taavi was in the shower when Ward called back, and I tucked the phone against my shoulder as I kneaded the bolillo dough.

      “So this Xipe person is what? Warning us?”

      “No fucking clue,” I replied. “My guess? They want us to know that it isn’t over. That it’s still happening.”

      “So… whose side are they on, here?” Ward asked.

      “Not sure about that, either,” I admitted. “They’re certainly not giving me any names, but they did kinda make it clear that this is part of a cycle.”

      “This… whatsis…”

      “Nēmontēmi,” I replied, trying my best to say it the way that Taavi had said it. I probably didn’t succeed, but I was trying. “It’s the five days at the end of the Aztec year, basically. When you have to be really careful because of luck or some shit.”

      “So, what, they’re… hedging bets or something?”

      “No idea. Maybe they want to stop the cult? I don’t fucking know. Taavi thinks these murderous idiots are trying to end the fucking world.”

      Ward sighed. “Fucking great.” I agreed with the sentiment. Most of this shit was just raising more questions, and what we really needed were answers. “So what do we do with this?” my boss wanted to know.

      “Sorry, boss. I got nothin’,” I told him.

      Another sigh. “Be careful, Hart.”

      “Ditto, Ward.”

      “And Hart?”

      “Yeah, boss?”

      “Take care of Taavi, too.”

      I felt my lips twitch. “I will.”

      This time, Ward hung up on me.

      I awkwardly shifted the phone away from my shoulder, smearing dough grease all over it in the process, which is what I’d been trying to avoid.

      “Fuck it,” I muttered under my breath, then just left the phone on the counter, turning my attention back to the bread dough.

      So far, the bolillo dough was acting just like every other bread dough I’d ever made, so I continued feeling fairly confident about it. I was rushing a bit, though, because I wanted the capriotada to be a surprise, so I wanted the dough to be rising again when Taavi came back out.

      I shaped the dough into balls, then pulled and twisted them into the shape specified by the recipe. Technically speaking, I could probably not make them into funny little football-shaped things, since I was just going to cut them up again for the pudding, but there’s no reason not to do things right when it comes to baking.

      In this, at least, I was successful, managing to get all the rolls twisted out and covered to rise. Which left me standing and staring at the stupid email, trying to figure out what, exactly I was supposed to do about it. This was a two-pronged problem, since I had to figure out both what this Xipe Totec wanted from me and what I actually needed to and could do about it.

      In the RPD there were protocols to follow, tech guys to trace things like IP and shit, and resources to tap into. I was pretty sure Raj had the tech guys and Ward was going to sic Doc on the research resources, and I did have Taavi, who was a veritable fount of knowledge when it came to fucked up Aztec shit.

      But I didn’t have protocols.

      What I had was an email that I didn’t have the ability to do anything about. I just had to wait for everybody else to do things about it.

      But what nobody had suggested yet was what Xipe Totec wanted from me.

      If you were going to email Beyond the Veil, there was a catch-all company email that Doc or Ward would filter through to the right person—one of them, Beck, or me. But Xipe Totec didn’t email the company. They’d emailed me.

      And I hadn’t the faintest fucking idea why.

      I sucked in a sharp breath as a warm hand touched the small of my back.

      Taavi was quiet.

      I turned, letting his hand slide around my side, immediately running my fingers through his damp hair.

      “Hi.”

      He smiled up at me. “Nenek.”

      “And that means?”

      “Hi.” His smile was warm.

      “Well, I know it’s not Spanish so… Mayan?”

      “Huastec, yes.”

      I could smell his shampoo, soapy and a little sharp, like cloves, maybe. “How do you ask ‘can I kiss you’ in Huastec?” I whispered, letting my mouth speak before my brain could tell it to shut up.

      “U ejtowal ti c’uajat.”

      My plan had, obviously, been to say whatever he’d come back with. Because that shit is romantic or something. I had forgotten my complete inability to pronounce either Aztec or Mayan words. I felt my ears flush.

      “Um. How about you just pretend I said that?”

      Taavi laughed softly. “You could say it in German,” he suggested, his voice a little lower and more breathy than it had been.

      “I can do that,” I murmured back. “Kann ich dich küssen?”

      “Antsana’.”

      I bent lower. “Does that mean ‘yes’?”

      He nodded, his hand braced on my chest, and I cupped my hands around his jaw, bending to gently lift his face so that I could tenderly capture his lips with mine.

      But he apparently wasn’t interested in gentle.

      The fingers pressed against my chest fisted in my shirt, pulling me toward him, his tongue teasing my lips open.

      I wasn’t going to object. Or resist.

      Instead, I was going to let myself melt into this kiss, into the warmth of his mouth, the feeling of his body against mine. I let my hands roam, over his shoulders, down his sides, until I could pull his hips tighter against me, both of us clearly enjoying the kiss.

      I might have let out a small whimper, but I was completely unprepared for the thrill that rushed through me when he growled against my lips, and I gasped.

      Taavi’s fingers loosened on my shirt, and he eased back off his toes, although he immediately leaned into me, resting his cheek against my chest. Even without a shifter’s sharp ears, I knew he’d be able to hear my heart pounding. I wrapped my arms around him.

      “Val?” he asked, softly.

      “Yeah?”

      “Are you sure—”

      “Yes.”

      I felt him huff what I thought was a half-laugh. “You didn’t let me finish.”

      I’d been pretty sure his question had been something about me being sure about taking off work or taking the time to make him food or something, but cutting him off was pretty rude. “Sorry. Am I sure what?”

      “About… us.” He almost swallowed the words.

      “Taavi,” I breathed out his name. “We are one of the few things I am absolutely sure about.”

      I leaned back to look down into his mismatched eyes, both of them wide and shining. I cupped his cheek with one palm, running my thumb gently over his skin.

      “Taavi—” But I wasn’t sure what to say. How to explain to him that the only reason I hadn’t just kissed him back in the first place six months ago had everything to do with me and my fucking screwed-up self-loathing.

      Most people feel better about themselves when they think they look good. Not me, though. That would make some fucking sense. When I got hot, I immediately decided that anyone who liked me only liked the outside.

      But I knew that on the inside I was short and stocky, with a too-square face and dull brown eyes and mouse-brown hair. Utterly forgettable, in physiological terms. I’d made up for it by being memorable in the personality department. But I was a cop—so being nice wasn’t something that fit the person I thought I wanted to be.

      Turns out, I had all sorts of totally fucked-up priorities.

      So now, a decade after becoming a supermodel elf, I was working on sorting out the rest of my shit, starting with pulling my head out of my ass and trying to not automatically default to sarcastic asshole mode. It was an instinctive defensiveness. And it was one I didn’t need even half as often as I used it.

      It was one that Taavi had seen straight through.

      Taavi sighed, dropping his gaze.

      “Taavi.” He looked back up at me. “I know I fucked up. Badly. But—” I pressed my lips together, trying to find the right words. I had a hard time with words, which is why I tended to mostly use vulgar ones. “Look, I—Fuck.”

      “It’s okay, Val,” Taavi murmured, his voice soft, edged with a sadness that threatened to break my heart.

      “No, it isn’t okay. It’s—” I took a deep breath. “It’s stupid, is what it is. I’m stupid. I—I wasn’t a good-looking guy, before. I got used to being an asshole to make up for the fact that I was just… blah.”

      Taavi tilted his head to the side. “I don’t think you could be blah if you tried, Val.”

      I snorted. “Well, I definitely looked blah,” I replied. “You wouldn’t have given me a second glance.”

      “I’ve met elves before, Val. I didn’t want to date any of them.”

      I blinked. I mean, I’d met other elves, too, not that I hung out with them much. A lot of them had internalized the bullshit high fantasy mythos of being all mystical and shit, which made most of the elves I’ve met pretty fucking insufferable.

      Unlike Taavi, I’d even dated one. He’d given me a whole new understanding of people’s potentially unlimited capacity for narcissism. He only dated elves. That had been my first clue that maybe I didn’t want to be dating him.

      My second clue was the fact that he kept trying to change my wardrobe to be more… elven. I don’t wear weird tunics or embroidered leggings. It just isn’t me. I’m not fucking Elrond. I’m a cop—or I was. The most formal I got was a goddamn non-dry-clean suit, not a fucking embroidered robe. Not even a bathrobe.

      The third came when he’d told me that I needed to connect more with our people. My people are short, stocky Germans. We like beer and cheese and baked goods. It didn’t matter if I didn’t look like that anymore. My Arcana transformation didn’t make me a different person. It just made me look different, so I’d ditched the leggy bastard and went back to what I thought were my people. The kind who wore blue uniforms and carried guns.

      Sadly, it turns out that they weren’t my people, either.

      My people were my family, Elliot, and Ward and Doc. And Taavi.

      Clearly, Taavi was smarter than me, since he’d never been suckered in by hot elves. Until me, anyway, which maybe wasn’t the best testament to his taste in men.

      It had never occurred to me that Taavi might have become interested in me irrespective of my looks. But my looks had nothing to do with the fact that I’d taken Taavi home with me fresh from a dumpster. I’d have done that either way. And—well, if he actually did like me, then he’d have decided that if I were still five-nine with a square jaw and lackluster hair.

      “And I’m a complete dumbass,” is what I said out loud. “We’ve established that.” I sighed, gently rubbing Taavi’s cheek with my thumb again. “I might not have believed that you might like me, but I spent every day of those six months thinking about you.” My ears had flushed again, but I ignored them. “I knew to the day when six months was, and even though I told myself a thousand times that I shouldn’t expect you to call, I hoped you would. And I blew it because I’m an insecure asshole. I don’t deserve another chance because I fucked it up not just once, but twice. And if I’m going to be completely honest, I’m probably going to keep fucking up, because that’s what I do. But I will take as many chances as you’re willing to give me, because even though I’m absolutely going to stick my foot in it, probably a bunch of times, I do know that this—us—is quite possibly the most important fucking thing I’ve ever done.”

      Having just said an awful lot of words at once, I sucked in a breath, then held it, waiting to see what Taavi was going to do with it. Because he had every right to tell me to get the fuck out. Or to tell me that maybe we should take a break or try again when he was healed. Or—

      He pulled me into another kiss, slow and tender. It was a kiss that spoke, a kiss that begged and wished and promised.

      I had to break away from him to breathe, even though he felt more important to me than air.

      I ran my hands over his hair, my thumbs brushing across the buzzed sides even as the silky longer strands slid between my fingers.

      “Taavi…”

      He looked up at me, eyes wide.

      And then my stupid fucking kitchen timer went off. God fucking dammit.

      Taavi cocked his head to the side. “What are you making now?”

      “Bread.” It was the truth. I just wasn’t telling him why I was making bread.

      He sniffed a couple times. “I like bread.”

      “Well, it isn’t even in the oven yet, so I don’t know how you can smell it.”

      He smiled. “Shifter, remember?”

      “It’s dough.”

      “With yeast. I can smell that.”

      I guess any attempt at trying to hide food from him was going to fail utterly. I gave in. “I’m… going to try to make that bread pudding stuff,” I confessed, ears flushing again.

      Taavi leaned back in my arms, his expression excited. “Capriotada?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You’re making it for me?” I couldn’t tell what emotion was layered under that question.

      “Should I not?” I asked, suddenly nervous.

      “No! I mean. Yes, you should.” He smiled at me, an absolutely adorable dimple forming on one side. “Especially since you started already.”

      I shrugged, feeling self-conscious all over again.

      Taavi pressed into my chest again and hugged me with his good arm. “You’re making me capriotada,” he murmured into my t-shirt.

      “Yes?”

      He leaned back to look up at me, and his eyes were bright. “That’s… so sweet.”

      “Well, at the moment it’s still a bit savory,” I replied, unable to help myself.

      Taavi laughed, because I am the luckiest fucking bastard on the planet, and he actually thought I was funny.

      He stepped away from me, a smile still playing across his lips. “Can I help?”

      “Have you made this before?” I asked him.

      “I’ve helped before. When I was a kid.”

      “That’s more often than I’ve done it,” I pointed out, and he laughed again. “But I’m pretty sure the next bit is baking the bread, and that I have done.” I got milk out of the fridge and brushed it over the tops of the rolls, then stuck them into the oven.

      “Just how much are you making?” Taavi asked, sounding mildly alarmed.

      “Enough for extra bread,” I answered.

      I’d made more than I needed, because it is a cardinal rule of baking that you never make exactly what you need. First of all, baking is a fickle-ass mistress, and if you do that, you’re likely to fuck something up and have no backups. Second, you have to make enough for snitching and snacking. I’m a decent enough baker that I can usually count on avoiding the first, but that was also a recipe for not avoiding the second.

      Taavi grinned. “Good.”

      “Don’t count your bolillos before they’re baked,” I warned him, and he laughed.

      “Boh-leeyos.”

      “There are Ls in there,” I pointed out.

      He laughed again. “It’s an A-yay.”

      “What?”

      “The double-L. It’s a letter. Pronounced more or less like a Y.”

      I tried again. “Bolillos.”

      He nodded, still grinning at me.

      “Christ,” I muttered under my breath. “You’re going to ruin my German.”
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      We’d set up my laptop on the coffee table as our tv screen, and I pulled up my streaming accounts so that we could pick something that wasn’t one of the six movies that Taavi owned and had already seen a million times. After going through a bunch of movies, Taavi asked to watch Billy Elliot, so we put that on while we ate last night’s leftovers.

      When the movie ended, I went back into the kitchen to dish up bowls of capriotada and vanilla ice cream, then started up the movie I’d picked. It was one I’d seen a million times—Turner and Hooch. Yeah, it was a little on the nose for an ex-cop and his canid shifter boyfriend, but I didn’t particularly care.

      The capriotada turned out pretty good. I had plans on how to improve it, despite Taavi’s insistence that it was the best he’d ever had.

      I gave him a skeptical look. “You seriously expect me to believe that some random German-descended elf managed, on his first try, to make a Mexican dessert better than your Mexican aunt?”

      He laughed. “Okay, fine. But it is good. And besides,” he looked up at me with a smile. “This is the first time someone’s made it just for me.”

      I brushed that stray lock of hair out of his face, tucking it behind his ear. “It will be better next time,” I promised.

      He smiled at me from around the spoon he’d used to scrape the last bites from his bowl. “But it won’t be the first time,” he replied. “This is special.”

      I kept back the snarky comment about what kind of special, feeling my ears turning pink. Instead, I just shrugged. “I’m glad you like it.”

      No, we are not going to talk about what a dork I am.

      Finished with dessert, I tucked my feet up, leaning my elbow on the side of the futon, while Taavi lay down on his side, resting his head on my thigh, his broken arm on his side. I absently stroked his hair with one hand while we watched, spending as much time watching him watch the movie as I did actually watching the movie.

      Like I said, I’d seen it a million times. I hadn’t seen Taavi see it.

      I was pretty sleep-deprived, so I was half-drowsing by the time it ended, and Taavi was the first to get up and tell the computer to not jump to the next thing it thought we might like.

      “Do you have to go feed Pet?” Taavi asked me softly, staring at the computer.

      I stirred, my sleepiness making it hard to focus on what he was saying for a couple seconds. “Nope. I left her extra food. Just in case.”

      He turned to look at me, and I couldn’t really read his expression in the dim glow of the screen. “So you don’t have to go?”

      I sat up, shaking my head. “Not unless you want me to—I mean, if you want to get some sleep—”

      He softly closed my laptop. “No.”

      Faint light filtered in from outside his grimy window, and I could see him studying my face, his vision probably a lot better in the dark than mine.

      And then he leaned forward, bringing our lips together, slow and sensual, teasing, sending shivers through my body. He leaned back, a frown on his face. “Should I stop?”

      “Absolutely not,” I answered, leaning forward to press my lips to one corner of his mouth, then the other, then his un-scraped cheek, his jaw, down the side of his neck to where the tattoo rose along the column of his throat.

      When he didn’t stop me, I slid my hands down to gently tug aside his collar so that I could reach his collarbones, then the hollow between them.

      His hand ran over the back of my skull, his fingers sliding into my hair, and I took it as an invitation, pushing aside the open front of his flannel shirt. I felt him suck in a breath, but he didn’t speak, so I kept going, placing a line of kisses down his chest, my lips tingling against the heat of his skin.

      He leaned back against the other side of the futon, and I followed, careful of his broken arm as I trailed kisses across the dappled pattern of the circular Maya tattoo on his chest.

      I wasn’t thinking. Thinking had gotten me into a fucking mess, and I was done with it. Done trying to psychologize why Taavi couldn’t possibly be interested in me, done trying to convince him that he didn’t want me, done trying to convince myself that I shouldn’t want him.

      Because I did.

      Oh, Jesus fucking Christ, I did.

      And if the swelling in his sweatpants was any indication, he wanted me, too.

      I’d reached the waistband of his sweatpants with my kisses, and I spread my hands across his abdomen, gently, carefully, trying to avoid bruises, but feeling the warmth and softness of his skin, the firmness of muscle and bone beneath.

      I looked up at him, my fingers stopping at the drawstring of his pants, waiting to see what he wanted me to do.

      He brought his free hand down and undid the tie himself.

      I caught his fingers and brought them to my mouth before drawing two of them past my lips.

      The breath he sucked in was heavy with lust and surprise.

      But his fingers weren’t what I wanted in my mouth.

      I let his hand go and turned my attention to his pants, pulling down the knit fabric and damn near groaning when I discovered that he hadn’t bothered putting on underwear.

      I eased him over the elastic waistband, pushing it a little down his hips, but I was too impatient to bother taking them all the way off. He was thicker than me, the skin of his cock a dusky brown darker and deeper in tone than the rest of him. My mouth watered, and I shifted so that I could kneel with my shoulders between his thighs, sliding my hand into his sweatpants so I could cup his soft testicles as I drew his cock into my mouth.

      Fingers gripped my hair, then caught in the strands held tight against my skull by the braid.

      I pulled away, impatient, and tugged out the tie holding my hair, letting it fall around my shoulders before turning back to what I wanted to be doing.

      The white strands, loose now, fell in a curtain around my face as I sucked his hard heat into my mouth, laving the head with my tongue, my fingers teasing the base of his sac.

      His hand came back to my head, this time deliberately twisting in my hair, and I couldn’t help the groan that vibrated through my throat, drawing a gasp from Taavi. He spread his legs a little wider, and I sucked harder as I felt the muscles of his thighs tremble on either side of me.

      I took the base of his cock in one hand, sliding my lips and tongue over him as I played with the contrasting texture between his rigid erection and the balls hanging beneath it. My own ached, confined by my jeans and boxer briefs, and I ground into the futon, desperate for any sort of friction as I licked and sucked.

      Taavi’s fingers released and regripped in my hair, the pull against my scalp sending tingles through my nerve endings.

      I’d never known I liked having my hair pulled, but fuck.

      He did it again, and I moaned around his cock, humping the goddamn futon like a horny teenager.

      And then Taavi pulled my hair hard, yanking my head back away from him.

      I moaned again as he let go of my hair and grabbed my shirt, pulling my mouth back to his, nipping at my lower lip with his teeth, my hands skimming along his sides.

      Then he let go of my shirt, putting his hand between us to undo the button on my jeans.

      Holy fuck.

      He pulled my hips to his, one-handed, and I shifted so that my hands were planted on either side of his head, my hair falling around us as he took both our cocks in his hand.

      I groaned at the feel of his rough palm and the heat and silkiness of his cock rubbing against mine.

      He stroked us both, the speed and rhythm of it telling me that he was as tightly-wound as I was, my heart hammering in my throat as my hips ground against his, seemingly of their own accord. My breath hitched as his fingers tightened, a small furrow appearing between his eyes, his chin lifted and lips parted.

      Fuck. Fuck, yes.

      His hand sped up between us, our hips rocking together, and, looking down into those mismatched eyes, I saw the moment his pupils dilated just a little farther, heard the catch in his breath, then felt the slick heat as he came, his hand pumping along both our lengths.

      I looked down and saw the thick creaminess of his come on the flushed pink of my arousal, and it undid me, my orgasm throbbing through me from my belly to my tightened balls to my pulsing cock as I came into Taavi’s stroking hand.

      I don’t know how long it took me to regain my breath, my arms shaking a little as I rested my forehead against his.

      Then I got myself together and stood, Taavi’s eyes watchful and uncertain. I wanted to fix that, but both of us would be happier cleaned up.

      I took his face in my hands and kissed his nose. “Stay here.”

      I went to the bathroom, where I knew he’d stuffed all his extra towels and washcloths into a basket on the floor, each one rolled up tightly. I wiped myself down with a washcloth while the water heated up, then took a warm one back to him so he could do the same.

      I sat on the edge of the futon. “Do you want me to stay?” I needed him to say yes, but I also had to ask.

      “If you want to.”

      “I do,” I told him.

      “Then I want you to.”

      “I do have one request,” I told him.

      “What?”

      “Can we not sleep on the futon tonight?”

      That earned me a smile. “I do have a bed,” he murmured.

      “Then let’s use that.”

      He let me lead him across the tiny apartment to the curtain that was blocking off the little alcove where he slept. He dropped my hand to pull the curtain back, revealing a slightly rumpled bed with a small pile of pillows at the head and what appeared to be a Navajo-style blanket, and then he turned to look at me.

      Then he reached up and pulled me down to him. This kiss wasn’t soft or tender. It was hard, possessive, passionate, and I tasted blood on my tongue.

      I pulled back. “Taavi.” I touched his lower lip, then held up my red-smudged fingers.

      “I don’t care.” He sucked his lip into his mouth anyway.

      “I do,” I told him. “I don’t ever want to hurt you.”

      He grimaced around his lip, but he let me gently help him out of his unbuttoned shirt and now-dirty sweatpants. I put both in his laundry hamper, then dropped my jeans to the floor. I hesitated, but then decided that naked was probably better than wearing cum-stained shorts to bed, so I left those on the floor along with my t-shirt.

      Taavi didn’t object, immediately snuggling up next to me, his cheek on my chest.

      “I’ll always want you to stay,” he murmured into my skin, and I wrapped my arm around him, sliding my fingers into his dark hair.

      That presented a new problem. Because I would always want to. And Pet would never forgive me if I didn’t come home again.
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        * * *

      

      I awoke to my phone buzzing like a mad thing.

      The current issue was that I had no fucking idea where the goddamn thing was. Groggy as I was, it took me a good ten or fifteen seconds to realize that the bed I was in wasn’t mine and that I wasn’t going to find my phone on the particleboard nightstand next to it.

      I tried not to wake Taavi as I slithered out from under him.

      The phone stopped.

      Shit.

      Then it started again.

      Double shit. That meant that somebody needed me. Fuck.

      I started by looking next to my laptop, then promptly tripped over my own pants.

      “It’s on the arm of the futon,” Taavi’s sleepy voice told me.

      There was a small thump.

      “Now it’s on the floor next to the futon,” he amended.

      I gave up trying to be quiet and went to pick it up, since it had started buzzing for a third time.

      “The fuck is so goddamn important?” I demanded of it.

      “Good morning, sunshine.”

      “Fuck you, Doc. What?”

      “Put on your crime scene pants, Hart,” the orc’s only slightly amused voice told me.

      “My—What?” I was waking up now, enough to look at my watch and discover that it was only seven in the fucking morning.

      “We have another disappearing bullet case.”

      I was fucking awake now.

      “You remember I’m not homicide anymore, right? I work for you?”

      “Damn right you work for me,” Doc agreed. “And I’m calling you to get your pretty white ass out to this crime scene because you know more about these cases than anyone.”

      “Except your underfed husband,” I pointed out, deciding that my jeans were probably not even remotely clean enough to wear. I grabbed my duffel and pulled out a different pair, phone tucked against my shoulder.

      “I resent that. I feed him plenty.”

      “He weighs like a hundred pounds,” I countered.

      “A hundred and thirty-seven.”

      “But who the fuck is counting?”

      “I am. He’s up two from last month.”

      “Jesus Christ,” I muttered, vowing to myself to not make any disparaging comments about Ward within Doc’s hearing ever.

      “You started it, Hart.”

      “And you have definitively ended it,” I told him. “Now where the fuck am I going?” I sat on the bed to pull on clean socks, then tried to find the second sock I’d been wearing yesterday to put them in my bag.

      A tap on my shoulder caught my attention, and I turned to see Taavi pointing at my sock, which had somehow ended up on the floor at the foot of the bed. I didn’t even remember taking off my socks.

      “I’ll text you the address,” came the response.

      “The RPD is going to have fucking kittens, you know that, right?” I asked Doc.

      “Maza knows we called you and is pretending to object,” Doc replied.

      That was interesting. Dan knew I hated the fact that Ordo cases were getting dropped, but there wasn’t anything he could do about it. I guess he’d reached the point where maybe he wasn’t willing to break the rules, but he knew I absolutely would.

      I wondered if it had been Dan’s idea to call me.

      “Good for him,” I said to Doc. “I’ll be there ASAP.”

      “Don’t get arrested on the way,” came the reply. “This guy’s not getting any deader.”

      I snorted. “I promise I’ll follow the traffic laws,” I told him.

      “See you soon, Hart.”

      I hung up, then tossed my phone on the bed while I zipped up the main part of the duffel and opened up the exterior pocket.

      “You brought clothes?” Taavi asked.

      I glanced over at him. “Yeah.” Then I pulled my little toiletry kit out. “And a toothbrush.”

      Another peek told me that he was smiling, and the knot in my chest loosened a little as I went to the bathroom to brush my teeth and try to wrangle my hair back into a braid. I might like it when Taavi grabbed my hair, but it didn’t do me any favors in the tangles department.

      I was tugging a brush through it irritably when Taavi padded into the bathroom behind me, wearing a different pair of sweatpants—these were dark blue. I raised an eyebrow at him in question.

      He put his arm around me from behind, leaning into my back. I felt my mouth curving upward, even though it wasn’t helping me get ready to go.

      “I’m going to hit you with this brush if you stay there,” I told him.

      He sighed, then moved, sitting on the lip of the bathtub. “Case?” he asked.

      I nodded. “Did I tell you about the Antiquus Ordo Arcanum?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well, at least one of them knows how to make these magic bullets that disappear when they hit their target. And they can go through things like windows and shit.”

      “That seems…”

      “Like a fucking forensic nightmare?”

      “Yes.”

      I sighed, tugging on a particularly stubborn tangle. “It is,” I confirmed. “If you remember the Oldham case, Faith Oldham was killed by one of them.”

      “And this is another one?”

      “Yep. The second since then.”

      “The second? There was another?”

      “Yeah. An Ian Whitehead. I haven’t been able to find too much, other than the fact that his family has been around since at least the Civil War, and that his company imports rare wood and stone from somewhere in South America.”

      “And that someone shot him with a disappearing bullet.”

      “And that, yeah.” I finally got through my hair, then realized I didn’t have an elastic. “Shit.”

      Taavi reached out and opened a drawer, in which was a small basket full of elastics.

      “Thanks.” They were several different colors, so I pulled out a white one. I didn’t want to deal with the shit I’d get from the RPD if I showed up with a pink or teal one in my hair on top of being a civvie.

      He followed me back into the main room as I put my shit together, and then I had to leave, but I really didn’t want to.

      “I—don’t know what time we’ll be done,” I told him.

      He nodded. “I have to work tomorrow, anyway,” he said softly.

      “You should take more time off,” I argued, but he was shaking his head.

      “I’m fine. I won’t be able to do the really heavy stuff with one arm, but I can clean counters and things.”

      I let out a breath, running my hand over his hair. “Taavi—”

      “Pot, kettle, Val.”

      Goddammit, he had a point. That didn’t mean I liked it.

      “I’ll—”

      “Text me when you’re done,” he said.

      “I will.”

      I wanted him to tell me to come back, to take his keys. But he didn’t. “Be careful, Val,” he said, instead.

      “You, too,” I replied, bending far enough to press a lingering kiss against his forehead. “Please.”

      His warm hand rested on my side. “I will,” he promised.

      “Call or text me if you need anything.”

      “Okay.”

      This was much harder than it had any right to be, but I needed to go. The dead might not get any deader, but they also didn’t like to wait too long for the living.

      I kissed him once more, this time on the lips, and left, swallowing around the lump in my throat and knowing my life would never be the same.
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      “Tell me you found something you can tell me about,” I said to Seth Mays, the big blond CSI tech who was sitting on the edge of a raised planter in Kanawha Plaza. I passed him a brown paper bag that held a slow-roasted pulled pork sandwich, a side of macaroni and cheese, jalapeño cornbread, and a butterscotch blondie.

      I sat down near him, pulling my trainwreck burrito out of my bag—barbeque mushrooms, beans, mac and cheese, cornbread, onions, and jalapenos all wrapped in a tortilla. I also had a blondie, although I’d decided against any other sides, given the size of this thing.

      Mays sniffed appreciatively at his food before taking a huge bite of his sandwich. “Can, yes,” he said around his food. “Should, no.”

      “Are you going to tell me anyway?”

      “Obviously.”

      I smirked at him and took a bite of my burrito. “So what you got?”

      Mays handed me a file folder, which—I discovered upon opening it—contained the coroner’s reports for Faith Oldham, Ian Whitehead, and Richard Bazan, our most recent disappearing bullet victim.

      No bullets found—not surprising—and a single, clean shot to the head for all of them.

      Every victim before Oldham had been shot in the chest, including Doc. Of course, the original shooter, Victor Picton, was dead. But whoever was doing the shooting now was also using a different gun—what Tierney thought was a nine mil based on the size of the bullet hole in all three victims. None of these people worked for Tranquil Brook, either, of course. And while I hadn’t been able to really research Whitehead or Bazan, the Oldhams had no connection to any of the Ordo members we’d identified.

      Everything said it was a different killer, a different series of homicides, except for the fact that there was only one way to make a bullet go through walls or windows and then disappear.

      And it was magic. Magic used by the Antiquus Ordo Arcanum.

      Doc didn’t think there was more than one way to do that particular thing, which meant that someone from the first set of killings had to be involved in the second, either because they were making these new bullets or because they’d taught someone else how to. And that someone was Ordo.

      And that meant that the people who were dying—Oldham, Whitehead, and Bazan—were enemies of the Ordo.

      I knew the old saying—enemies of my enemies and all that shit—but there was no way in fucking hell I was calling Faith Oldham a friend. The jury was still out on Whitehead and Bazan. I’d started digging into Whitehead a week or so ago, but I hadn’t found anything that pointed specifically to what it was that he’d done to piss off the Ordo. Of course, I didn’t know what Faith Oldham had done, either, but her virulent anti-magic stance probably hadn’t made her many warlock friends.

      Ian Whitehead had been in shipping and imports, working out of the Port of Richmond on the James River. No obvious enemies or ties to either magic or the MFM. Nothing to connect him to the Oldhams, either. I’d passed him off to Doc to see if he had any ties to old magic, and then Taavi had happened, and then Bazan, so I hadn’t had a chance to come back to Whitehead.

      Bazan was more difficult. He’d been a lawyer, and getting access to client lists was a pain in the ass—and I didn’t have that kind of access. That had to be left up to Dan, warrants, and the legal system. And Villanova had iced it yesterday morning.

      Dan’s text had been short and angry—fucking ice box. I’d tried to ask him about it, but all I’d gotten was cant talk. Then radio silence. Even to my offer of beers and burgers.

      So now I was worried about Dan, worried about Taavi, and pissed off at the fact that Villanova was hamstringing the whole goddamn thing.

      When Mays had texted me this morning about meeting for lunch and bringing ‘presents,’ I showed up with bells on. Well, not bells, literally, but barbeque had to count for something.

      “Thanks for this,” Mays said, gesturing with his sandwich.

      “Least I could do,” I replied, skimming over Bazan’s autopsy report. “Does Dan know?”

      Mays shrugged. “Not explicitly, but he basically had steam coming out of his ears when I ran up a lab report.” He took another bite. “So, no, he didn’t ask me to, and I didn’t say I was going to pass these on, but let’s just say I’m not the only one who wants these cases actually solved.”

      That was fair. I nodded, my mouth full of burrito. “What else can you tell me about the Whitehead scene?” I asked, once I’d swallowed.

      “Not a lot,” Mays admitted. “Face down in the front hall, bullet hole, no bullet, no exit wound.”

      I frowned. “Was he shot in the back of the head?”

      “Nope, forehead. Just like Faith Oldham.”

      I stared at him for a moment. “Then why the fuck was he found face-down?”

      “The fifty-million-dollar question.”

      “Who found him?” I asked.

      “Dog walker. Called immediately. Didn’t touch anything—which we confirmed by taking her fingerprints. They were on the exterior door handle and the light switch—that’s it.”

      I nodded again, putting down my burrito to take notes on my phone. “Anything obvious missing?”

      “Nope. Cash and cards still in the wallet in his pocket.”

      “Any offices that got trashed?” I asked, thinking of the Oldham house. Bazan’s home office had been a mess—but it looked like a messy office, not a trashed one. Mays’s team had gone through it anyway.

      “And this is why you were paid the big detective bucks.”

      “Big is perhaps a relative term,” I remarked wryly. Especially since Ward and Doc actually paid me more, which was honestly a little sad. “Tell me about the office.”

      Mays shrugged. “We didn’t really find anything to speak of,” he replied. “And it was hard to tell if anything was missing—nothing obvious, anyway.”

      “But if I hadn’t noticed the magical cabinet in the Oldham house, we wouldn’t have noticed that, either, I’d bet.” I took another bite of my burrito. “I don’t suppose Dan called in Bowman or let Doc look at it?”

      Mays shook his head. “Nope. And I don’t think I can break you into the Whitehead house to search that office, either.”

      I sighed. “Definitely not legally.” One of the benefits of having been a Nid as the lead detective for magical cases was that I knew when there was active magic involved because it made my skin tingle. Dan was a good detective, but he was a regular old human with the magical sensitivity of a rock. If there had been a magical hidden compartment in Whitehead’s office, he’d never have known. Not without me or Doc or Bowman doing a once-over on it.

      “I don’t suppose anybody said anything about getting a warrant for Bazan’s office at the firm?” I asked. I wasn’t really expecting Mays to know. Usually CSIs showed up when somebody needed a scene processed—they didn’t serve or secure warrants.

      Mays snorted. “Above my paygrade,” he said.

      I nodded again.

      “But,” Mays cut in, a grin spreading over his features. “There was also a boot-print outside Whitehead’s house in a planter with a perfect sight-line… if Whitehead had been on his back.”

      This was exciting. “You sure?”

      “Through one of those fancy-pants stained glass side windows next to the door.”

      “Nice. Mays, you are the fucking best. Now—likely gender? weight?”

      He laughed. “Men’s size twelve, probably about six feet, likely a little over two hundred pounds, but not by much.”

      I wrote all this down. Annoyingly, it was more or less a description of the average adult American male. On the up side, we’d eliminated about half the population—people under that size—along with fauns, elves, and orcs. Fauns didn’t wear boots, elves of that shoe size and height would weigh less, and orcs would weigh more. Our shooter could, in theory, have been a vampire or a ghoul, although I very much doubted that either one would be working with the Ordo. People have done stupider shit, though.

      So I was looking for an adult male warlock, probably. I was going to go out on a limb and assume that they were probably also white—not because people of color can’t be murderers or warlocks, because they totally can—but because the old-blood Virginians who were big enough assholes to become members of the Ordo had thus far all been white.

      I should know—I’d arrested most of them.

      It looked like I’d missed a few. It was time to remedy that.
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        * * *

      

      Back at Beyond the Veil, I took what Mays had given me to Doc, since he had been trying to dig up background on Bazan’s family.

      He looked up at me over the top of his glasses—tiny little wire frame things that were totally incongruous on his enormous olive green features, yet somehow weirdly worked for him. “White male, six-ish feet, 200-ish pounds. That’s not really what I would call ‘helpful,’ Hart.”

      “A few of those in your blood-magic warlock list?”

      Doc grunted. “Just a couple,” he replied sarcastically. “But that’s not the problem.”

      “That’s not a problem?”

      “It’s a problem. It is not the current problem.”

      “So what’s the current problem?” I asked.

      “This.” Doc turned his screen around to show me.

      I leaned over, putting my hands on his desk to take a closer look. What Doc was showing me was… completely confusing, at least to me.

      He had a spreadsheet that held the names and a set of dates for what looked like our museum victims—I recognized the names of Rosemary Carlisle, Theodore Newton, and Mariah Stebbens, and there were the right number of victims. There was also a column just marked Dog that had years with question marks.

      “You’re going to have to explain the problem part,” I told him.

      “The dates don’t make sense,” Doc replied.

      “Is that why they have question marks?”

      “No. That’s because I don’t have exact dates of death for the dogs. Ward got death dates from the victims, but dogs don’t have ghosts. Or, if they do, Ward can’t talk to them.”

      I thought quickly. “Raj’s dead dog—”

      “I didn’t put it in here because we don’t know that it’s connected. That body wasn’t skeletonized.”

      “Fuck.” He was right, of course. The body they’d found had been in rough shape, but, unlike all of the dog skeletons we’d found at the museum, it had been… whole. Ish. According to Raj, the river hadn’t done it any favors, and they weren’t sure how much damage had been perimortem, how much postmortem, and how much they had to ascribe to the river and its denizens.

      Doc blew out a breath. “It is… a bit too coincidental for my tastes, however.”

      “People kill dogs,” I pointed out. “And sometimes dogs just die.”

      “Both true facts,” Doc agreed. “But there’s entirely too many dogs involved here.” I had to agree. “All our shifters have also been canids,” Doc explained, although completely unnecessarily, because I was more than painfully aware of that fact.

      I frowned. “Doc, when did the museum buy that house? Specifically?”

      He turned the screen back around, brow furrowed as he clicked at something. “A year ago July 17.”

      “Two weeks after Rosemary Carlisle was killed in its basement.”

      Doc huffed. “Yes, apparently.”

      “So—How likely would it be, magically speaking, that a cult would change its ritual practices when they lost the site they’d been using?”

      He looked over at me, his black-and-gold eyes sharp. “Generally, rituals aren’t tied to place, but I could imagine that if they decided to change their ritual or to shift their practices in general, they might decide to get rid of an old, possibly-corrupted ritual space.”

      “You’re saying that they didn’t change their rituals because they left the museum, they left the museum because they changed their rituals?”

      Doc shrugged. “Or they didn’t change their rituals, they just decided to get a bigger building.”

      “But they might have done both of those things at the same time, and that would make sense?”

      “They might have, yes.”

      “Which means that the dog could very well have been one of their victims.”

      Doc sighed. “Yes, it could. But—”

      “Yeah, yeah, it also could not. I got that part.” I tapped my fingers on his desk. “But it also fucking could, and the timing makes sense, since they’re not in that house anymore. But that also means that there are probably some other victims somewhere that we aren’t going to find because I doubt they took off an entire year-plus, since your little spreadsheet suggests they didn’t let more than about a year elapse before.”

      Doc sighed again. “Sadly, you’re probably right about that part. I’m not completely convinced that this most recent dog is one of them—but I also wouldn’t discount the possibility.”

      “I’ve got another thing, though,” I said.

      Doc raised his eyebrows.

      “We know they’re going to start again. That stupid fucking email essentially says as much. And I’m betting that we didn’t get through the end of that cycle thing without someone or something or both getting killed, either.”

      Doc leaned back in his chair, crossing his hands behind his head. “And the timing on that…?”

      “Totally checks out with the dog in the river,” I confirmed. Raj had made me email Xipe Totec back using cryptic fed-speak, trying to get more information, but whoever they were hadn’t replied. Probably because they weren’t stupid enough to fall for that shit.

      “That is not good,” Doc said, his brow furrowing in a way that would have been rather alarming if I hadn’t known him.

      “Damn right,” I agreed.

      He leaned forward and started typing again. “Fine. I’ll put that dog in here in a different color. What day?”

      “They found it on the twenty-fourth, and it was about twenty-four hours dead.”

      He typed that in. “Most rituals revolve around a calendar, but all these are just a little off.”

      “Is the Aztec calendar the same as ours?” I asked, pretty sure the answer was ‘no,’ but my brain was working on a theory.

      “No?” He frowned. “I have a sense of how magic works, which crosses cultures in terms of the magic parts, but I’m not as familiar with the rituals of Mesoamerica. The Caribbean I’ve got, but I get a bit lost on the mainland.”

      “I might be able to help with that,” a familiar voice said softly from behind me, sending my pulse shooting through the ceiling.

      Doc’s eyebrows rose, and then he looked over my shoulder. “Hello, Taavi. It’s nice to see you again. How are you feeling?”

      I had to take a deep breath before turning around, just to steady the pounding of my heart against my ribs.

      Which was really kind of stupid, because he was my boyfriend, for fuck’s sake.

      When I turned, I found him standing in the doorway, his broken arm held in a sling across his chest. He was wearing a pair of jeans and a bright teal t-shirt under an open plain grey flannel shirt, and it looked way too good on him.

      Taavi’s mismatched eyes flickered over me, his lips curving up in a smile before he turned his attention to Doc. “I’m okay, thanks, Mason.”

      I didn’t know what I was supposed to do. Was I supposed to go over to him? Hug him? Kiss him? Or… just stand here staring like a complete doofus, which is what I ended up doing because I couldn’t decide.

      “What—Why are you here?” I finally managed, then winced, because that was a deeply awkward thing to say and sounded completely assholish. The tips of my ears flushed. “Not that I’m not happy to see you,” I muttered.

      The rest of my ears and part of my face caught fire when Doc let out a strangled laugh that turned into a cough.

      “Fuck you, Doc.”

      “And there’s the Hart we all know and love.”

      I held up my middle finger in Doc’s direction, then looked guiltily over at Taavi, expecting to see censure or dismay, but instead got sparkling eyes and a quirked mischievous expression that absolutely melted my heart.

      Because for some obscene reason, he thought it was funny when I was a dick.

      I was so fucking lucky to have found him.

      In a dumpster.

      My life is fucking weird.

      Taavi smiled at Doc, then held out a thin cardboard tube. “I thought this might be useful working through the museum case.”

      Doc rolled out from behind his desk, holding out one big green hand, and Taavi walked in to pass it to him.

      I resisted the urge to go over and put my arm around him. Not that Doc probably would have minded, but it didn’t seem professional. I wasn’t really much of a public affection guy anyway, especially because it made me really self-conscious. But I still wanted to.

      Then I got distracted by what Doc was pulling out of the tube—it looked like a map at first, but then I realized that it was a huge set of concentric symbols. It looked kinda like the thing Taavi had called a Sun Stone, but even I could see that it was a lot more complicated than that.

      “Taavi, this is fantastic.” Doc was clearly pleased.

      “The second one might be more useful,” Taavi replied.

      Doc went back to the tube, pulling out another poster-sized sheet. I watched his gold-flecked eyes get wide. “Taavi—”

      Taavi was grinning. “I thought it might be helpful to be able to map the Aztec calendar days against the intervening modern calendar for the last few decades.”

      “It’s—” Then Doc must have realized something, because he turned to look at his monitor. “This is perfect,” he almost whispered.

      “What days does it show?” I asked him, immediately understanding that he was looking for the date pattern that he couldn’t figure out from the spreadsheet.

      “Holy shit,” Doc breathed.

      I leaned over, and Taavi joined us. I moved so that he could step in front of me—given he was so much shorter, I could easily see over his head. I saw the pattern almost as quickly as Doc had.

      Every date that a shifter had been killed was a day marked by the itzcuintli—the dog. For example, the day that Theodore Newton had died—two years ago on October 3—was marked as 4 Itzcuintli-Xochitl-Calli. The day Mariah Stebbens had died had been seven years ago, October 9. Another shifter, Joshua Gates, had died three years before that on October 5.

      All of them were marked the day of the dog. Gates on 9 Itzcuintli-Tochtli-Calli, Stebbens on 11 Itzcuintli-Xochitl-Tecapatl.

      “They all died on a day of the dog,” I breathed, looking to Taavi for confirmation.

      “Not only that,” he replied. “All of them at the beginning of the calendrical cycle. In Pop, what the Aztecs call Izcalli, the first month of a new cycle.”

      “Fucking hell,” I whispered.

      Doc was nodding, his fingers tracing the lines on Taavi’s calendar, then typing into the spreadsheet, adding the Aztec calendar days in a new column.

      And every single shifter had died on an Itzcuintli day.

      “What about the dogs?” I asked. “What was… the twenty-third?”

      Doc’s finger moved, then he looked up at us. “Three Itzcuintli-Tochtli-Acatl.”

      Taavi drew in a sharp breath. “In Kumk’u, or Tititl, the last month of the cycle.”

      “So that fucking email,” I said. “It was sent right after they killed a dog—on the last itzcuintli day of the cycle. When’s the next one? The first dog day of the new cycle?”

      “The thirteenth,” Taavi breathed.

      “So we have twelve fucking days to keep these assholes from killing another canid shifter?” I hissed.

      Taavi, his mismatched eyes wide, his lower lip caught between his teeth, nodded.

      “Fuck. I need to call Raj.”
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        * * *

      

      Raj had immediately come over to Beyond the Veil, Kurtz in tow.

      Doc and Taavi showed him what we’d discovered, and Raj had turned a rather alarming shade of grey under the gold tone of his brown skin.

      The next several hours had been devoted to trying to figure out how the ever-loving fuck we were going to be able to figure out who our killers were in the next twelve days. Somewhere in the middle of this, Ward came in, and then Beck, and the whole thing turned into a pizza party with a lot less party and a lot more panic.

      One problem, of course, was that we didn’t have days of death on any of the dogs except this last one, so the idea that they were the endpoint to the ritual sacrifice cycle was almost entirely my speculation.

      The other problem, of course, was that with the museum now a museum, the ritual wasn’t being held there, which made figuring out where and who a good deal more difficult. This was compounded by the annoying fact that the reason the museum had changed hands was because the prior owner—a wealthy widow by the name of Annabelle Benavente—was dead.

      Enter Ward and Beck.

      Annabelle Benavente was not terribly keen on giving us any information, not that her reluctance was going to stop Ward from finding out what she knew. It just took a little longer and meant that my boss was a good deal crankier at the end of the night than he had been at the beginning.

      Especially since she had not liked Taavi.

      To make things easier on all of us, Ward had given Benavente substance and sound—a trick that was, as far as I knew, pretty exclusive to Ward.

      The dead woman, wearing a long skirt and a sweater, had defiantly crossed her arms over her chest. “I refuse to speak to you.”

      Ward sighed. “Please don’t make me force you, Mrs. Benavente,” he said, his tone annoyed and tired.

      She tossed her head. “You cannot force me.”

      Another sigh. “I can, actually, I’d just rather not have to.”

      She glared at him.

      He sighed a third time, and then the ghost’s expression became alarmed.

      “What—what—no! No, you—can’t!”

      “As I said,” Ward replied, growing more impatient by the second. “I absolutely can. So tell us your relationship to the ritual murders that happened in your house.”

      It’s never pleasant to be the target of glared hate, and Ward definitely was currently that.

      “I—we—practice the ways of our ancestors.”

      “Which are…?” I asked.

      Ward’s eyes had flicked to me when I spoke, then back to Benavente. She glared at me, now, too. Yay. I made a friend.

      “The Culhua.”

      I frowned, as did Ward, Doc, and everyone in the room except Taavi.

      “The Aztec,” he said, softly.

      That’s when Benavente noticed him for the first time, and she promptly bared her teeth at him in a hiss.

      Taavi took an alarmed step backwards, away from her, and I reached out without thinking, putting a hand on the small of his back. He immediately turned into me, fitting his back against my side, not taking his eyes off the ghost.

      “That is the Inquisition’s name for us,” she snapped.

      I wanted to point out to her that she wasn’t Aztec, either, but I wasn’t sure just how offensive that would be. Don’t get me wrong—I didn’t give two shits whether Benavente found anything I said offensive. But I was worried about opening my mouth and saying something inadvertently racist that might offend Taavi.

      Who was probably infinitely more qualified to comment on indigenous Mexican practices than this lady, if the information Doc and Kurtz had turned up was even remotely correct. First of all, her maiden name was Comeau, which I was pretty fucking sure was French. Second, she’d gone to Catholic school, which, okay, sure, I wasn’t Catholic anymore, either, and my ass had been baptized, but I wasn’t the one running around throwing shade at the Inquisition.

      “And what are your rituals?” Doc asked, intervening before I could tell her exactly what I thought of her.

      Benavente glared at him, now, too. Equal opportunity hatred, I suppose, not that it got her any bonus points with me.

      “You would not understand,” was her snobbish response.

      “Fucking try us,” I snapped.

      Well, so much for me not opening my big asshole mouth. Benavente didn’t think much of my comment, either, if the fury she shot in my direction was any indication. I wasn’t particularly heartbroken that the homicidal bitch didn’t like me.

      “We offer sacrifice to Mictlantecuhtli to make ourselves worthy of the chicuacē tōnatiuh.”

      Taavi shifted, his back against my side. “The god of death,” he whispered.

      “Why the dogs?” I asked her.

      She looked at me as though I were a bug and she had a nice, thick-heeled boot on. She also didn’t sound happy about the fact that Ward was forcing her to answer. “They carry our prayers to Mictlantecuhtli that our sacrifices have been worthy.”

      Her babbling matched what the email had hinted at, but a long-dead woman wasn’t the source of the email. But what she said also lined up with what little I’d learned about Xoloitzcuintli dogs when I’d been trying to ID Taavi.

      “So why shifters?” I asked, then. “Your—” I cleared my throat pointedly “—ancestors weren’t sacrificing shifters, they were ripping the hearts out of humans.”

      That earned me another furious glare. “We lost our way. The gods sent this sickness to mark their sacrifices. Mictlantecuhtli marked them himself.”

      Great. So she and her little cohort of cultists were fucking unhinged enough to believe that the Arcanavirus pandemic was the gods marking ritual sacrifice victims. “So who the fuck kills the vampires?” I muttered.

      Taavi elbowed me in the ribs.

      Fortunately, Benavente either didn’t hear me or chose to ignore me. Or Ward didn’t feel like making her answer my question.

      I did kind of want to know, though.

      If this cult believed that canid shifters had been marked by their dog-headed death god, then what were the other Nids supposed to be sacrificed to? What was I supposed to be sacrificed to?

      And how many similar groups were there?

      And what the everloving fuck did any of this have to do with the Ordo?

      But Ward got to that one ahead of me.

      “What is this Culhua’s relationship to the Antiquus Ordo Arcanum?” he asked.

      She bared her teeth again, focused back on Ward. The narrowing of his eyes told me that she was trying to fight him. The fact that he wasn’t even breaking a sweat told me she was going to lose.

      “They—believe themselves—superior.”

      “And you don’t?” I muttered under my breath. Beside me, Taavi let out a huff through his nose that I was pretty sure was his way of telling me to shut up. I shut up.

      “And you believe they are wrong?” was the question Ward asked. It really was a lot classier of a way of making the same point.

      “They are warlocks,” she all but spat. At a warlock. Clearly she wasn’t the smartest apple in the barrel.

      Ward didn’t say anything, although both eyebrows went up. Taavi’s elbow suggested I should continue shutting up, so I did.

      “And what are you?” Raj was the one who asked the question.

      “We were born with the legacy of magic.”

      I didn’t need a translation—this Culhua cult were witches. Witches who at least believed themselves to be the heirs of sacrificial Aztec priests.

      Jesus fucking Christ.

      Or Quetzal-fucking-cóatl.

      Pick your favorite goddamn deity.
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      We’d ended up at Beyond the Veil until rather late—almost ten, in fact—trying to put together the pieces of what Taavi could tell us about Aztec rituals with what Ward had managed to forcibly extract from Benavente, who had gone all-in on her dedication to her husband’s ostensible Panamanian ancestors. Most of what we’d determined was that these people had taken a sharp left turn somewhere around delusional, meaning that their rituals were either barely or not at all identifiable with what Taavi understood were actual Aztec beliefs and practices.

      So they were making things up—or somebody at some point in the historical line had started making things up—which left us at pretty much shit-all in terms of predicting what they were doing or why. But at least we’d found a couple connections through Annabelle’s husband, Julio Benavente, that seemed promising in the leads department.

      Julio had family that apparently still owned an exports business in Panama City and had fostered a connection to the US starting with the construction of the Panama Canal at the start of the twentieth century. It had seemed a little suspicious to me that these Culhua people would have Panamanian export connections while one of our supposed Ordo victims, Ian Whitehead, was coincidentally an importer working with goods out of somewhere in South America.

      Doc had refused to let me dig up the entire family going back to the creation of the Canal—or, rather, refused to let me convince Ward to summon Julio Benavente’s progenitors with the argument that disturbing the long-dead was rude when we didn’t actually know that there was any reason they were involved.

      I’d tried to argue that if the Benaventes were in this Culhua thing, then their ancestors also might have been, and Taavi had agreed that might be the case, given that the origins of their beliefs, if not the ritual practices themselves, went back thousands of years, so it wasn’t like it was Wicca, which had showed up in the middle of the twentieth century.

      Doc’s answer had been that if we had more evidence of that, we’d deal with it then.

      So I didn’t get to talk to grandpa and great-grandpa Benavente.

      We did get an absurd amount of information on the Benavente family business, which focused on teak furniture and raw lumber, but also included some amount of gemstones that seemed to me to be not entirely legal. But that wasn’t why we were talking to good old Julio, so I just filed that little bit of information away.

      The really interesting part was that Benavente admitted to knowing not Ian Whitehead, but a Douglas Whitehead who had been the company’s previous owner. Douglas had died eight years prior from a stroke. Some quick googling confirmed that Douglas had been Ian’s father.

      And that gave us a link between at least one Ordo victim and the Culhua.

      The problem was that even though we now had a link there, I didn’t have access to the kinds of resources that I needed to easily make the link between the Culhua and either Faith Oldham or Richard Bazan, and Benavente genuinely didn’t recognize either name.

      But we were one step closer—we knew that there was a link between a member of the Culhua and one of our victims. And that suggested that the Ordo might be targeting the Culhua.

      Unfortunately, this didn’t help us locate the Culhua’s next victim or the members of the Ordo who were still alive and unincarcerated and fucking shooting people.

      It bothered me that I didn’t have names for any of them. That we thought we’d identified the full Ordo two years ago, but we somehow missed some. At least the bullet-maker.

      And, if he wasn’t the bullet maker, also a probably-white dude around six feet, two-hundred pounds, which meant that we’d missed more than one Ordo member. I definitely didn’t like that option better.

      I frowned, tapping my fingers on the steering wheel. Beside me, Taavi was quiet, but I could feel his eyes on me.

      He’d taken the bus downtown, so I was taking him home. But I didn’t want to. I wanted—

      “Taavi?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Do you—” I swallowed, keeping my eyes on the road ahead, mostly because if I didn’t look at Taavi, maybe he wouldn’t notice how nervous he was making me. “Do you want to come back to my place for a bit? I think I have ice cream in the freezer…” It was a pathetic reason, and I knew it.

      “I don’t need ice cream,” Taavi replied, his voice soft, but steady. “But I’d like to meet Pet.”

      I couldn’t help the smile that slid over my face. “That works for me.”
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        * * *

      

      I shouldn’t have worried about my cat being a standoffish bitch to my boyfriend, because Pet basically threw herself at him, rubbing herself all over his ankles, looking up at him with her big yellow eyes. Taavi was only marginally less enthusiastic about her. He dropped his shoulder bag on the floor and crouched down, letting Pet push her furry head into his palm and making little chuffing coos at her.

      I guess being a canid shifter didn’t necessarily translate to the proverbial fighting like cats and dogs. Or my cat was fucking weird. Or my boyfriend was. Or both.

      I don’t judge. Everybody I like is weird.

      I scooted around them, leaving my boyfriend to dote on my cat and vice versa while I went to the fridge to pull out a couple of beers.

      I came back into the main room, holding one out, which was apparently enough of an enticement that Taavi gave Pet a final head-rub before standing and coming over to take the bottle from me with a smile.

      “I think she likes me,” he said.

      I snorted. “She likes me, too, so I wouldn’t take it as high praise,” I told him.

      He took a drink from the bottle, his sparkling eyes on mine, the act of swallowing causing the muscles in his throat to move with a ripple that made my mouth go dry—I took a drink from my own beer to try to lubricate things.

      “What?” Taavi asked me, catching me staring.

      I felt my ears heat up, but at least I successfully stopped myself from making some dumbass comment. Instead, I answered him honestly. “You.”

      Taavi’s eyebrows lifted. “Me?”

      I took a step toward him. “You,” I repeated, feeling a thickness in my throat.

      I was close enough that I could watch his pupils widen, both of them, even though I knew he couldn’t really see me with one in the grey-white eye.

      It was still beautiful, like fractured white quartz, its partner the brown of chocolate or coffee, rich and deep.

      God, I was such a goner.

      Taavi lifted the bottle again, his lips closing around its mouth making me think about his lips closing around something a good deal warmer than cold glass.

      His throat moved again as he swallowed, tossing back the entire bottle before he lowered it again.

      I wanted to make a smartass comment about needing to get drunk in order to kiss me, but—one—that would be both stupid and assholish, and—two—I was a little afraid it was true.

      I didn’t have long to think about it, though, because Taavi handed me his empty, then grabbed the front of my shirt with his now-free hand and pulled my lips to his. There was nothing timid or hesitant about his kiss, his tongue hot and demanding, his lips cool from the beer, his mouth almost bruising.

      I wanted to grab him, pull him closer, but my hands were now holding one empty and one mostly-full beer bottle, and I heard myself let out a small whine of frustration at my inability to touch him. I felt him smile against my lips before he pulled back.

      “You could go put those down,” he suggested.

      I nodded. “Okay.” I went back to the kitchen, setting my partly-drunk beer on the counter and tossing Taavi’s empty into the recycle bin. I turned around to go back to the main room, finding Taavi leaning against the doorway into my small kitchen, his smile wide enough to create a dimple in one cheek.

      “What?” I asked him, echoing his earlier question.

      He smiled more broadly. “You,” he answered, mimicking my previous answer.

      “Me?”

      He took a step forward. “You.” Another step, like he was stalking me.

      “What about me?” I asked, hearing my own voice dropping low and a little rough.

      He stepped closer, close enough that his breath ruffled the fabric of my shirt, his chin tilted up so that he could study my face. I expected him to grab my shirt again, but he didn’t.

      Instead, he hooked one finger in my belt loop, pulling my hips against his hard enough that I could feel the bulge of his interest against my own.

      “All of you,” he answered, reaching up with his good hand to start undoing the button at my collarbones. “Your hands. Your mouth.” He drew in a breath, his fingers surprisingly nimble as he worked his way down my chest. “Your scent.” He finished undoing the buttons, then spread his hand across my abdomen, his palm hot against my belly. “Your skin.”

      He leaned in, pressing his lips to the center of my chest, sending electricity through my nerves. I gripped his hips with both hands, my fingers tightening over the fabric of his jeans. He nuzzled his face against my pec, then ran his tongue over one nipple. My hands clenched as I gasped. “Your taste,” he murmured softly.

      “Fuck, Taavi,” I breathed.

      His answer was to close his mouth around the nipple he’d just licked, a gentle pull sending my heartrate racing somehow even faster.

      I felt vaguely lightheaded, the breath coming into my lungs too quickly and too shallowly to support me continuing to stand on my own two feet, and I staggered a little, gripping Taavi more tightly to steady myself.

      Taavi pulled back, his forehead marred by a slight frown.

      “Val, are you okay?” He sounded worried.

      I was a fucking dumbass who needed to learn not to hold his breath. I proved to both of us that I was fine by running one hand over his hair. “I’m great.”

      “Did you eat enough?” he asked me, and I sighed.

      “I’m fine, Taavi.”

      He studied me through those mismatched eyes. “Val—”

      I cut him off, pulling his face toward mine so that he had to stand on his tiptoes and hold on to one side of my shirt to keep his balance. I ran my hands down his neck, over his shoulders to his back, then down to his waist. I bent lower to move my lips from his mouth to that spot behind his ear, down his jaw, and along the side of his neck.

      Blood rushed south as he let out a small, gasping whimper, the vibrations of the sound tingling against my lips. I pulled his hips tight against mine, tilting his neck to the side so that I could continue to worship his skin with my mouth.

      “Val,” he gasped out.

      I hummed a response against his skin.

      “Couch,” Taavi managed.

      It would be more comfortable than the kitchen, so I let him pull me back into the main room by my open shirt, my fingers already working on the button of his jeans. When I pushed them down his hips—fuck, I forgot he doesn’t wear underwear—he wriggled a little so that they fell to the floor, and he stepped out of them, leaving them behind as I pushed him toward the couch.

      He sat when the backs of his legs hit the cushions, and I was fully prepared to drop to my knees between his thighs, but he snagged the waistband of my pants, pulling me closer. He deftly undid the button and fly with just one hand, and I sucked in a breath.

      Taavi tugged at the fabric over one hip, sliding his thumb under the band not only of my work slacks, but also my boxer briefs. “Push these down.” His voice was a little rough, a little lower than normal, and carried a commanding tone that did electric things to my body.

      I obeyed, shoving both pants and underwear down over my hips and exposing the rigid heat of my erection to Taavi’s gaze.

      He let out a soft growl that did funny things to my testicles.

      Then he skimmed his hand around my hip, pulling me closer as he leaned forward. My knees went weak with anticipation, and I slid my fingers into his loose hair to keep my balance.

      My hands clenched and I gasped as his mouth, hot and wet, closed around my cock.

      “Taavi—fuck.”

      I both felt and heard him chuckle, the vibrations drawing a shudder from me as he rolled his tongue around me. I could feel the muscles in my thighs shaking as he sucked and licked and swirled his tongue, each shift and pull sending tingles down my legs and up my spine.

      I lost the ability to think. It took every ounce of concentration I had to be able to stay standing as his mouth stole all my cognitive function.

      I didn’t think it was possible for what he was doing to feel any better, but then he moved his hand from my lower spine, sliding his fingers under my tight sac to toy with its base.

      I whimpered.

      He drew back, then, his cheeks flushed, his pupils wide, a half-smile curving his mouth as he slowly slid one of his own fingers past his swollen lips.

      “Fuck,” I breathed, my fingers tightening in his hair again.

      He grinned at me mischievously as he reached out and pulled me close again with his hand under my balls. It should not have made my cock jump and the breath catch in the back of my throat the way it did, but fuck me.

      It didn’t matter what he wanted to do to me—I fucking loved all of it.

      I groaned as he slid that hand farther, his spit-slicked finger teasing at the puckered muscle that shivered and clenched under the attention. And then the little bastard distracted me by sucking my cock back into his mouth, making my hips thrust forward involuntarily.

      I watched his dark head bob as I fucked his mouth, but when he pressed his finger into me, I moaned and closed my eyes, the feeling too overwhelming for me to keep them open. In the darkness behind my own eyelids, the sensations of his tongue, his slick lips, his slightly-rough finger slowly teasing me and pushing me inexorably toward the edge.

      “Taavi,” I managed, feeling the tightness and tension building, the too-sensitive electricity drawing my balls up tight against my body.

      He growled again, louder and more demanding than the last time. Then he curled his finger, hitting the hypersensitive nerves inside my body and sending me cascading over the edge, my hips pushing into him as I came down his throat, the vibrations of his low growl making my body convulse.

      Spent, my muscles failed me, and my knees gave out, dropping me to the carpet, resting my forehead on one of Taavi’s knees as the breath rasped in and out of my throat.

      “Fuck,” I whispered again.

      Taavi chuckled softly, his hand running over my hair.

      Once I’d managed to get actual oxygen into my lungs, I turned my cheek so that I could kiss the inside of his knee.

      “Val?”

      I hummed into his skin, pushing his knees a little wider as I began kissing my way up the inside of his thigh toward the thick, ruddy erection jutting upward from its nest of dark curls.

      He ran his hand down my braid. “Take this out.”

      I pulled the elastic off the end, quickly using my fingers to undo the plaits. I’d barely managed to get the strands loose before Taavi’s fingers sank into my hair, making a fist in the white strands.

      “Dios, I love your hair,” he whispered.

      I laughed low in the back of my throat. “Do whatever you want to it,” I told him, bending again to resume my path of kisses up the inside of his thigh, pushing his legs wider so I could get my shoulders between them. I slid my hands higher, over the muscles of his quads, to his hips so that I could pull him a little closer to the edge of the couch.

      I wanted to do to him what he’d done to me. Wanted to make him writhe, make him whimper and grab my hair and come so hard he’d see stars.

      With my face this close to his groin, I could smell that distinctive scent of male arousal, and even though my body was spent, my heart pounded, and I drew in a deep breath before running my tongue up his length.

      I took his erection in one hand, wrapping my fingers so that I could squeeze firmly as I brought him to my mouth, rubbing his weeping slit against my lower lip before easing him across my tongue.

      He let out a groan as his fingers tangled in my hair, holding me against him. He was thick and hot, and I could taste salt and a faint muskiness that made my mouth water. It had been a while, but I wanted to feel him fill my throat, feel the throbbing pulse as he came against my tongue.

      So I reminded my muscles to relax, reminded my lungs that they could breathe when he withdrew again, and I took him as far as I could, until my lips pressed against the curls between his legs. I let myself swallow around him, the muscles of my throat causing his fingers to tangle more tightly in my hair as his hips bucked.

      The sounds he was making—whimpers, whines, growls—were far more intoxicating than the couple of swallows of beer I’d had, and I was drunk on the feel of his hand fisted tightly in my hair, the pull as he moved my head with it, the shaking of his thighs, and the feeling of his cock getting harder as he neared his climax. Drunk on the feel and taste of him, on the air that smelled of sex and Taavi that I drew shallowly into my lungs through my nose.

      “Val—” he gasped out, and I knew it was a warning that I intended to ignore, pulling his hips toward my face with both hands. He accepted the invitation, thrusting into my mouth and crying out as he came down my throat.

      I felt his whole body loosen, going slack, and I sank back onto my knees, once again resting my cheek against the inside of his knee. I breathed in the scent of his skin, running one hand up the outside of his calf before placing a kiss on his leg. The fingers in my hair unwound themselves, then began to smooth out the tangles he’d put there.

      “Val?”

      I kissed his knee again. “Yeah?”

      “You—okay?”

      Another kiss. “Fuck, yes. You?”

      He let out a soft chuffing sound. “Si. Yes. Dios.”

      “If I can manage to actually stand, did you want that ice cream?” I asked.

      Taavi laughed. “I will never say no to ice cream.”

      Eventually, I hauled myself to my feet and brought us both bowls of fudge and peanut butter ripple ice cream. Taavi had snuggled himself into the fleece blanket I’d had wadded up against the pillows, and when I offered the bowl, he held open the blanket.

      “Join me?”

      Since I was still very naked, I figured that maybe sharing a blanket with a nice, warm shifter was a good way to counteract the chill of the ice cream.

      Taavi scooted over to let me join him on the couch, and I cuddled up against him, half-pulling him into my lap, enjoying the feeling of his skin against mine. He leaned back against the pillows piled on the side of the couch, leaving most of his butt on my lap with his legs slightly bent so that he could put his bowl down, resting it against folds of blanket.

      I snuck my hand—still cold from holding the bowl of ice cream—under the blanket and rested it on his hot thigh.

      “Val!” He pulled his leg away.

      “My hands are cold,” I complained teasingly.

      “I noticed,” he replied, giving me a mock glare belied by the smile on his lips.

      “And you are very warm,” I told him.

      He chuckled. “Shifters are,” he replied.

      I deliberately scooted myself so that I squeezed him closer to the pillows. “I like warm.”

      He laughed again, then took a bite of his ice cream. “You won’t in the summer,” he warned.

      “That’s what AC is for,” I informed him, and he laughed again. I took a bite of my ice cream, letting the rich sweetness roll over my tongue. I was very aware of the warmth of Taavi’s backside on my thighs, the smoothness of his skin, the faint musky scent of him on my hands as I lifted the spoon to my mouth.

      I didn’t want him to leave—didn’t want to bundle him back into my Charger to drive him to his shitty little apartment. I wanted him to stay here, to fall asleep in my arms, to wake up in them tomorrow morning…

      I told myself to stop being so fucking sentimental and eat my fucking ice cream. Taavi had his own life, his own job, and probably didn’t want to drop everything just to satisfy my emotional mushiness on a Wednesday night.

      “Val?”

      I looked up, a little guiltily. “Yeah?”

      “What’s bothering you?”

      Fucking hell. I can’t keep a single goddamn thing from him, apparently.

      I sighed. “I—I’m just being… selfish,” I finished.

      “Selfish how?” he asked me, his voice soft and his mismatched eyes far too sharp and all-seeing for my liking. My pride could only take being stripped down to the core so much.

      I shrugged. “It’s getting late and you work on Thursdays,” I replied. It was true—and it was even related to my current morose wallowing.

      Taavi nodded once. “True,” he acknowledged. “But if we go to sleep soon, I’ll still be able to get up early enough to catch the bus down Broad to get there on time tomorrow morning.”

      I blinked at him, confused. “What?”

      He took my bowl away from me and stacked it on his, then untangled his legs from both me and the blanket to take the bowls to the kitchen. “If we go to bed in the next half hour or so, I can get up early and take the bus,” he repeated, and I heard him putting the bowls into the dishwasher. Then he came back over to where I sat, still confused, and held out his hand. “Assuming, of course, that you want me to stay?”

      His expression, which had been relaxed, now seemed vulnerable, and I could have fucking kicked myself for putting that worry there. I reached out and took his fingers in mine.

      “Of course I fucking want you to stay,” I blurted, and he rewarded me with a relaxed smile as my ears flushed.

      “Okay, then.”

      “You’re not taking the fucking bus, though.”

      “Val—”

      “I can take you to work like a civilized person,” I insisted. “Or back to your place to get clothes—”

      “I brought some.”

      Heat pooled in my chest at that, and I felt my lips twitch. “Oh.”

      “If that’s okay?”

      “Hell yes.” I stood, his fingers still in mine, then brought his hand to my lips to press a kiss to his knuckles. “It’s more than okay.”

      Taavi smiled up at me, his eyes warm. “Take me to bed?”

      Leaving the blanket behind, I led him down the hall to the bed we’d shared for two months. This time, he wasn’t going to be sleeping on top of the covers.
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      I dropped Taavi off at work as promised the next morning, wishing I could have lingered longer with his lips on mine as he kissed me quickly before sliding out of the Charger, his satchel—with yesterday’s clothes—over his uninjured shoulder. I waited for him to go through the glass front doors of the Arc-Arcanid Youth Center, and I was rewarded when he paused to look back with a half-smile.

      I was so stupidly in love with this man.

      And that worried me.

      Taavi was selfless, clever, sweet, and had a sense of humor that—while admittedly a bit twisted, since he thought I was funny—made him both charming and calming at the same time. What worried me was that I was none of those things, and that Taavi would realize soon enough that I didn’t deserve him, and that he didn’t deserve an asshole like me, just… the other way around. He was an infinitely better person than me and shouldn’t have to put up with my shit.

      I took a deep breath and reminded myself that I was supposed to be done with that crap. I was not going to try to save Taavi from myself because he was an adult who had the right to decide who he dated and slept with, even if I thought he was being completely stupid by dating and sleeping with me.

      So even though I was worried that one day he’d finally see the proverbial light and dump my ass, I was going to hold onto him for as long as he’d let me.

      Which brought me to my other worry. That this fucking case was going to end up getting him killed, which would be so very much worse than me getting my sorry ass dumped.

      As I headed back to Beyond the Veil, my phone rang, and I took my eyes off the road long enough to tap the screen and bring up Dan on speaker.

      “What’s up, Dan?”

      “Bad news, Hart,” came his exhausted-sounding voice.

      “Is there any other kind?” I asked, trying to lighten the mood.

      “Not these days,” Dan replied, and I felt a stab of guilt for having left him in the lurch at the RPD, even though it probably had been the right decision. “But I didn’t call just to bitch at you,” he told me. “Although there’s that. The Oldham case has been restricted.”

      I blinked, then frowned. “The fuck does that mean, Dan?”

      “It means all the evidence is missing. Supposedly moved.”

      “Moved the fuck where?” I wanted to know.

      “If I had the answer to that, it wouldn’t be missing, now, would it?”

      He had a point. “What do you know, Dan?” I asked.

      “Not much,” came the response. “But it’s what I don’t know that’s most interesting.”

      “Do tell.”

      I heard him sigh. “What I don’t know is why they’re icing these supposed Ordo cases. I don’t know what’s happened to the evidence from them—any of them. It isn’t just Oldham, Whitehead, and Bazan. It’s also Greer and Nesbit and Mitchell. Even the fucking attempted file on Manning.”

      Well, that was interesting. It was one thing to freeze out closed files or cold cases. Greer, Nesbit, and Mitchell had all been shot by Victor Picton. We knew that—Picton himself was dead, and that meant those files were closed. But Doc’s case was different. Attempted murders often got flagged in the system just in case somebody tried again—but if that case was removed entirely…

      Not good.

      But by losing the evidence—or moving it, or whatever the fuck they’d done to it—they were telling us that this was all tied together. That the closed cases maybe weren’t quite as wrapped up with little bows as we’d thought when Ward’s ghosts tore the life out of Picton’s chest.

      And that meant that I had to have missed some members of the Ordo.

      And if that was the case, then that they were most likely gunning for more than just Doc. Ward and Beck were probably also in the proverbial—and possibly also literal—crosshairs because they’d been part of bringing down most of the Virginia chapter of the Ordo.

      And so had I.

      Greer, Nesbit, and Mitchell had been my cases.

      Oldham had been mine.

      Hell, Oldham still was mine, because fuck if I was going to let it go as cold as the freezer Villanova had shoved it in.

      I wanted to know who, what, and why.

      Because while revenge might be best served cold, fuck revenge. I wanted something steaming hot and savory.

      “What else don’t we know?” I asked Dan.

      “Why Whitehead’s office was ransacked. What, if anything, was missing out of place in either Bazan’s home office or law office. And we don’t have any fucking suspects.”

      “Who’s on the cases with you?” I asked.

      “You don’t think—”

      “How the fuck else do you think they’re keeping you in the ice box?” I asked him pointedly.

      “Fuuuuuuck.” He drew out the word.

      “You want my opinion?”

      He sighed. “Yes and no.”

      I understood. He wanted to know, but he also didn’t want to know. Because if he knew, or even suspected, a particular person, that would make him think differently, act differently, draw attention to himself.

      Nobody knew better than I did what drawing attention to yourself could do.

      Slashed tires and broken windows. Threats left on your voicemail or spraypainted on the side of your car. Hands that shoved you into the middle of a violent riot. A gun held on you in the dark.

      If you were lucky, you could quit and walk away with your dignity and your life mostly intact.

      “Let me know if you decide you do,” is what I said to him.

      He grunted.

      “And if there’s anything I can do.”

      There was a pause, and then he spoke again, his voice soft and deadly serious. “Find out what’s missing, Hart.”

      I felt my eyebrow arch, even though Dan couldn’t see me. “You want me to raise Whitehead and Bazan and interrogate them?”

      “I’m not telling you to do anything,” he replied, and there was an edge to his voice that chilled me. It’s not good when good cops have to be the ones breaking the rules. Because that means that the bad cops have a lot more power than the good ones, that things have gone completely tits up, or that the rules were well and truly fucked. Or, if you were particularly unlucky, all three.

      I was pretty sure Dan and I were squarely in the middle of an all three situation.

      So by not telling me to summon Whitehead and Bazan, Dan was in fact asking me to do just that. He just couldn’t actually ask me to do it. Or see that Ward got paid for it.

      Not explicitly asking was a way to have plausible—or at least legal—deniability. So that if anybody asked, neither one of us had to perjure ourselves when we denied that Dan had ever asked for us to interrogate the dead people he wasn’t supposed to be thinking about.

      But I could think about them. I could ask Ward to do me a huge-ass favor and summon them. And I could talk to Mays—who, after all, technically didn’t answer to Villanova the way that Dan did—and then take all that to Doc, who had some serious research-fu.

      “I’ll let you know if I happen to hear anything,” I said to Dan.

      He blew out a breath that sounded relieved, and I immediately went into stress mode. Because that meant that Dan—and the slow and lumpy wheels of justice—was relying on me to somehow solve this case, sans warrant, sans legal support, and with the ominous threat of potential sudden invisible-bullet death hanging over my head.

      To say nothing of the fucking Culhua running around murdering dogs and canid shifters.

      And the fact that the fuckers from the Magic-Free Movement hadn’t stopped protesting my right to keep breathing. The riots had died down some—they hadn’t stopped, but you only heard about them on the news every so often, and most of the MFM protests were smaller and didn’t tend to end with somebody in the morgue. Bloody, yes, but there hadn’t been a death or really serious injury at one of them in months, and none in Virginia since the day I’d almost ended up in a black bag myself.

      Small favors.

      After Dan hung up, I treated myself—and the rest of the office—to fancy coffee because I needed more fortification than my cheap-ass drip coffee was capable of providing. We were going to do a whole bunch of things that were at least questionably legal if not outright illegal, and that necessitated splurging on fancy-ass coffee and donuts.

      I showed up carrying a drinks tray and a box of Sugar Shack.

      “Family meeting, people!” I called out, carrying the coffees and box into the lobby, where Rayn looked up, confused, from his desk.

      “What family?” he asked me.

      “The Beyond the Veil family,” I answered.

      “Oh. Does that include me?”

      Why the fuck not? The kid deserved some donuts if he wanted them, even though he usually didn’t. “Yep.”

      I almost felt guilty the way his face lit up. “I’m family?” he asked, and I could have absolutely strangled myself for shoving my foot in my mouth, as fucking usual.

      “Sure, kid,” I mumbled, feeling my ears heating up. Then I held up the hot chocolate with two shots of espresso that he liked. “You got your mug?”

      As a touch-psychic, Rayn didn’t want to touch anything that someone else had handled. Since people didn’t dip their hands in beverages, he could absolutely drink things that other people made, he just didn’t want to touch the cup they put it in. Once I’d realized this, I figured out that I could bring it and pour it into his mug, and then we were all good.

      Rayn got up from his chair, his gloved hands around his mug, his black eyes weirdly bright, and a big smile on his face.

      I had just finished pouring when Ward came out of his office.

      “That bad, Hart?” he asked, his tone only half-playful.

      “Pretty much,” I replied, putting the empty cup back in the tray.

      “Hart says I’m family,” Rayn reported to Ward, who shot me a questioning look.

      I shrugged. “The BTV family,” I explained.

      Ward’s face got all soft, kind of the way it did when he looked at Doc sometimes, which was a little weird, because he was looking at me. Then he, thankfully, turned to Rayn. “He’s right,” he said, still smiling. “You are part of the BTV family.”

      I don’t think I’d ever seen Rayn’s grin so big. “I like this family,” he said.

      “Me, too,” Ward replied.

      “You, too, what?” Doc asked.

      “He likes the Beyond the Veil family,” Rayn told the big orc.

      “I would hope so,” Doc replied. “So do I.”

      “Don’t forget Auntie Beck!” came the bright, cheerful tones of our banisher, who was decked out today in honest-to-fucking-God spangled jeans and a crimson drape-front tunic shot through with metallic threads in gold and silver. Mixed metal tasseled earrings and bangles completed the look, along with metallic gold eyeshadow.

      Beck and Doc made the rest of us look like we shopped exclusively at low-end thrift stores and Walmart, even though I hadn’t been in a Walmart since I moved away from Wisconsin. Target, absolutely. Half my damn shirts came from Target. And all my socks and unmentionables. And jeans.

      What can I say? I’m pretty cheap when it comes to everyday wear. I also own some middle-of the road suits and dress pants, and one very nice custom tailored suit in a dove grey that makes me look really fucking hot.

      I’d worn it for Doc and Ward’s wedding—I’d had to. For the first time in my goddamn life, someone had wanted me in their fucking wedding, rather than just inviting me out of a sense of familial or professional courtesy. I had no idea when the fuck I was ever going to wear the suit again, but at least my elven metabolism was likely to keep me in the same size pants until I fucking died, so I wouldn’t have to buy another one. That shit’s expensive.

      “So to what do we owe the pleasure of this family meeting?” Beck purred, having selected her donut and found her strawberry vanilla latte. I did not understand her love of fruit-flavored coffee, but I didn’t have to drink it, so whatever.

      “The Ordo,” I answered, completely nuking the cheerful mood that had been filling the room. Go me.

      Doc’s scowl was thunder, but Ward was the first one to speak. “The Oldham case.” It wasn’t a question.

      “Oldham, Whitehead, and Bazan,” I replied. “Here’s what we know.”

      I told them what I’d gotten from Dan, everything I had from Mays, and some speculation about how the RPD was covering up whatever had been taken from both scenes.

      “So we summon them,” Beck said.

      I nodded. “If Ward is willing.”

      “If it stops this fucking bullshit, hell, yes, I’m willing.”

      Doc didn’t say anything, but he reached out and put one big green palm on Ward’s back in between his shoulder blades. I won’t say that Ward relaxed, but he looked a little less like he was going to try to magically pull my spine out through my throat, so I appreciated it.
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        * * *

      

      Doc had insisted that we do this the right way, which meant chalk and the big conference room table, which reminded me that Elliot was going to come out in a handful of months with a new one so that he could do the engraving on site, and that made me both excited and nervous. Excited, because I hadn’t seen El in a couple years and he’d never been to Richmond, and nervous because it also meant that Elliot Crane was going to judge the fuck out of what I’d done with my life.

      My new job. My boyfriend. Assuming, of course, that Taavi hadn’t dumped my ass by then.

      I distracted myself with another donut.

      By the time Doc, Ward, and Beck were all satisfied—and Rayn had returned to his post at the front desk—I’d given up watching them and taken yet another donut back to my office to get some actual work done. There had been a query about some missing jewelry, and I’d sent back the questionnaire I’d put together for missing object cases.

      Where had they last seen it. Who had been in their house since then. What was the value of it. Had they noticed anyone admiring or staring at it.

      Missing jewelry was always one of three things—they genuinely lost it somewhere, like a broken chain or a ring that slipped off a finger; someone in the house had pawned it for money; or someone in the family thought that grandma’s brooch should be theirs because they fed her cat or some shit.

      I ended the email with a link to schedule an in-person appointment at the location of their choosing—either BTV or their house or office—and sent it with a small sigh. It seemed stupid to waste time on somebody’s damn earrings or whatever when there were murders going on and a weird neo-Aztec cult was trying to bring about fucking the end of days.

      But the person with the lost jewelry didn’t know that. They just wanted their thingy back, and I was conveniently located early in the alphabet when you googled private investigators. Or maybe they were Arc-human or Nid and wanted a guarantee that someone would actually fucking listen to them. That happened a lot, too.

      Either way, I didn’t much care what had brought them to us—I didn’t really appreciate the distraction, although part of me recognized that this kind of thing was how I earned my keep, so at least there was that. If I found this person’s stupid whatever, maybe I could make up for a fraction of the cost I was incurring with this Ordo shit.

      “Okay, gorgeous,” Beck called from my doorway. “We’re ready to summon up some dead people.”

      I stood and followed her back into the conference room-turned-summoning room, sitting down in the chair next to Doc.

      “Who are we starting with?” Ward asked, his grey eyes focused on me.

      I’d been thinking about this.

      “Whitehead. We already know Oldham is a complete twit, and Bazan is a lawyer, so he’s probably going to be a pain in the ass.” He’d been standoffish with Ward at the scene of his death, although he hadn’t been rude, but I was willing to bet he was going to be a lot less inclined to be helpful when I started asking him about his work.

      Ward nodded once, and the air over his shoulder shimmered and took form. I’d been expecting Lady Randolph, Ward’s Victorian Lady ghost-assistant, but the shape that congealed was a short, older man wearing suspenders and squishy slippers.

      His face was sporting a shit-eating grin.

      “Hey, there, Puck! Beautiful. Big guy.”

      I snorted. I did like Archie—better than Sylvia, anyway—but I tried not to encourage him too much. “Dead man,” I greeted him.

      “Archie,” Doc rumbled.

      Beck just rolled her eyes, although I knew if she had anything particularly sassy to say, she probably just said it to him directly. Don’t get me wrong, Beck can come out with some pretty epic snark, but she also tends to keep it to herself when working. Well, to herself and her dead interlocutor.

      “To what do I owe the pleasure?” Archie wanted to know, rubbing his insubstantial hands together.

      “The Ordo,” I told him, and his happy face quickly scrunched up into a frown.

      “Didn’t we get rid of those bastards?” he wanted to know.

      Ward sighed. “Apparently not,” he replied. “There have been three more Ordo assassinations in the last year. And Picton”—the way he said the name was acidic—“is dead.”

      “Wrong type of gun, anyway,” I put in. “This killer is using a nine mil, not a rifle, but the magic making the damn thing go through walls and shit is the same.”

      Archie started shaking his head. “I don’t know nothin’ about that,” he said.

      “You’re here as backup, dead man,” I told him. “We’re going to pull the victims.”

      “You’re calling dead guys for backup?” he scoffed.

      “We’re calling a necromancer for backup,” Doc corrected.

      Archie smirked. “Nice to be needed,” he remarked. “You think this is necromancy?”

      Doc shrugged. “We don’t know exactly what’s going on,” he replied.

      “You know anything about Aztec magic?” I interrupted.

      “About what now?”

      Okay, so a redneck Southern necromancer from a couple decades ago maybe wasn’t the best choice to ask about Aztec rituals, genuine or fabricated. “Nevermind,” I muttered.

      “Central American,” Doc explained.

      “What, like Kansas?”

      Beck snickered.

      “More like Mexico,” Doc answered Archie, his tone dry.

      I couldn’t quite decide whether Archie was fucking with us, or whether the guy really was that clueless.

      “Mexico? Don’t know shit about Mexico,” came Archie’s response.

      I tensed up, but when Archie didn’t keep going, I relaxed. And then I felt a little weird about the fact that I was getting preemptively defensive about anything bad that might be directed at Taavi, even if it was just ignorance.

      The surge of protectiveness was unsettling—not that I thought it was a bad thing that I wanted Taavi to be safe, but I wasn’t used to the anxiety that seemed to be accompanying caring about him.

      It was fucking constant.

      I worried about the fact that he was under both physical and emotional threat from people who wanted to harm him, who wanted to strip away his rights, who wanted to kill him, either because they thought he didn’t deserve to live or because they thought that killing him would end the world. And I worried about the fact that even though there were very real threats, the thing that I was most afraid of wasn’t the fact that I might have to kill or get killed trying to protect him.

      It was losing Taavi.

      But as long as he was safe—

      I forced myself to stop that line of thought. Not only was it really not productive, but I was literally in the fucking middle of a goddamn séance trying to solve a triple homicide that the police were refusing to investigate.

      Get your fucking shit together, Val.

      “You with us, Hart?” Doc asked me.

      I ran a hand over my braid, tugging on the end. “Yeah, fuck, sorry.”

      Ward began by summoning Ian Whitehead, a man of average height and build, largely unremarkable in pretty much every way I could imagine.

      “Mr. Whitehead,” Ward greeted him. “We were hoping you would be willing to give us some information about your death.”

      The man bobbed his head. “Yes, of course. But I don’t know what happened. I was walking from the dining room across the front hall to the sitting room. I liked to read by the fire. And then…”

      It was the same pattern from the Picton murders. People minding their own business, then bam.

      “You know anyone by the name of Oldham?” I asked.

      He blinked at me. “I—Not personally, no.”

      “Meaning, what, exactly?” I pressed.

      “I know of some. Jeremiah and Faith Oldham. They—” If he’d been alive, he might have swallowed. “—they have a television show that is…”

      “Hateful bigoted drivel?” I suggested.

      Whitehead’s lips quirked. “I—yes.”

      “You ever watch it?” I asked him.

      Whitehead shook his head. “No. But I know of it.”

      “So you’re pro-Arcanid?” I asked casually, examining the long, pale fingers on one hand, looking up at him after a moment through my eyelashes.

      Whitehead stared at me, his mouth working.

      “That’s a no,” I answered for him, keeping my tone mild.

      “No! It’s not a no. It’s—I don’t think—The Oldhams want to get rid of Arcanids. I don’t think that way.”

      I gave him a look that said I didn’t think much of his magnanimity in not wanting me dead. “How do you think, then, Mr. Whitehead?” I wanted to know.

      He blinked at me. “I—just—” He stopped, probably because he had a modicum of awareness that announcing he didn’t believe in Arcanid equality in a room with an elf and an orc—to say nothing of the fact that there was really obviously also at least one Arc-human involved—was fucking dumb.

      I crossed my arms over my chest and raised one eyebrow. I knew I was supposed to play moderately nice with the dead man who could tell us potentially useful things. And, yeah, Ward could drag whatever it was out of him either way, but I really shouldn’t make my boss’s life any more difficult than it already was.

      Apparently my open disdain nevertheless shamed Whitehead into answering. Or maybe Ward was putting on the pressure in the background, I don’t know.

      “I—I don’t think we should bar people from rights and jobs just because of an illness,” he said, clearly being more diplomatic than I was capable of.

      Ward shot me a look down the table that told me to behave myself, and I decided to take a hint.

      “Fair enough, Mr. Whitehead. What about the name Bazan? Does that mean anything to you?”

      Whitehead blinked a couple of times. “Bazan? No. Should it?”

      Fuck. I didn’t let my disappointment show on my face. “Not necessarily. After you were shot, did you happen to stick around to see if anyone came into your house?” I asked, then.

      “I—no.”

      “Did you look around your house after you died?”

      “Not—not beyond the foyer.”

      “And if I asked you to nip over to your house and tell me if anything was taken from your office?”

      I didn’t think it was possible for a ghost to go any more pale, but Whitehead did. Fuckin’ bingo.

      But before I could press the point, Ward interrupted. “What are you afraid they might steal, Mr. Whitehead?” he asked, and I could tell from the edge to his voice that he wasn’t just asking politely.

      I approved. Not that I was going to say that out loud in front of Whitehead.

      “I—”

      Then I saw his eyes get wide, probably because Ward started putting on some more serious pressure.

      “There—There was a—” I could see him fighting Ward’s compulsion, not that I felt even a little bad for him. “A box that came in a few months ago. Labeled as beige marble. It was, but also… There was this bone knife inside. I—It wasn’t on the manifest. I didn’t want—You can’t bring that in without—” He trailed off.

      I finished it for him. “So you thought you’d pull it out of the box and sell it to a collector, make some side cash, since the actual shipper wasn’t going to be able to claim it was lost or stolen.”

      The ghost had the good grace to at least look embarrassed about it.

      I texted Mays under the table: Was there a bone knife found at the Whitehead scene?

      Then I sent the same question to Dan.

      “Just one more question, Mr. Whitehead,” I drawled.

      He looked at me expectantly. So did everyone else at the table.

      “Ever heard of Victor Picton?”

      I could feel the burning pairs of eyes on me—gold and black, steely grey, coffee brown, and terrified and dead.

      “He—he’s dead,” the ghost all but whimpered.

      And then the eyes of the living left me and went back to him.

      “You know Picton?” Doc growled.

      “I—did.”

      Even I could tell he didn’t approve. Which meant that our dear Mr. Whitehead probably knew exactly why he’d fallen afoul of the Ordo.

      “So how’d you piss them off?” I asked him.

      “The—The Ordo did this?”

      Ward rolled his eyes.

      I sympathized.

      “No shit, the Ordo did this. You know anybody else who can shoot invisible bullets through windows?” I asked him.

      Beck made a small snorting noise, although she quickly turned it into a cough when Ward shot a mild glare in her direction.

      “I—can they do that?”

      Even Doc looked pained.

      We tried, but Whitehead was mostly useless—he might have known about the Ordo, but only because he’d been hired once or twice to import what sounded to me like magical artifacts, mostly from Europe. But he hadn’t been a member and knew jack shit. Not quite completely useless, but pretty fucking close.

      Good thing we had more than one dead guy to work on.
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        * * *

      

      Ward’s grey eyes were snapping with anger, and I had to admit that I was one-hundred percent on board with whatever he was about to do to Richard Bazan.

      “You’re dead,” he snapped at the ghost. “I don’t need a goddamn warrant to interrogate you or trap you on this plane of existence for the rest of my life if I want to.”

      I’m sure it said several not-very-nice things about me, but I was really enjoying watching Ward metaphorically rip Bazan a new one.

      The ex-lawyer had been attempting to argue that we had no legal right to summon him or ask him any questions. Which of course we did, because the law doesn’t actually care what you do to the spirits of people who are already dead. Maybe someday the law would catch up with the fact that dead people were able to be summoned and even, to a limited extent and if you happened to have that ability, controlled, but for now, dead people were beyond the reach of the law, in both good and bad ways.

      Don’t get me wrong, I’m all in favor of dead people mostly retaining their autonomy, but I preferred that autonomy be applied to the ones who hadn’t been assholes in life, more or less like we did with the living and prisons. If the system worked the way it was supposed to, anyway.

      Bazan had repeatedly confirmed that he had absolutely been an asshole. The jury was still out on whether or not he was a murderer-level asshole, but he was definitely an asshole.

      Yeah, yeah. Takes one to know one, and all that. I’m the first to admit it.

      And at that precise moment, I really wished I had the capacity to put my fist into Bazan’s face once or twice. Unfortunately for me, dead people don’t work that way. Trying would only get me a very cold and probably achy fist, possibly with some goo on it. And no alleviation of my frustration with his legalistic pedantry.

      Bazan tilted his semi-transparent head up, then looked down his nose at Ward, who really hated it when people did that shit, especially given how utterly unnecessary it was because of his wheelchair.

      If there’s one thing you don’t want to do as a dead guy, it’s piss off the warlock-medium who has summoned you and currently pulls the strings on your eternal spiritual existence.

      And while I knew that Ward was generally disinclined to start pulling on those strings except in very particular circumstances, our present situation very much seemed to be fitting those circumstances.

      “Tell me what someone would want to take from your office,” Ward ground out between clenched teeth—teeth clenched not with effort, but irritation. Sure, some ghosts could make even Ward break out in a little bit of a sweat, but Bazan had thus far not shown any such inclination.

      “I do not have to reveal that information,” the arrogant dickweed snapped.

      “Actually,” Ward growled back, “you very much do.”

      I’d seen it often enough now that I could tell when Ward was forcing his will on a spirit—a tightening of his jaw, a vein that throbbed at his temple, the tension that corded his neck and shoulders, the fingers that gripped the arms of his wheelchair.

      Bazan’s eyes went wide.

      That also pretty much always happened. It’s almost funny, that moment when a spirit—or a client, or another medium—realizes that they are way in over their fucking head, and not only is the water a lot deeper and darker than they’d thought, but there are goddamn piranha in there with them. They’d thought the piranha was a fucking goldfish.

      I enjoyed it every time.

      But then Bazan’s eyes narrowed, and he bared his teeth at Ward. “Do not do anything foolish, warlock.”

      Hoo, boy. Here we go.

      “I could offer the same warning, witch,” Ward countered, although his use of the word witch was a good deal less disdainful than Bazan’s use of warlock. Probably because Bazan is a dickbag, and Ward is married to a very nice, very large, witch.

      I guess that probably meant that Bazan wasn’t Ordo, although that was already the working hypothesis, given the hole in his head. That said, the Ordo wasn’t above executing their own if they fucked up—see the very dead Frederick Greer, late of Tranquil Brook Nightmare Hospital. But most of their victims weren’t actually members, like the poor nurses who had tried to stop Greer and his cohorts, or the Nids they’d killed for having the audacity to have both magic and Arcanism.

      Doc tensed and my skin started prickling, which I knew meant that there was some sort of magical battle going on that I couldn’t see or hear. I suppressed the urge to put my hand on my gun—I still carry it most of the time, but a gun wasn’t going to do shit against Bazan, since a bullet would just go right through him, so the only thing drawing it would do was put everyone still alive at risk.

      Bazan’s eyes now looked like they were about to bug out of his face, which probably meant—I hoped, anyway—that Ward was winning.

      “There—was—contract—” Bazan gasped out.

      “What kind of contract?” Ward’s voice was rough and strained, but he was definitely still more capable of forming complete sentences than Bazan.

      Bazan made a gurgling, growling sound, clearly fighting the compulsion to speak that Ward was pushing on him.

      “Business—merger—”

      “Between?” Sweat was starting to form on Ward’s forehead, which the warlock ignored.

      That made me nervous. The last time I’d seen him really sweat had been in Lillian Harrod’s basement trying to destroy a fucking revenant. I wasn’t really keen on re-living any part of that experience again now.

      “Deepwater—Hephaestus.”

      That made no fucking sense to me, but Ward seemed satisfied with the answer.

      “Who owns them?” he asked.

      Bazan flashed his teeth again, and Ward’s knuckles went white as his hands gripped the arms of his chair.

      “Julian… Vidal…” The name was a drawn-out hiss, clearly something he hadn’t wanted to reveal.

      Doc, who, although watchful, had relaxed once it was clear that Ward was the one driving things, tensed again, clearly recognizing the name, and Beck sucked in a sharp breath, giving me the feeling something else was happening on a plane I couldn’t see.

      And then Bazan let out a scream.

      Spirits don’t scream like living people.

      To be completely honest, I couldn’t tell you if it’s even something you hear with your ears. But it pierces your fucking brain and makes you wish it would ooze out your nose and ears just to alleviate the pain.

      I gasped and grabbed my head, and I heard Beck cursing. Doc was saying something, but I couldn’t fucking make it out over the shriek in my own skull.

      “Oh, no you don’t, sonny boy.” Archie’s voice sounded very far away, although I couldn’t exactly tell what else he said, if anything. All I cared was that the damn pain had stopped.

      And then I realized I was on the floor, but nobody else was, although Doc was crouched beside me, looking up at something else.

      “Fuck.”

      Archie’s semi-transparent face appeared about three inches over mine.

      “Fuck!” I yelped again.

      “Welcome back, sleeping beauty.”

      Doc’s big green frown came next. “Hart?”

      I ran a hand over my face. “Yeah?”

      Large, warm fingers pressed against my forehead. “How do you feel?”

      I frowned up at him. “Why are you being weird?”

      His eyebrows rose. “You’ve been out for ten minutes, Hart,” he said. “We were trying to decide whether or not to call an ambulance.”

      “Oh, shit.”

      “Shit indeed, Puck,” Archie remarked.

      Doc ignored him. “You were twitching at first,” the big orc explained. “But that stopped pretty quickly.” He frowned. “You’ve never had any problem like this with ghosts before, have you?”

      I tried sitting up, the room spun and pain spiked through my skull, so I laid back down. “Fuck. No.” I rubbed a temple. “Not that I’ve ever heard a ghost scream before.”

      My first clue that something was extra weird was when Doc looked over at someone else, an odd expression on his face.

      “Nobody screamed, Hart,” he said softly.

      “The fuck they didn’t,” I retorted, although the fact that Doc seemed genuinely oblivious made me rather nervous.

      “You heard Bazan scream?” Beck’s voice asked, although I couldn’t see her from my spot on the floor.

      “Yeah. Like fucking steel nails on a chalkboard.”

      “Hart—” Doc began.

      “It wasn’t a normal scream,” Ward suddenly interrupted, his voice sounding raspy and extra-tired.

      “You heard it?” Beck asked, her voice worried.

      “I did,” Ward confirmed. “The question is why Hart did.”

      “And why didn’t the rest of us?” Beck asked.

      I heard Ward sigh. I knew that sigh. That sigh meant some fucking bullshit was going to go down. “What?” I demanded. “The fuck are you thinking, Campion?”

      I was scared, and being scared made me irritable.

      Ward sighed again. “Hart’s magic is innate,” Ward said softly.

      “So is Doc’s,” I pointed out.

      “And Mason is a powerful witch who can protect himself from a magical attack,” Ward responded. “While you—”

      “Am a fucking helpless magical infant?”

      One look at Doc’s apologetic expression told me that yes, indeed, I was a helpless magical infant. Just fucking ducky.

      I sighed. “Fucking fine,” I muttered.

      “Archie and I stopped him,” Ward said softly. “But he was trying to pull on Hart’s magic.”

      “Why?” Beck wanted to know.

      “My guess,” came the medium’s answer, “is that Bazan didn’t want to provide any additional information about Vidal or his partner. He couldn’t keep me out by himself, so he tried to steal power where he could.” Ward paused. “Vidal is running for mayor, so clearly he’s important, but I want to know why this merger is so fucking important to Bazan that he had to try to cannibalize Hart.” Another pause. “But I’d prefer to wait until Hart isn’t in the room. In case Bazan gets… frisky again.”

      “Frisky,” I repeated dryly. I wasn’t going to complain about not being included. I mean, I wanted to, because I hate being excluded, but I didn’t really want to go through this again, or whatever worse thing the dicksteak ghost came up with for round two.

      My head felt like it wasn’t entirely attached to my body. That probably wasn’t good. Neither was the nausea, although that may have had as much to do with the rather sudden spike in anxiety as it did being laid out by a psychic ghost attack on my magic.

      But what the fuck did I know? This was the first time someone who wasn’t Ward had tried to use my magic—and Ward always asked permission. Well. He had permission. I’d all but forced it on him a few times, and he was always careful, always hesitant to take too much. But this bouquet of dicksacks had literally tried to rip it out of me.

      I’d never appreciated just how much Ward had been protecting me from being, well, knocked out by having my magic forcibly stripped from me.

      I wondered how long it would take me to be able to sit up.

      Or drive.

      Fuck.

      Doc got up and left the room, then returned with a plain cinnamon cake donut, which he began breaking apart, offering me a bite-sized piece. My stomach roiled, and I grimaced at him, shaking my head.

      “You need sugar, Hart,” Doc said gently.

      “I need to not barf on your shoes,” I replied.

      Doc exchanged a look with someone I couldn’t see. Moving my head to try to figure out if it was Beck, Archie, or Ward would probably also have made me throw up, so I didn’t bother.

      Then Doc pulled out his phone.

      “No hospitals,” I told him.

      “Okay,” he agreed, his thumb sweeping across the keyboard on his screen.

      “Are you googling ‘elf nausea’ or some shit?” I asked him, trying to make myself less freaked out with bad humor.

      “No,” Doc replied, his tone magnanimous as always. “I’m asking Taavi to come get you so that you don’t even think about driving yourself home.”

      I scowled up at him, although not as furiously as I wanted to, because scrunching up my forehead made it hurt more.

      Goddamn it.

      I hated being helpless.

      I felt a surge of sympathy for Taavi—both because of the whole debacle last year and because of his more recent encounter with the bigots and their pickup. I wondered if he’d feel comfortable driving my car with one arm. If I was comfortable with him driving my baby with only one arm.

      Not like I was in any better condition to drive, since presumably Taavi wouldn’t yarf all over my car or pass out, both of which seemed entirely possible if the task were left to me. Hell, I might do one or both of those things anyway, even without trying to concentrate on actually operating a motor vehicle.

      Fuck.

      By the time Taavi got off work and took the bus over, I’d managed to drink a glass of water and eat half the donut, very slowly. I was also sitting up, even though I’d only managed to scoot myself a few feet to lean against the wall, and only with Doc’s help.

      Doc brought Taavi in, and I decided that I wasn’t terribly fond of the expression on his face when he saw me.

      “What happened?” he asked, his voice soft and almost… disappointed.

      Which made me feel like shit, although I certainly hadn’t done this to myself on purpose.

      “One of the murder victims was a witch—unbeknownst to us, of course,” Doc explained. “He tried to resist Ward and drained Hart’s magic to do it. We stopped him, but he’d already done some damage, obviously.”

      “Damage?”

      “I’m fine,” I interrupted them, earning myself two incredulous looks.

      “I don’t think it’s anything permanent,” Doc continued, his big hand coming to rest on Taavi’s bicep, causing a small and completely irrational curl of jealousy in my intestines. I chose to ignore it, since I knew damn well that Doc wasn’t hitting on my boyfriend—he was trying to be soothing because Taavi was worried that I’d gotten myself magically kneecapped. Or something.

      “So what should I do?” Taavi asked softly, his mismatched eyes studying my face.

      Doc shrugged. “If it’s anything like what happens when Ward or I overextend ourselves, he needs rest and food and water.”

      I saw some of the tension leave Taavi’s shoulders. “I can do that,” he said.

      Doc smiled, letting those lower fangs show just a little bit more than usual. “Then let’s see about getting him into the car.”

      “I want to try on my own,” Taavi told him. “If I can’t get him into the car by myself, I’m not going to be able to manage getting him up the stairs.” Neither Taavi’s shitty old building nor my somewhat-less-shitty old building had an elevator.

      That gave me some motivation, because I didn’t want to stay here and I didn’t want to impose myself on Doc and Ward—if anybody was going to get stuck with my pathetic ass, it should at least be my boyfriend, because he’d sort of signed up for me. I also selfishly wanted to go back to my own apartment.

      Convalescing somewhere that wasn’t your own bed made everything so much worse, and I was already going to be an irritable sonofabitch as it was.

      I hauled my feet up, bending my knees so that I could—hopefully—get my weight over my own two feet.

      “You’re going to want to get under his arm,” Doc advised, and Taavi nodded, coming to stand on my right so that he could put his good shoulder under my armpit.

      He crouched down, and I did my best to get myself into the most advantageous position for hauling me back to my feet.

      While I’m pretty sure Doc could throw me over his shoulder without much of a second thought, I’m not really used to people being able to actually manhandle—well, okay, elfhandle—me. I know, intellectually, that shifters are a lot stronger than humans, but apparently Taavi’d been holding out on me, because I really didn’t have to do too terribly much at all before I found myself mostly leaning on his shoulders, one arm around my waist.

      I didn’t want to be this helpless.

      I wanted to brush off his help and walk out to my car like the clearly manly elf I was, but I had to settle for barely managing to put one foot in front of the other, Taavi taking most of my weight as he guided me out the back door to the passenger door of my car, which Doc very helpfully opened with the keys he’d stolen from me.

      As Taavi settled me in the seat, I leaned my head back and closed my eyes, already feeling a chill sweat on my forehead and lower back, even though early October isn’t that hot. Not warm enough that I should have been sweating from making my way to the car, anyway.

      “Will you text us updates?” I heard Ward’s voice ask.

      “Of course,” came Taavi’s response.

      “Hart.”

      I opened one eye to find Doc bent down in the open door of my Charger. He held out the other half of the donut. “What?”

      “Eat it.”

      “I’ll barf.”

      “You kept the rest of it down,” he pointed out, infuriatingly logical.

      I grimaced and took the donut and napkin he was offering, then let my head fall back again. “Fine. But if I ralf in here, you’re getting the upholstery bill.”

      “Fair enough.” I could hear a slight edge of amusement undercutting the worry, and it made me feel a little bit better. If Doc was chill enough about my condition to have a sense of humor, I couldn’t be that bad.

      “Hart?”

      I grunted at him.

      “You’ll be fine if—” and he put a lot of emphasis on that if “—you let Taavi take care of you. Magical exhaustion is no joke. You’ll recover, but you’re taking tomorrow off, and you’re going to take it easy the whole weekend. Got me?”

      I sighed, then opened my eye again to see how serious he was.

      He was very serious.

      “Okay, Doc.”

      “Promise me, Hart.”

      “Promise.” I closed my eye again.

      “Taavi?”

      “I’ll make sure he rests,” Taavi assured him, and I could tell from his tone that I wasn’t going to be consulted at all about this. Not that I had much of an ability to actively protest or resist at the moment, although I sure as shit hoped that I’d be feeling more normal by tomorrow.

      I kept my eyes shut as Taavi drove me home, eating a few more bites of donut in the darkness behind my own eyelids as we moved through the city. I mused at how weird it was that even though I knew exactly how to get from BTV to my apartment, it felt completely alien when I didn’t look out the windows.

      Getting me up the stairs was an exercise in patience and willpower, and I was shaking by the time Taavi managed to get me to the top of the two flights. He was smart—and quick—enough to take my keys from me before I dropped them, and he somehow managed to juggle both them and me and not drop either one in the process of getting the door open and me inside.

      He let me half-sit, half-fall onto the couch, then went back to close the door before a curious Pet managed to get up the courage to venture out into the stairwell.

      “Sorry, gatito,” he said to her, coming back toward the couch before maneuvering me so that I was lying on my side, my knees drawn partly up. Warm fingers pressed my forehead. “You don’t have a fever,” he murmured, “but I don’t like how you feel.”

      “Me, neither,” I muttered, and was gratified when he gave a small chuff of amusement.

      “Do you have food here?”

      “Cereal. Some pickles.”

      He let out a small huff. “So, no. I’m going to go shopping…” He trailed off.

      “I’ll be fine,” I assured him.

      Another huff. “Have you eaten anything else today besides three-quarters of a donut?” he asked me.

      “Yep. Two other donuts. Before.”

      A sigh. “What do you feel like for dinner?”

      “Nothing.” I was still vaguely nauseous.

      “I’ll figure out something. And…” Another pause. “I’m going to stop at home to pick up some clothes, okay?”

      I wanted to tell him that I really would be fine, that he didn’t have to take care of me, that I was a macho elf. But given the fact that I had all the strength and stability of a two-hour-old kitten—minus the cuteness—to do so would have been more bullshit than even I could sling with a straight face. Besides, I wanted him to stay over. For completely different reasons that I had the feeling I wasn’t going to get to explore, but beggars and choosers and all that.

      “Okay,” is what I mumbled.

      I felt his lips press against my temple.

      “Take care of him, okay, gatito?”

      Pet meowed.

      “Good.”

      And then he left.

      I was really glad I didn’t have to pee.
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        * * *

      

      I fell asleep almost immediately, waking to find a dish of oyster crackers and a glass of something clear and full of bubbles next to me on one of my foldable tv tables. I got daring and tried pushing myself up, pleasantly surprised to discover that complex skills like sitting were becoming a little more achievable. Which also meant that Doc was right that Bazan hadn’t done anything permanent to me.

      Thank fucking God.

      Then I noticed that my apartment smelled fucking amazing, and my stomach growled, apparently deciding that while it had been upset about the donut, it was definitely interested in whatever was making the air smell like a fantastic Mexican restaurant.

      “Taavi?”

      He appeared in the doorway, one of my kitchen towels thrown over one shoulder, the sleeves of his light blue work shirt rolled up—well, the other sleeve, since the one on the arm with the cast had already been rolled up around his elbow to make room for the plaster.

      “What can I do?” he asked, his forehead slightly wrinkled with concern.

      I shook my head. “I’m okay,” I replied, suddenly feeling shy. “But it smells good.”

      A smile spread over his lips. “Good,” he replied. “That means you must be doing better.”

      “What are you making?” I wanted to know.

      “Enchiladas.”

      I almost asked him if he remembered that I couldn’t eat meat, then decided that might be insulting. “What kind?” I asked, instead.

      “Some plain cheese, some with beans.”

      My mouth watered. “That sounds good.” He had remembered. Which, honestly, shouldn’t have surprised me, because Taavi—unlike yours truly—was a considerate person.

      He gave me another smile. “Eat your crackers,” he ordered. “If you can manage that, you can have an enchilada.”

      I reached out and took a handful of the tiny, salty hexagons. “Just one?” I asked, putting one cracker in my mouth.

      “One to start.” Then he smiled. “Then if you’re still hungry, there’s plenty more. I made enough for at least today and tomorrow for both of us.”

      I frowned at him, popping another cracker. “I don’t think I own that many pans,” I mused, wondering if he planned to be cooking all night or if he was in the process of destroying my cookware.

      “You don’t,” he agreed. “But the grocery store does carry aluminum pans.”

      He had a point. But then I also felt bad that he was buying what was probably a lot more expensive ingredients than he usually did so that he could cook for my sorry ass, and I knew he didn’t make that much money as a janitor.

      “Stop it, Val,” he admonished, and I felt my ears flush as I was reminded of just how good Taavi Camal is at reading my thoughts.

      “I just—”

      “Cállete.”

      I blinked at him.

      “Shut up,” he translated.

      I only didn’t object to being hushed because I could hear the warmth in his voice… and because he was coming over to the couch, a half-smile hovering on his lips.

      I decided to be a good little elf and ate another cracker, my eyes following Taavi’s progress across the room. I wanted him to come and cuddle with me on the couch. I also recognized that was unlikely to happen because he was probably going to be a responsible adult and not want to risk my health or some shit.

      He pressed the backs of his fingers against my forehead, and they were slightly warm. The lips that he used to kiss the same spot were warmer, and I closed my eyes to bask in the attention.

      I wasn’t used to it—the casual affection, the way he always wanted to touch me, even if only my hand or arm… or a kiss on the forehead, which he usually couldn’t reach because of our difference in height. It surprised me every time, and I loved it.

      “Eat more crackers, Val,” he murmured, his lips still on my skin. “And drink your Sprite.”

      The crackers stayed down, as did the first fucking amazing enchilada, which led to me eating my own body weight in beans cheese, tortillas, and sauce, which Taavi corrected me was salsa roja and not just generic enchilada sauce, because I guess there were multiple types of possible sauces, all of which I was going to be subject to at some point in the future.

      I was a more than willing victim.

      I’d eaten myself into a food coma exacerbated by the fact that I was still barely able to drag my sorry ass off the couch to go to the bathroom, although I had successfully managed it without assistance, even if I had sat on the toilet for a good minute or two extra just to get up the energy to make it back to the couch.

      Once we were done with dinner, Taavi had inserted himself under my legs, holding my knees in his lap as I aimlessly flicked through the movie and tv options. I looked over at him, one of his hands lazily stroking my calf.

      “I’m just going to fall asleep,” I admitted. “So you should pick it.”

      He just shrugged. “Whatever is fine.”

      I passed him the remote, and he frowned at me, but he took it. After a lot of flicking through options, he ended up with Jurassic Park.

      “Have you seen it?” I asked him, my eyelids already feeling heavy as the red and yellow opening titles faded in and out.

      “Not since I was a kid,” Taavi answered, watching the foliage moving, although his eyes flicked over to me.

      “Mmmm.”

      I felt him shift so that he could set the remote on the table, then he leaned back, his warm hand back on my thigh.

      “Do you want to go to bed?” he asked, his voice gentle.

      “No.” I wanted to stay right where I was. First, moving was going to be difficult. Second, I liked that Taavi was touching me, and while reason would have told me that he could also touch me in a bed—and that was, in fact, pretty normal—I was too tired to think much beyond the fact that I liked where I was and I didn’t want to move.

      “Val.”

      “Stay.”

      I felt him sigh. “Okay, but I don’t want to spend the whole night on this couch.”

      “’Kay.”

      I drifted in and out, that strange half-sleep where you think you’re awake, but the scene in the movie goes rapidly from Dennis Nedry at his desk to someone getting chased through a kitchen by velociraptors, and I remembered the movie well enough to know that those two things didn’t happen particularly close together.

      I also didn’t have enough energy to give a shit. All I cared about was the fact that I could still feel the warmth of Taavi’s body under my legs and Pet’s fluffy bulk by my feet, snuggled up against both me and Taavi.

      When I next drifted back in, it was to the sound of Pet’s feet hitting the floor as Taavi gently shifted my legs, easing himself off the couch.

      “Where goin’?” I mumbled, my brain more awake than my mouth.

      “Bathroom,” came the response. “Then we should get you to bed.”

      “Mmmm.” I didn’t disagree, exactly, now that both of my sources of warmth were gone, but I also wasn’t happy about the prospect of moving.

      Taavi wasn’t about to let me sleep on the couch, though, half-hauling me to my feet and leading me into the bedroom. He helped me undress, a process that was deeply disappointing, because he was very gentle and efficient, and I was too fucking tired to appreciate the fact that he was helping me take my clothes off—all I wanted to do was sleep.

      Despite having slept and dozed all evening, the moment the lights were off, I was gone, plunged into darkness.

      It was really too bad that my stupid brain wasn’t going to actually let me stay there. I managed a good solid four hours before I woke up with my heart pounding and the taste of bile in the back of my throat.

      I made it to the bathroom—barely—before the horrors I’d witnessed over the years forced my dinner from me.

      God-fucking-damnit.

      I was too fucking tired and drained for this shit. And on top of it, I felt guilty as fuck for inflicting my usually-infrequent nightmares on Taavi not once, but twice now.

      This time, when he padded into the bathroom, it was on silent bare human feet, no clicking of doggy nails on the tile.

      I didn’t bother to look up, my head resting on my hand as I stared into the empty toilet bowl.

      Taavi moistened a washcloth and set it on the back of my neck.

      “Do you want to talk about it?”

      I shook my head. I absolutely did not want to talk about the fact that I still saw skinned shifters—dogs, specifically—in my dreams. That my sleeping brain dredged up the hypothetical horror of digging up Taavi’s Xolo body from the mud and muck, the sounds of crickets in my ears and the slick, sickening chill of ghostly fingers running over my arms and spine.

      Taavi gently rested his hand on my back, sitting on the side of the tub.

      Fuck it. It wasn’t like he’d never seen me like this.

      I turned, leaning into his legs, and he pulled me in, caging me with his legs as he smoothed his fingers over my hair, letting me wet the skin of his thigh with my sweat and tears as the sobs crashed through me.

      I didn’t want to talk about it, and yet I heard the words tumbling from my lips in spite of myself, telling him about the shifters at the warehouse, how I saw them, saw an imagined version of him, strung up and skinned, dripping blood that never stopped while screams and howls echoed in through my brain, even though I was now totally awake.

      By the time I’d finished, he’d slid off the side of the tub and held me cradled against his chest, despite the fact that I’m a lot taller. The muscle of his shoulder and pectorals was surprisingly comfortable, and I let my weight lean into him, the warmth of his body warring with the chill of the bathroom tile and my own sweaty skin.

      “I hate this,” I rasped out, finally.

      “The nightmares?” he asked, his fingers still stroking over my hair.

      “Those, too,” I confirmed. “But—this. Me. I’m just—”

      Taavi sighed. “You are aware that nightmares like this are a sign of PTSD, right?”

      “I don’t have PTSD,” I retorted. “I haven’t been through—”

      “Anything traumatic?” He snorted. “Val, you were attacked, twice, in the two months I lived with you. You were repeatedly harassed. And I’m guessing neither of those was the first time.”

      I shifted, uncomfortable—although more psychologically than physiologically. “Not—I mean, yeah, I’ve been insulted and threatened before. But not—not like that. But I’ve been through worse.”

      “You are not helping your own point, Val.” His tone was dry, but not unsympathetic.

      “Look, PTSD is some shit that combat veterans get. I’m just—”

      “You’re an ex-cop and an elf. You were stabbed and shot at—”

      “That dickbag shot at you, not me,” I interrupted.

      The flat expression he turned on me made me wish I’d kept my mouth shut.

      “Lovely,” he muttered. “Fine. But you were shoved into the middle of a riot and stabbed, a gun was fired in your car with you in it, and you’ve experienced years of vandalism, harassment, and constant aggression. And that’s just what I’ve seen. Why, exactly, do you think that doesn’t qualify you to have experienced trauma?”

      “I’ve seen trauma, Taavi, and my life isn’t it,” I insisted. Poverty was trauma. Murder and assault were trauma. Combat was trauma, whether on the battlefield or in gang territory. I hadn’t lived through that kind of shit.

      Taavi sighed again. “Val, I’ve seen plenty of people with trauma. A lot of them end up in Hands and Paws and a lot of them ended up in construction, too, because they couldn’t focus enough to finish college or keep an office job. Not all of them have been to war, although some have. Trauma can come out of war, yes, but it can also come from being attacked or constantly harassed.” His mismatched eyes were sharp as he studied my probably-blotchy face. “And you were an elf in the police, so I’m guessing you’ve been the target of that for most of that time.”

      “I mean, yeah, sure, but…” I trailed off, not really knowing what point I was trying to make any more that I hadn’t already said.

      “Val,” he murmured, taking my chin in his hand. “Why is it that everyone except you has your permission to hurt?”

      Well, fuck.

      Not only did I not have an answer for him, but for all my objections to his suggestion, I also knew that if our places had been switched, I might have said something similar.

      So I didn’t answer him, letting my head fall back to his chest, my cheek on his collarbone. Lips pressed gently against my forehead, and I tried to close my eyes against a couple of tears that pushed their irritating way out. I rubbed at my face with an aggravated hand.

      Taavi caught it with his, then brought my fingers to his lips.

      Exhaustion began to creep back in, and the nausea had receded, although now there was enough bitter shame mixed in that I was fairly certain I wasn’t going to get much sleep even if the nightmares didn’t come back. Past experience said it was about a fifty-fifty shot.

      “Back to bed?” Taavi asked softly after a few more minutes.

      “Okay.”

      I let him help me up, take my hand, and lead me back to bed. And then I more than gladly let him pull me into his arms, my cheek once again resting against the dark whorls of his tattoo, the slow percussion of his heart soothing under my ear. I wrapped his waist with my arm, trying to let the slight spiciness of his scent soothe me as I breathed in air warm from his skin.

      It was better than cold sheets and empty blackness, that’s for damn sure.

      I still couldn’t sleep, though, despite the bone-deep fatigue that made my limbs feel heavy even as my mind raced through all the possibilities, and more than a few impossibilities, as I lay in the dark, Taavi’s heart beneath my ear and the rise and fall of his chest under my hand. The warmth of his body, the steady rhythm of pulse and breath. Alive. Safe.

      Fingers gently stroked my scalp, occasionally toying with a few loose strands of my hair.

      “I’m not going anywhere, Val,” he murmured.

      “Me, neither,” I whispered back, my lips brushing his skin as I pulled myself tighter against him.

      Although it wasn’t long before Taavi’s breathing evened out and deepened, I remained awake, listening to his heartbeat and trying to stave off the impending sense of dread that had been haunting me since this fucking case had started.

      No, scratch that shit. Since I’d found him in the goddamn dumpster. Even back then, I had felt responsible for him. Protective.

      And that feeling was about a hundred times stronger now that I’d had the chance to get to know him—to know how sweet, generous, and gentle he was, how selfless, how impossibly kind.

      Not for the first time by any means, but undoubtedly also not the last, I thought about just how much I didn’t deserve him—how much he didn’t deserve to have to put up with an asshole like me.

      I told myself to just take what I could while it lasted. To enjoy the time I had with him. To be a fucking mature adult about the fact that he’d inevitably get sick of my bullshit.

      But I really didn’t want to.

      I wanted to hold onto him for as long as I possibly could. Longer than that.

      And that’s when I realized just how deeply I’d already fallen in love with him.

      Because I was lying in the dark after one fuck of a nightmare, and I knew without a doubt that I was far more terrified of losing Taavi than I had ever been of anything else in my life.

      And I had no idea what the fuck to do about that.
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      The bone-deep, stripped down exhaustion from whatever the fuck Bazan had done to me was gone by Monday, replaced by a twisted knot of anxiety that had settled in my gut related to what the hell I was going to do about Taavi Camal.

      The first thing, and the most important, was that the more evidence was gleaned from the bones in the museum’s yard, and the more days ticked by without any suspects, the more freaked out I got that Taavi was going to be the Culhua’s next victim.

      I had no actual evidence that Taavi was in any more danger than any other canid shifter, mind you, and he was probably statistically in less danger because he knew it could be coming and because I had begged Dan to make sure somebody put Hands and Paws on their beat circuit because of a ‘possible threat’ against shifters. But that wasn’t stopping my stomach from being a roiling mess of acid and stress the closer we got to October thirteenth—10-Itzcuintli-Cipactli-Acatl. It was now one week away, and we weren’t any fucking closer to figuring out who was doing it or how they chose their victims—aside from the whole canid shifter bit.

      It was making concentrating on work rather difficult. Which was particularly bad because I had an honest-to-fucking-God client coming in, and I should have been doing some background research into whoever the fuck Izar Pelayo was.

      BTV policy was that you did a background check on any incoming client—low-key, mind you, nothing official. A quick google, some basic poking through public records. This was useful for Ward if he was looking for things like approximate income level, family connections, recently deceased relatives, and all that shit. It was also useful when you had missing object cases when the object in question was of considerable value—jewelry, for instance, like Pelayo’s apparently missing pendant. If someone in the family was involved in legal trouble or owned a business that was going downhill, the object in question was likely to be found in a pawn shop or the possession of whoever was responsible for the debt or finances.

      But doing a background check on Pelayo would have required me to have my shit together, and I absolutely did not. All I managed before Rayn led a tall, well-dressed faun into my office was to figure out that Izar Pelayo’s husband, Antonio, had died about four years previous from a bout with Arcanavirus that I would have bet had also turned her into the elegant creature who had just come into my office.

      The fact that she was a faun went a long way to explaining why she’d picked me to find the damn thing—I wasn’t likely to turn her away because of her horns and hooves. The former were a streaked dark brown and black rising from a stylish-yet-simple twisted up-do of black hair, the latter were similarly shiny and only just visible under the hem of a long black skirt embroidered with flowers. Her tunic—also embroidered, but with birds—was a bright teal, matching the stones in dangling gold earrings.

      I couldn’t help but think that she and Beck would probably get along, at least in terms of their exquisite taste in fashion.

      “Ms. Pelayo.” I stood, forcing some amount of pleasantness into my voice and holding out a hand.

      She offered me a smile, putting her hand in mine and giving me a strong—but not obnoxious—handshake. “Mr. Hart.”

      I willed myself not to grimace—I’m still not used to people calling me ‘mister’ anything instead of ‘detective.’ “Would you like to tell me what I’m looking for? A description of the piece in question?” I asked her.

      Her lips quirked, and the corners of her horizontally slit eyes crinkled with amusement, although I couldn’t tell what I’d done that warranted it. “I see you don’t believe in unnecessary pleasantries,” she remarked.

      Oh. Right. Doc had made the point more than once that clients often expected patter before getting to the meat of a case—which was pretty much the diametric opposite of how I preferred to conduct interrogations. I wasn’t really supposed to be interrogating my clients at BTV, of course, but old habits die hard.

      I tried to smile, although I wasn’t entirely certain how successful the expression was. “My apologies, Ms. Pelayo,” I murmured. “I don’t like to keep people waiting.”

      Pelayo waved a hand. “No apology necessary. Your… efficiency is refreshing, in fact. And call me Izar.” The way she said it made the Z almost a th-sound, but not quite. It reminded me a little bit of the way Taavi said certain words.

      I smiled at her again, hopefully a little more successfully this time. “Much appreciated. And plain Hart is fine.”

      Izar pulled a file from the bag slung over her shoulder—a purse that was big enough to be a full satchel—and passed it to me. “I drew the pendant as best I could,” she told me, “although I’m a far cry from an artist.”

      I gestured for her to sit across the desk from me, took the file, and sat down to open it. And then tried very hard to keep a straight face.

      Because the thing drawn on the top page in the folder was very obviously Mesoamerican—it looked Aztec to me, although I wasn’t an expert, although it seemed like Izar, no matter what she claimed, was a pretty damn good artist. Taavi would be able to confirm the style as Aztec—or not—for me, but in the mean time I had a woman with a missing Aztec-esque pendant at the same time that I had a neo-Aztec cult running around fucking killing canids.

      That didn’t necessarily mean that Izar was a part of it. She could be a victim as much as anyone else. I didn’t know her from a fucking hole in the wall, though, so I had no idea if that was at all likely. But this was a pretty big coincidence, and I hate coincidences.

      If Izar Pelayo was involved in this whole neo-Aztec shitshow, letting her know that I knew would be a terrible idea, so I had to keep going as though I were treating this like any other investigation. So I made myself study the image.

      The pendant itself was gold, at least judging by the yellow pencil she’d used to color it, what looked like a crowned human face, blueish triangles over each of its closed eyes, black rings in its ears, and a line of little red circles along its cheekbones. Someone—Izar, presumably—had labeled each of the colors with their stone types: turquoise, obsidian, sunstone.

      “About how large would you say it is?” I asked, trying to keep my tone light-ish.

      Izar held up two fingers, about three inches apart. “About this long,” she replied.

      “May I write on this?” I asked her.

      “Of course. Those are your copies.” She came prepared to take this seriously—I had to give her that.

      “Great.” I wrote down ‘3 in’ next to the pendant. “And when did you notice it was missing?”

      “Just under two weeks ago. I tried to find it before I contacted you.”

      Two weeks. Two weeks ago the Culhua had killed a dog as a part of their ritual sacrifice schtick. Probably. I wrote it down.

      “And do you remember the last time you definitely saw it?” I needed a window when it could have been taken.

      “Last year on Día de Muertos.” She grimaced. “I know that’s a sizeable window.”

      Almost a year, in fact. Which didn’t bode well for me to be able to find the damn thing, even if I managed to figure out who took it.

      “It is,” I confirmed. “Who knows you own this piece?” It didn’t look to me like something that you’d just wear around, both because it sounded really fucking expensive and because she hadn’t gone looking for it for the better part of a year.

      Now her expression looked troubled, which I found interesting. Not interesting in a good way, of course, but interesting.

      “My brother,” she replied. “Our family. I inherited it from my grandmother.”

      “Anyone else?”

      “My husband’s family, although I have not seen them regularly since—” She broke off, her expression that special kind of annoyed that people get when thinking about the fact that their dickweed families decided they’re less loveable because their bodies changed thanks to an Arcanavirus infection.

      “Your illness?” I finished for her.

      A small sigh. “Yes.”

      I nodded once. “It’s common enough.”

      “Was your family the same way?”

      Somehow, I could tell, the answer was important to her. I shook my head. “No. Plenty of people were. My job at the time. But my parents never showed me if they were upset about it. They always said they were just glad I was alive.”

      The smile she gave me was sad and twisted. “You’re lucky.”

      “I know. I’m sorry you weren’t.”

      Her smile relaxed a little, unknotting itself a fraction. “You think your family will love you, even though everything they say and do tells you otherwise.” She sighed. “You hope that they’ll change their minds because it’s you, not a stranger.”

      I wasn’t sure quite how to respond, but she kept going before I could think of anything.

      “It isn’t an ordinary pendant.”

      I arched an eyebrow in question.

      “It’s ancient, imbued with magic.” When I didn’t express skepticism at that, she continued. “Supposedly, with… Souls.”

      Hoo, boy. “Souls,” I repeated. I did not like the sound of that. Because it fucking reminded me of what we’d found in the Miller-Duskevicz house

      She nodded, her lower lip caught between slightly too-large teeth.

      “I—believe we should invite one of my colleagues into this discussion,” I said, finally.

      “Oh?”

      “He’s a witch, and knows a lot more about magical objects than I do.”

      She looked a little nervous at that, then nodded.

      I got up and went to the doorway—I didn’t actually leave my office because I’m not stupid enough to just leave a client where they could access other records or sensitive shit—to call Doc.

      “Hey, Doc! Got a minute?”

      The big orc emerged from his office and came over.

      “Izar Pelayo, this is Dr. Mason Manning, our resident witch.”

      Izar, to her credit, simply stood and smiled, offering her hand to Doc as they went through the customary introductions.

      I handed him the file with the rough drawing of the pendant.

      “She says this thing can collect souls,” I told him.

      Doc’s dark eyebrows shot up.

      “It’s a soul reliquary?” he asked, directing the question to Izar.

      She shrugged. “Yes, but also no, if what I was told is correct. According to my grandmother, it holds souls, but it doesn’t… keep them. At least not long. It allows the wearer to… use them.”

      It took me a second to process what that meant. This thing that Izar had fucking lost—or, more likely, had stolen—let people put souls inside it to use as goddamn magical batteries. Well, fuck that noise. Now I didn’t know that I actually wanted to find it.

      Doc was looking at Izar with about the same sentiment that I felt. Small wonder, given our too-recent experience with people using ghosts as goddamn batteries.

      “That’s what… That’s what my grandmother told me.” Izar lifted both hands. “I’ve never... I’m not a witch, just a faun. I was… I was supposed to have children who might someday carry the ability.”

      “Supposed to?” Doc echoed.

      “My husband died before we were able to conceive.”

      She didn’t sound terribly broken up about that, but it was probably rather rude to point that out. For once, I let decorum stop me.

      And then I had a thought. “Izar, is there magic in both your family and your husband’s?”

      Her expression quickly turned sour-sad, and she nodded.

      “So you—” I didn’t know how to say it without, well, saying it.

      “Married the man my parents wanted so that I could become a breeding sow for future generations of magical children? Yes. At least I’d known him for years and we got along well enough.”

      Doc sucked in a breath.

      “You said your brother knew about it. Does he have magical abilities?” I asked her.

      She nodded.

      “So that seems pretty likely.”

      But she was shaking her head. “No, he wouldn’t do something like that... He knows—”

      I shot a look in Doc’s direction and found that his face was carefully trying to hide the same incredulity mine was.

      “He wouldn’t,” Izar repeated.

      “Who would?” I asked her.

      Her face told me that she really didn’t want to think about it. I didn’t blame her. Nobody wants to think about their family being not only assholes enough to reject them for being a Nid, but also dick enough to steal from them. And steal something pretty fucking valuable and important. Something dangerous and vile.

      Izar swallowed. “My mother-in-law,” she half-whispered. “Or my sister-in-law. Or they’d hire someone to do it, I suppose.” Then she shook her head. “Honestly—it could be either of them.”

      I heard the defeat in her voice.

      “And they are also—”

      “Witches, yes.”

      I nodded. “Does anyone outside the family know about this pendant?” I asked. “What it really is?”

      Izar blinked. “I—I don’t think so? I certainly never told anyone else.”

      I nodded. “Then at least I know where to start looking.”

      She looked up at me in surprise. “You—you think you can get it back?”

      “I think I can try.”
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        * * *

      

      Can I bring you something to look at from work? I texted Taavi at the end of the day.

      Of course, he sent back.

      Then I felt like a doofus for not asking if I could take him to dinner and then ask if I could show him something from work. Better late than never, right?

      Can I take you out to dinner?

      Then I stared at the little dots while Taavi wrote something that wasn’t just ‘yes,’ which raised my stress levels, at least until the message arrived. Can I cook for you, instead?

      Oh. Well, that was good, right?

      Sure. When should I come over?

      More dots. Anytime you like. A pause, then more dots again. And stay as long as you want.

      I wanted to stay the night. Well, I wanted to stay forever, but I’d start with the night. Even if it was a work night. Be there soon, I sent.

      I swung by my apartment to feed Pet and pack a bag. Pet—who is not completely stupid, even if she is just a cat—was starting to figure out what me packing a bag meant and yowled at me repeatedly to make sure I felt nice and guilty about abandoning her, even though she had plenty of food and water and her litter was clean.

      It worked, and I felt like a bad cat-parent, but I also knew I’d be back the next day. That, and my desire to see Taavi overrode my desire to make my cat happy, at least at the moment. It did make me think that next time I should offer to cook for Taavi, since then I got to both see my boyfriend and make sure Pet got plenty of attention.

      I crouched down to scritch her head, earning a muffled meow into her food, and then  headed out, oddly nervous, even though I’d just seen Taavi the day before.

      As I made my way down the dingy hallway of his shitty building, I could smell what I assumed was his cooking, and I paused before knocking to sniff appreciatively—onions, chiles, something smokey, maybe beans and cheese? I was totally on board for more enchiladas. Taavi made fucking amazing enchiladas.

      I raised my hand to knock, and the door opened, revealing Taavi in a bright purple t-shirt and jeans that hugged his hips.

      He grinned at me. “I heard your footsteps,” he said, moving out of the doorway.

      I stepped inside, letting my duffel fall to the floor as I pulled him to me using his belt loops, bending to kiss him. He stood on his toes and met my lips with his own, his fingers sliding to the back of my neck to hold me close as his tongue teased mine. I let out an involuntary little whimper, his hips pressed tight against me, both of us already halfway hard.

      And then Taavi stepped back. “Dinner first,” he murmured when I made a sound of protest. Hunger for whatever he was making fought with hunger for the cook himself—I really could have gone either way. It did smell really good, though.

      “Okay,” I agreed meekly, quashing the slight disappointment by assuring myself that I would kiss him—among other things—more thoroughly later. As Taavi returned to preparing dinner, I bent to pick up my bag and toss it beside his bed before going to lean against the doorway to the tiny kitchen. Taavi was standing beside the stove, stirring a dark sauce. “More enchiladas?” I asked.

      “Enmoladas,” came the answer.

      “Immoladas?” I wondered if that meant he had to set whatever it was on fire.

      Taavi laughed. “En-mo-la-das. Black beans, green chiles, and cotija, wrapped in tortillas, covered in molé negro, sesame seeds, and crema.”

      I blinked at him “I don’t know what like half of that is,” I admitted, which got me another laugh.

      “Cotija is a type of cheese. Molé negro is a dark sauce, made with chilhuacle chiles, pumpkin seeds, chocolate, and spices. And crema is… basically like a mix between sour cream and crème fraiche.” His eyes sparkled. “I assume you know what the rest is.”

      I nodded. Not that it mattered what he was making, really. It smelled fucking amazing.

      “Sounds great,” is what I said out loud.

      It was great. I had to exert willpower not to literally lick off my plate. Although I’m sure Taavi wouldn’t have minded, I had to maintain at least the fiction of having some dignity, if only for my own sense of self-worth.

      I’d won the argument about doing dishes, so I was up to my elbows in dishwater because he didn’t have a dishwasher, and this was one of those foods that took like seven pans to make. Taavi dried while he asked me about work.

      “So what was it you wanted me to see?” He sounded tentative, and I didn’t blame him. We’d asked him to look at a whole bunch of shit that had to do with dead dogs and dead shifters, and not only was he a dog shifter, but he’d also seen some seriously traumatizing shit last year… And I honestly didn’t know how much he’d dealt with it. I sure as shit hadn’t, and I wasn’t the one who’d been hunted and drugged and nearly eaten.

      And then I felt like a terrible fucking boyfriend, because I hadn’t asked. Or maybe not asking was a good thing? Maybe asking him reminded him of all the horrors he’d gone through, and he’d rather I didn’t bring it up. And if that was the case, then I shouldn’t ask him even if I should ask him…

      And then I realized he was staring at me expectantly. I hurriedly handed him a washed pot.

      “Oh. A new client brought in a missing pendant. Well, a drawing of one that was probably stolen from her. It looks Aztec to me, and I wanted to know if you thought I was right.” For some reason, this made my ears flush.

      “Do you think it’s connected to… everything else?”

      I sighed, scrubbing out a pan. “I—there’s nothing that explicitly ties it to the Culhua, but…”

      “But that’s too many Aztec things in the same place at the same time?”

      I nodded. “And I don’t believe in coincidences. Especially not that big of coincidences”

      Taavi put the pot away, then came back and took the pan from me. “I wouldn’t, either. It’s not like Aztec artifacts are common this far north.”

      I didn’t really think of Virginia as ‘north,’ but if you’re from Yuma and talking about Central American culture, I guess it was. “You don’t have to get any more involved in this, Taavi, if you don’t want to,” I told him. Part of me wanted him to agree. To stay away from this and safe. But that wouldn’t be Taavi.

      “I want to help, Val. Really.” His hand found the small of my back, warm and gentle.

      I finished washing out the baking dish, and Taavi’s hand moved to take it from me, dexterously managing to use the towel with the fingers of the arm in the cast. I drained and rinsed out the sink, then folded the dishcloth over the faucet to dry. Taavi put away the dish, and I took the towel off his shoulder to hang on the oven door handle.

      On the way back to the futon, I snagged my work bag, pulling out the folder Izar had given me. I passed the folder to Taavi as I settled down on the futon next to him, and he snuggled up against my hip, leaning into me. I let my arm go around him, pulling him even closer as he opened the folder.

      He was close enough that I felt it when he sucked in a sharp breath.

      “What is it?” I asked, suddenly even more worried.

      “Val… This… is Xipe Totec.”

      I went cold. “The guy that does the skinning?”

      “The flayed god, yes.”

      The email warning me about another killing—the one that was going to happen, in theory anyway, in a week—had come from someone using the name Xipe Totec. This was getting more and more coincidental by the second. And every second, I liked it even less.

      “Shit,” is what I said out loud. Because it was all but impossible that Izar Pelayo wasn’t Xipe Totec. I followed up with a “Fuck” when I remembered that Izar had said the damn thing was capable of draining spirits and allowing the caster to use that power as their own.

      “Doesn’t that mean that you now know who your informant is? Isn’t that good?” Taavi asked, following right along with me.

      I grimaced. “It means my informant not only knows my email, but where, specifically, to find me. She knows what I look like. And she chose not to tell me she’s my fucking informant, which means that either she wants me to stay in the dark about it, or she’s too scared to admit that she’s my informant. And if we look on the slightly less shitty side and go with option B, that means the people she’s informing on are scary as fuck. Or both.” I sighed, running a hand over my hair and tugging on the end of my braid. “Honestly,” I admitted, “both seems pretty goddamn likely, especially with my fucking luck.”

      “Oh.” Taavi sounded scared, and I could have kicked myself for unloading on him. He shouldn’t have to be scared, and it was now my fault that he was.

      “Or it’s a test,” I continued, my mouth and my brain at complete odds with one another. Shut the fuck up, Val.

      “What does that mean?” Taavi asked.

      “That, uh, she wants to know if I’m smart enough to figure out that she’s my informant.”

      “Why would she do that?”

      I really, really should have kept my big mouth shut. “Because either she’s afraid and wants to make sure I’m good enough to keep her safe, or…” I trailed off. I didn’t want to admit the other option.

      “Or?”

      I wasn’t going to be able to come up with a convincing comforting lie fast enough. Fuck. “Or she’s in on it, and this is a way of toying with me.”

      Taavi turned slightly grey.

      I pulled him closer, pressing my cheek to the top of his head. “She seemed genuinely concerned about the pendant, so I don’t think it’s that last one.” I was trying to reassure him, yes, but I was also telling him the truth. Speculation might come naturally to me, but even though it was possible that Izar was toying with me, I honestly didn’t think that was the most likely possibility. “Also,” I went on, “she’d have to be really dumb to then tell me—” I cut myself off. Taavi was already freaked out enough without me adding the whole pendant-sucks-out-your-soul shit to it.

      “Tell you what?”

      “Don’t worry about it.” God, I’m so lame. I knew he wasn’t going to let it slide, so I tried to buy myself time to think of something.

      “Tell you what, Val?”

      Nope. Still couldn’t think of a reasonable lie. It probably wasn’t a great sign that I kept trying to come up with lies to tell my boyfriend, but I also wasn’t able to come up with said lies, so I hadn’t actually lied to him. I really needed to stop being such an asshole, at least around Taavi.

      I gave up trying to find an alternative answer. “It can be used to steal a spirit’s energy and give it to the user,” I mumbled, as though by failing to enunciate, I would somehow make what I was saying more palatable, which, of course, I couldn’t.

      Taavi turned to look at me, his expression horrified. “It does what?”

      “And this is why I fucking hate magic,” I muttered.

      I felt Taavi shudder a little against me. “Dios.”

      I knew what that one meant, and I drew him a little closer, taking the folder from him and putting it on the coffee table. I wanted to tell him it would be okay, that we would catch the Culhua, that we would make them pay for what they’d done. That he would be safe.

      But I couldn’t actually bring myself to lie to him, and I didn’t know if it would be okay. I didn’t know if I could keep him safe, even if I was willing to do absolutely anything to make sure he came to no harm.

      Instead, I drew him tighter against me, wrapping my arms around him and pulling him onto my lap.

      “Val?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Be careful,” he breathed, and I felt my heart stutter. Here I was worried about him, and the first thing he says to me after I tell him about a crazy fucking pendant that sucks out souls is that I should be careful.

      I squeezed him, and he put his hand over mine on his stomach. “I’ll try,” I promised.

      “No riots, okay?”

      I snorted softly. “Definitely going to do my best to avoid them,” I replied. “Should be easy enough, since now I don’t have to go to them for work.”

      Taavi snuggled back against me. “Good.”

      I kissed the top of his head. “So it’s definitely Aztec, right?”

      He huffed. “Yes, Val. It’s definitely Aztec.”

      “Just making sure.”

      He sighed. “There’s no guarantee that this is tied to the Culhua,” he said softly. “It could be a coincidence…” His tone of voice belied the fact that he didn’t think that was actually true.

      “That’s an awful big coincidence,” I pointed out. “Probably too big.”

      Taavi sighed, running his fingers over my arm. “I know.”

      I didn’t know what to say. Didn’t know how to reassure either him or myself. Didn’t know how to even move past the horror that we were dealing with—that the Culhua most likely had stolen a pendant of a flayed god that could strip out a soul and turn it into power for someone else to use.

      I’m an ex-homicide cop. I’ve been through shit worse than this—dealt with a serial killing spirit that possessed his descendants to keep killing… dealt with a warlock cult that murdered people so that it could use their life force to keep a revenant alive. What’s a neo-Aztec sacrificial cult that can use a soul in a pendant like a fucking battery?

      Fucking terrifying is what it is.

      I turned Taavi’s face to mine, trying to make up for the fact that I didn’t have words by using my mouth for something else—his lips were warm and soft and tasted of molé sauce, earthy and spicy, and he grounded me, keeping my fears from spiraling out of control.

      He shifted in my lap, turning to so that he could deepen the kiss. He used his good hand to tug the elastic off the end of my braid, then pulled my hair out of its plaits until it fell in waves around my face and shoulders.

      Then he tangled his fingers in the pale strands and pulled my head back, exposing my throat to his lips and tongue.

      I ran my hands up his back under the fabric of his shirt, feeling the warmth of his skin against my palms.

      He made an impatient sound, then let go of my hair to wrestle his t-shirt off, the cotton catching on the edge of his cast and drawing a growl from him. I gently helped ease the fabric over the plaster, then bent to place a kiss on his bicep above the cast. Then a little higher up on his shoulder, then into that soft spot where his neck met his trapezius.

      Taavi shifted, then, straddling my lap, his fist returning to my hair to pull my head back, forcing me to look up at his mismatched eyes and sharp features. His back was hot under my hands, the skin smooth and soft, the muscle firm and slightly rippled.

      He kissed me again, hungry and possessive, his tongue insistent as it plundered my mouth. I groaned into him, wanting more of him—more heat, more skin, and definitely less denim.

      I pushed my fingers under the waistband of his jeans, feeling the dimples at the top of his ass, the swell of his butt, the very top of the cleft that led exactly where I wanted to go. If he was willing to let me, anyway.

      Then he pushed off my lap, and I made a soft noise of protest, but he held out his hand. “Come to bed?”

      I took his hand, and he pulled me over to the bed, its curtain already drawn back.

      Even in the shadows, I could read the question on his face in the dim light filtering in from the streetlamps outside. I ran my fingers over his hair, around his cheeks and along his jaw so I could lift his face to mine.

      His good hand clenched in the fabric of my shirt, pulling me closer.

      There wasn’t ever going to be enough of a closer, as far as I was concerned.

      Then Taavi broke away, long before I wanted him to.

      “Val?”

      “Yeah?” I was still a little breathless.

      He sucked on his lower lip. “I—” He swallowed. “Do you—”

      I lifted his chin with my fingers. “You’re in charge,” I told him, my voice low and soft. “I want anything you want. Everything you want.”

      I saw him draw in a sharp breath, his nostrils flaring. “Are—are you sure?”

      “Unless you’re planning to murder me.”

      His lips quirked. “Not really my thing. We Maya gave up human sacrifice a few centuries ago.”

      “Then we’re good.”

      He studied me for a long moment, then his fingers trailed down my chest to grip the edge of the button placket on my shirt. “Take this off?”

      He’d barely finished the sentence before my fingers were flying through the buttons, and I shrugged out of it and dropped it on the floor. Taavi slid his hand up my stomach and across my chest, and I sucked in a breath, running my hands over his shoulders and down his back.

      Taavi pulled me closer, his lips pressing against the hollow between my collarbones, his fingers skimming back down over my chest and down my stomach. Another kiss, his lips warm, a few inches lower, and another as his thumb brushed over my nipple, and I sucked in a breath. Then his hand ran around the side of my rib cage, and he pulled me toward him while his mouth, hot and wet, followed the path his thumb had taken.

      My whole body caught fire.

      My fingers tangled in his hair, trying to be gentle as his tongue teased hypersensitive nerves. And then he took his lips elsewhere, the shock of cool air pulling a shudder from me.

      The next kiss was placed at the curve of my ribcage, the one after that just above my navel, causing my stomach and my balls to clench.

      Then he hooked two fingers in the waist of my work slacks and looked up at me, his cheeks flushed and pupils wide.

      “And these?”

      My fingers shook as I undid the button and zipper. I had to step back to push my slacks down, then step out of them.

      “And these.” This time, it wasn’t a question, and his tone hit me right in the abdomen, sending electricity through me. My underwear followed my jeans to the floor, leaving me feeling oddly vulnerable and very naked.

      And very aroused.

      I wasn’t used to feeling those things at the same time, and my pulse hammered in my chest, uncertain it wanted to stay trapped behind my sternum.

      I ran my hands over his smooth skin, my fingers pale against his chest and the dark curves and angles of his tattoo. He let out a slight growl as I ran my hands over his pectorals, and I hesitated.

      “Don’t stop.” His fingers closed around my wrist, and he drew my hand toward his mouth, then sucked on two of my fingers, making my knees weak.

      “Fuck.”

      He smiled around my fingers, then let my wrist go.

      “Now my jeans.”

      God, the things his voice was doing to me.

      I stepped forward so I could undo his fly, my mouth going a little dry at the sight of his erection straining against the denim. I wanted to touch him. I wanted to taste him again. I wanted—

      “Val, pants.”

      Right.

      I pushed his jeans down over his hips and the muscular curve of his ass, wanting desperately to dig my fingers into his glutes and pull him against me.

      So I did, then groaned softly in the back of my throat as the heat of his cock brushed against my thigh.

      His hand on my chest, Taavi pushed me a step backwards. The backs of my knees hit the bed, and I abruptly sat down.

      I had to look up at him, and my hands lifted to his hips of their own accord, pulling him in between my legs. It was very clear to both of us how very interested I was in where this was going, my cock standing stiff between my thighs, a dusty pink against the alabaster of my skin.

      His was darker, a dusky coppery brown, flushed with blood and just as hard as I was.

      I bent to take him in my mouth, and Taavi growled, deeper and more loudly this time, then sank the fingers of his good hand into my hair, pulling my head back—not roughly, but not gently, either.

      The tugging went straight to my groin.

      “Fuck,” I whispered.

      And then Taavi straddled my lap, and I reached my hands around behind him, the curve of his ass perfectly fitting into my palms as his body pressed up against me.

      “Fuck.”

      “Not yet,” he replied, his lips close to my ear.

      I whimpered.

      He let go of my hair to lean away from me, opening the top drawer in the tiny nightstand beside the bed. When his hand reentered my line of sight, he held a small bottle, and I felt my erection throb.

      “Give me your hand.”

      Oh, fucking fuck.

      I offered him my right, and he squeezed the liquid onto my pointer and middle fingers, then rubbed his own over them.

      There was no fucking way this should be this fucking hot.

      Okay, it had been a long time. A very long time. But still.

      My hand shook as Taavi rubbed lube over my fingers, my breath catching in my throat, my heart pounding, and my cock aching.

      “Fuck me with your fingers.”

      Jesus fucking Christ.

      I whimpered again, but did as I was told, teasing at first, running one slicked finger around the rim of his body as he pushed himself up with strong thighs, his forearms—one in a cast—resting on my shoulders, his forehead pressed against mine so that our breath mingled, still tinged with cinnamon and spice.

      “Val.” There was a warning in his tone, and I obeyed, sliding a finger inside the tight heat of him.

      “Oh, fuck.”

      He made a soft sound in the back of his throat, his hips pushing back into my hand. The feel of his muscles around my finger, the heat of his body, was already making me dizzy, my breaths shallow.

      “More,” he demanded.

      I slid another finger inside him, and he let his head fall back as he fucked himself on my hand. I worked against the constriction of his muscles, and the more I did, the more urgent the sounds coming from him and the stronger the ache in my cock.

      I didn’t know how much more of this I could take.

      “Val—”

      I moaned. Words were so far beyond me.

      “Val,” he panted, and his fingers gripped my hair, pulling my head back so I had no choice but to look at him.

      I whined.

      He tilted his head slightly. “Condom.”

      I followed the angle of his head, my brain struggling to figure out what he was—oh. He’d apparently dropped it beside me on the bed.

      I used my free hand to pick it up, using my teeth to open the wrapper so I didn’t have to take my fingers out of him. I unrolled the damn thing on myself, having to breathe deeply to keep control, my abs clenched tight because even the feeling of a fucking condom was almost enough to send me over the edge.

      “Taavi—”

      “Shut up and fuck me.”

      He pushed up with his legs, barely giving me time to guide myself into him before taking all of me at once, the heat and shock of it nearly overwhelming the last shreds of self-control I had.

      He was warmth and pressure and sinewy muscle, and I could feel every beat of my racing heart in my cock, every clench of his body, every fucking millimeter of him against me. I made a sound that was almost a half-sob, pressing my face against his left shoulder, my back curved and my fingers digging into his hips. I could feel—almost distantly, because so much of my awareness was centered around where our bodies were joined together—the pressure of his legs against my hips, the heat and strength of him under my hands.

      I was shaking, so fucking close to losing myself in his body that my ears rang, but I heard him when he whispered, “Not yet.”

      Fucking hell.

      I couldn’t think, could barely breathe, and every breath I drew was heavy with sweat and that spicy clove-like scent that I would always and forever associate with Taavi. There was nothing important enough to break through the sound of our breaths and bodies, the feel of his skin against mine, and the fucking heat of him.

      I could feel my orgasm in the back of my throat, feel it pushing on my spine and in my stomach, but—

      Not yet.

      “Dios, Val. I need—to feel you. Fuck. Now.”

      The rough, gasping sound of his voice and my name undid me, and I pulled his hips down hard, my orgasm pumping out of me as I whimpered against his skin, my fingers bruisingly tight on his hipbones, his hand clenched in my hair as his body convulsed around mine, the contractions milking the last of my strength from me as he came.

      I buried my face in his shoulder, my hands sliding up his back so that I could hold on to him as tightly as possible.

      Because I could have lost him.

      I could have given him to the RPD when I’d first realized he was a shifter or left him to St. Cyprian’s. I’d never have known his quirky sense of humor or let him past my asshole exterior. I could have refused to give him my number. I could have not answered his call. I could have doubled-down on my mulish bullshit and not come looking for him. I could have walked away once I knew he was alive. And I could have decided that I was right and not apologized.

      And if I’d done any of those things, I wouldn’t be here, with Taavi’s warm body in my arms, his sweat on my skin, or his spicy scent in my lungs.

      And the hole that had been in my heart for most of my fucking life would still be there. I honestly wasn’t sure what to do with the fact that it wasn’t. With the fact that my chest felt so full I thought it might split open.

      Gentle fingers ran through my hair. “Val?” I could feel the vibrations of my name through the muscle and skin of his shoulder.

      I squeezed him lightly, not really able to form words.

      My throat was too tight.

      I felt him shift and immediately let him go, trying to force my eyes to focus on the pattern of his tattoo as he eased off of me to lie on his side, the fingers of his broken arm grasping my wrist.

      “Val, look at me?” The commanding certainty was gone, and he sounded just as vulnerable as I felt. So I looked down at him.

      I licked my lips. “Hi.”

      He moved his hand, running his fingers along the inside of my arm before tugging me down to lie beside him so that he could kiss me, softly, tenderly. My hand settled on his hip, grounding me with his warmth and solidity.

      Then he pulled away, his brown and white eyes searching my lavender ones. “Are you okay?”

      I nodded. “It’s—” I swallowed. “It’s been a long time since…”

      “You had sex?”

      “Since I let myself need anyone.”

      “Oh, Val.”

      His fingers traced my cheek, and I turned to press a kiss against the rough pads. “Thank you,” I whispered into them.

      “Val—”

      I shook my head, then pushed myself back to sitting. It was too much, and I needed—not to leave, but just to breathe a second. To find stability while the fiction of impenetrability I’d built around myself swayed and fractured.

      I stood, and he watched me, head tilted and brow furrowed. “I’ll be right back,” I told him, headed for the bathroom.

      I took a few deep breaths as a cleaned myself up, then ran a clean washcloth under warm water to take back to him, swallowing back the tears that threatened so that I could at least face him without breaking.

      He didn’t say anything, but I was under no illusions that I was fooling either one of us.

      He let me clean him up and toss the cloth into the laundry, although I could feel those beautiful mismatched eyes on me the whole time.

      “Stay?” he asked me, his voice small and a little scared.

      I nodded, reaching out to run a hand through his silky hair. “Of course.”

      Taavi snuggled into the bedding, then held the blankets up.

      He didn’t have to ask again.

      Still naked, I slipped under the covers, not used to the small size of Taavi’s bed—mine was a queen, and this couldn’t have been larger than a full. But I wasn’t going to complain, especially not when Taavi curled up with his head on my chest, his broken arm resting on my abdomen.

      I might be a complete emotional wreck, but if I was going to break, I wanted it to be here, with this man, because I had the sneaking suspicion that he was the only one who would be able to help me put myself back together again at the end of it.
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      We had literally one fucking day left to stop the Culhua from murdering another canid shifter, and I had heard shit-all from Raj and his team since we’d called them to BTV almost two weeks ago. To say that I was irritated at Raj was to put it extremely mildly.

      I was fucking pissed.

      The bastard wasn’t taking any of my calls. It wasn’t like he was ignoring me completely—I’d been leaving increasingly bitchy voicemails, and then I’d get a text back telling me he was busy or had no update or something equally frustrating. I usually texted him back to push for more, but Raj just kept saying the same thing.

      I can’t, Hart. Or That’s need to know. Or It’s classified. Some variation on the exact same fucking theme.

      I’d called him again this morning.

      Nothing.

      I hadn’t been very nice in my voicemail. I didn’t feel bad about it in the least.

      Since then, I’d worked myself into what my mother had always called a right snit about getting blown off by Raj. And, sure, I understood that Ward and I weren’t federal agents, and I wasn’t even a cop anymore, but we’d fucking found his dead bodies and called in the case, so I was really fucking bitter about the fact that Raj wasn’t even talking to me about it.

      And neither was Kurtz, although the horned asshole at least answered his phone and had been apologetic about the fact that he wasn’t allowed to talk to me.

      “What happened?” I asked him. “The last fucking time I saw you, we were touring your basement full of shells and bones, and then—nothing. A big fat fucking zero.”

      “I’m sorry, Hart, really. But you got need-to-knowed.”

      “And I need to fucking know,” I snapped.

      “Sorry, man.”

      I hadn’t been able to get anything out of him, and spent the ensuing hour pacing my office, trying to come up with some way around the Great Blue Wall and the sticks-up-their-asses feds whom I usually actually liked.

      I get it. I really do. There’s protocol and rules and people who have the power of hiring and firing over your ass who make it clear that you’re not supposed to talk to the nosy elf. But I definitely preferred Ward’s version of ghosting me—the kind that included actual ghosts, even if one of them was a handsy Victorian lady—to Raj’s.

      But that wasn’t helping me to do my self-imposed job, which was figuring out exactly what else Bazan had squirreled away in his office besides a merger that involved a mayoral candidate and a businessman named David Garcia. I’d looked up both Vidal’s company, Deepwater Quarry, and Hephaestus Metal and Ore, the other company Bazan had identified in the merger, which was owned by this Garcia guy.

      We knew it existed, but we didn’t know the details. Or why it was that the Ordo wanted access to that merger.

      Hell, maybe they didn’t. Bazan thought that was important, but maybe that was just his theory. We didn’t know what else was in the dead dickhead’s files.

      I really fucking wanted to know. Because I would have bet a million bucks that there was some other shit in there that would make this goddamn case make some fucking sense. Something to tie in Whitehead, maybe.

      We knew Whitehead had a link to the Ordo, so we didn’t exactly have to connect him to Bazan, but I really wanted a nice goddamn bow for once.

      Just once.

      And I had no fucking idea how to get it.

      I kept pacing, at least until I walked into what felt like an invisible refrigerator—cold, damp air that made the hairs on my arms stand on end.

      “Jesus fucking Christ, Sylvia!”

      I stepped back out of the cold spot. Sure, it could have been Archie, technically, but Archie was usually polite enough not to put himself where I would walk into him. Sylvia thought it was funny—that way she got to touch me without it being her fault.

      She was laughing when she materialized.

      Ward had set up some sort of thing, which I completely didn’t understand, that could enable her to take physical form whenever the fuck she wanted. At least for a while.

      What it didn’t allow her to do—at least not without Ward—was talk. Which meant that she would sometimes pop into my office from fucking nowhere so that she could play irritating, semi-flirtatious charades with me.

      “I don’t have time for this,” I told her, my already thin temper frayed even more.

      She frowned, then shook her head, holding her hands out.

      I got the idea. She wasn’t here for fun.

      I stopped pacing and crossed my arms over my chest. “Okay, fine. What?”

      She reached out a hand, then drew it back toward her, then walked her other fingers over the air.

      “You want to go for a walk?”

      The look she shot me told me she thought I was completely stupid.

      “Okay, not walking. What, then?”

      She held out a hand, her palm flat towards her, then ran her other finger along it as though… reading.

      “You’re reading something,” I said.

      A nod. Then she repeated the first action. This time I got it.

      “You’re reading something you took out of a file drawer?”

      Another nod, this one with a smile. And then she just looked at me as though I was supposed to understand why she was reading something from a file drawer.

      “The fuck am I supposed to do with that, Sylvia?”

      She gave me another eye-roll, then pointed to herself.

      “Yeah, I get that you are the one reading the thing in the—” And then I got it. “You’re offering to… go to Bazan’s office?”

      She beamed at me. She kept that shit up, I was going to end up liking her.

      “Oh, hell yes.”
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        * * *

      

      I was about to shut down my computer when Sylvia reappeared, a grin on her face that I would have called shit-eating if she had been anyone else—but Sylvia is a Lady with a capital L. Even if she did drive me up the wall, I still couldn’t bring myself to describe her using vulgarity.

      “I’m guessing we should rope Ward into this?” I asked her, even though I was pretty sure it didn’t have to be a question.

      She poofed out of the room, presumably to go get Ward.

      I walked out into the hall, and my suspicions were confirmed when Ward came rolling out of his office, a quizzical expression on his face and Sylvia floating along behind him.

      He looked up at me. “What did you do, Hart?”

      I smirked. “To be fair to me, it was Sylvia’s idea.”

      She was still grinning.

      Ward sighed, then casually waved a hand.

      “It was an excellent idea,” the ghostly woman pronounced.

      “You found something?” I asked.

      “I did,” she confirmed.

      “Found something where?” Ward wanted to know.

      “Bazan’s office,” I answered.

      Ward’s grey eyes sparkled, and one corner of his lips quirked up. “Really?”

      I nodded.

      “Mason!” he called.

      “What unholy trouble are we getting into now?” the big orc’s voice rumbled from behind me.

      “Hart sent Sylvia to root through Bazan’s office,” the warlock replied cheerfully.

      “Tell me you love me, detective,” the ghost purred.

      “I’ll tell you that if you were alive, you could have my fucking babies if you’ll tell me that you found something good,” I told her.

      “And now I will never, ever be able to get that image out of my head, thanks, Hart,” Ward grumbled.

      I smirked at him.

      Sylvia appeared delighted, which made me wonder—just a little bit—whether or not I’d just made a mistake. But since she was dead, I felt fairly confident that I’d be okay making what-if promises like that without getting myself in too much trouble.

      Ward wasn’t going to let me get away with it, though. The spoilsport.

      “You do know he has a boyfriend, right?” he asked the ghost.

      “Of course, Nancy.” Don’t ask me why or how the woman came up with or got away with that one. I’m sure there’s a story there, but it’s not one Ward has ever shared with me. “He can join in.”

      I had to swallow a couple of times before I could spit out a comeback.

      “I didn’t know you were into three-ways, Sylvia.” I didn’t say it was a good comeback.

      “Oh, darling, why wouldn’t I be? With you and that delicious Latin lover of yours?”

      Oh, Jesus fucking Christ in a chicken basket.

      I wasn’t prepared for Sylvia. On any level.

      “I, ah… I might have to okay that with Taavi,” was the best I could come up with. My ears were on fire, and I felt like I was back in junior high and getting made fun of by Sarah Tanberg because I’d tripped and covered myself in mud at recess.

      She’d told me that no girls would ever like me.

      I’d snapped back, my face burning, that I didn’t want any girls to like me.

      Which, let me tell you, is not the right thing to say when you’re a burgeoning gay kid in a small-town midwestern public school. Not even a little bit.

      Fast forward almost thirty years, and I could still be completely mortified by rich members of the opposite sex.

      Good thing I didn’t need to impress any.

      “Sylvia.” Ward took pity on me, which just made my ears burn more, because I hate it when other people defend me. I wasn’t going to give him any shit about it, mind you, but that doesn’t mean I liked it.

      The ghost winked at me.

      “What I have for you, my lovely detective, includes the contract between one Julian Vidal and David Garcia that makes both joint owners of Deepwater-Hephaestus. Even better, however, I saw the records of a lovely couple for whom Bazan negotiated several property contracts by the name of—” She paused, her eyes sparking. “—Any guesses, boys?”

      “Sylvia,” Ward said again, with a decided sense of exasperation.

      “No fun, Nancy.” The ghost pouted. “Fine. Jeremiah and Faith Oldham.”

      The room went absolutely silent.

      “Fucking hell yes!”

      That was me.

      Because finally, fucking finally my instincts had been vindicated.

      Doc looked both alarmed and amused, and Ward was grinning at me.

      I leaned forward, looking Sylvia directly in her creepy, translucent eyes. “Tell me everything.”
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      I’d barely fucking slept the night before, although Taavi had given in to my freaking out and had spent the night at my apartment so that at least I knew he wasn’t being murdered. I still hadn’t slept, waking up what felt like every few minutes to watch him breathe.

      At about four in the morning, I’d been doing precisely that when he’d murmured—without opening his eyes—“I’m not going anywhere, Val.”

      I’d rested my head on his chest, listening to the heartbeat that proved he was still alive, and finally managed to catch a few hours before Taavi’s phone alarm went off so that he could get to work on time.

      I really hadn’t wanted him to go, but all our research suggested that the murder had already happened. Assuming we were right, I didn’t feel good about the fact that someone had died, even if I was deeply, selfishly relieved that it hadn’t been Taavi.

      Somewhere, somebody was dead, and we were getting up and having breakfast and drinking coffee and going to work just like it was every other goddamn day. We were both painfully aware of that fact, although it seemed like Taavi was coping with it a fuckton better than me.

      There wasn’t enough coffee in the goddamn world to make up for how fucking exhausted I was—between the complete lack of sleep, the stress, the knowledge that someone was dead, even if I didn’t know who, and the fact that the Culhua and the Ordo were both still out there killing people… My brain and body had been pushed to their limit.

      I pretty much could have guaranteed that I wasn’t going to sleep tonight, either, although I was placing bets that my lack of sleep was going to be the result of nightmares instead of—or, if I were extra lucky, in addition to—insomnia.

      In order to keep myself occupied, I’d finally done the background work on Izar Pelayo to figure out who the hell her brother and mother-in-law were. And now I was staring at my computer screen and cursing myself. Because I was looking at a photograph from some high-society fundraising event in which a pre-Arcana Izar was posing with her husband and brother—Julian fucking Vidal.

      The same fucking Julian Vidal who owned Deepwater Quarry, now Deepwater-Hephaestus. Who was running for mayor of Richmond.

      Fucking fuck me.

      “You okay, Hart?”

      I looked up to find Beck in my doorway, her expression concerned.

      “No,” I replied. “Because my goddamn lost-necklace-that-eats-souls-faun is Julian Vidal’s motherfucking sister.”

      Her face told me that I wasn’t overreacting. “Oh, shit,” she breathed.

      “Yeah,” I agreed. “Oh-fucking-shit.”

      “Shit what?” Ward wanted to know, rolling his way into the doorway as Beck moved to let him through.

      I explained again.

      “Well, fuck,” was his response.

      On the one hand, it was nice to be validated. On the other… I hate being validated about this kind of thing. It would have been nice for everyone to tell me I was overreacting, to try to calm me down, to tell me it was okay and I was just being melodramatic.

      Nope.

      Everybody else was just as horrified as me. Hooray.

      “The fuck do I do with this?” I asked.

      Ward and Beck looked totally blank. Doc looked thoughtful. I focused in on that.

      “What?” I asked him. He’d actually met her, after all.

      “It might be a gamble,” he began, his deep voice measured. “But perhaps we ask her directly. Not,” he continued, holding up a hand to stall whatever it was Ward was clearly about to say, “that we tell her everything we know, but that we raise the issue of her brother being a mayoral candidate with… connections who have recently ended up dead.”

      The rest of us stared at him.

      “Seriously?” Ward asked, more politely echoing my own thoughts.

      Doc shrugged. “It’s a gamble, as I said,” the big orc replied. “But Izar didn’t feel like a witch or warlock to me.”

      “She said she wasn’t,” I told him. “But you’d be able to tell if she really were by feel?” I asked.

      “Practiced magic—the magic of a witch or warlock—feels different from the innate magic of Arcanids. Izar obviously has that, but that’s all I sensed on her.”

      “You couldn’t have missed it?” I pressed. I didn’t doubt Doc’s abilities—I’d have to be an idiot to even think about it—but because I didn’t understand how it worked, I didn’t know if it was something you could miss.

      “I suppose it’s possible,” he replied. “But she would either have to be intentionally concealing it or have so little that it probably wouldn’t be enough for her to be a serious practitioner.”

      I thought about this. “Which she’d have to be to use the pendant?” I guessed.

      Doc shrugged again. “That depends on the object itself,” he replied. “Some magical talismans—like a necklace or pendant—will work for anyone, whether or not they’re a practitioner. That’s rare, but we’re talking about a soul-reliquary, which isn’t exactly common.”

      “That’s like a soul-jar, right?” Ward asked.

      I didn’t know what the fuck a soul-jar was. “A what?” I asked.

      “Soul-jars are different,” Doc replied. “They hold souls, kind of like the idea of a genie’s lamp. A soul can be trapped inside and used—commanded. It’s a form of necromancy. But this pendant, if it does what Izar described, is something different. If it’s similar to other artifacts I’ve studied, it doesn’t hold the soul, but uses it, weakening the spirit until it… is either destroyed or becomes too weak to be a power source.”

      “Destroyed?” Ward sounded upset. I didn’t blame him. I wasn’t much happier.

      “The documentation isn’t terribly clear how it works, and I haven’t exactly attempted to experiment with one,” Doc replied, his tone dry.

      “Well, that’s no fun, Mason,” Beck teased.

      The big orc rolled his gold-flecked eyes. “I am not a necromancer.”

      “Does that mean we should ask Archie?” I wanted to know.

      Ward gestured, and the deceased necromancer in question materialized beside me.

      “Ask me what, Puck?”

      It was my turn to roll my eyes, but I let it go. “Have you ever used a… what was it, Doc?”

      “Soul-reliquary,” the orc supplied.

      “Shit, son. Do I look like that kind of monster to you?” the dead man wanted to know, looking offended.

      “You look like a necromancer to me,” I replied, trying to sound placating. “I don’t know what all you can do with a… soul-thingy.”

      “Nothing good,” the ghost replied. “What’dya think that goddamn house was?”

      I blinked.

      “Does that mean you know how it works?” Ward asked him.

      “Sadly, no, sonny,” the ghost replied with a shake of his head. “All I know is that it hurts like a bitch and makes you feel hollowed out and hungry inside.”

      Damn.

      “Doc,” I began, the thought forming itself in my head as I spoke, “Julian fucking Vidal is a witch.”

      He went very still. “Did Izar think he might have taken the pendant?” the orc asked.

      I sighed, tugging on my braid. “What she said was that he wouldn’t, several times. She fingered her mother-in-law.”

      “Is the mother-in-law a witch?” Ward asked.

      “One would assume,” Doc answered.

      “One fucking would,” I confirmed.

      “So we bring this Izar woman back in to ask her… what, exactly?” Beck wanted to know.

      I exchanged a look with Doc. “Well,” the orc replied, “we didn’t ask about specific ritual uses for the pendant. But if there’s a chance she really is our Xipe Totec—” I’d explained what the pendant was of earlier “—then we probably want her to know that we know—to get her to tell us everything.”

      I pulled up my email to send a message when my phone, sitting face-up on my desk—buzzed, the screen lighting up with a picture of Dan Maza grinning at me over the rim of a beer.

      I picked it up. “Dan.”

      “You at work?”

      “Yeah, why?”

      “Grab your boss and your other boss and get to the address I’m about to text you ASAP,” he answered, then hung up. My phone buzzed in my hand, and I pulled up the address.

      “Dan needs us,” I reported to the three people and one ghost in my office.

      “All of us?” Ward asked.

      “He said my boss and my other boss.”

      “Good,” Beck replied. “Because I’ve got a swanky thing at the Jefferson in an hour, and crime scenes take forever to process.” She tossed her black hair, the gold and navy crystal of her earrings sparkling. Then she grinned. “But you boys have fun.”

      I’m pretty sure all three of us—four, if you counted Archie—rolled our eyes at that one.
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        * * *

      

      Dan was hovering, shifting from foot to foot in the doorway of the apartment building—a walk-up not unlike mine, although over by Byrd Park, a handful of miles from where I lived in the Museum District. When I pulled up, Doc’s truck behind me, Dan ran down the stairs, handing us our consulting badges before we’d had a chance to even say hello.

      “What’s going on?” I asked. His nervousness was making me anxious. He also looked like hell, not that even I was tactless enough to say so to his face. But it was pretty damn obvious he hadn’t been getting eight regular hours—or probably even six or seven—of sleep, either. I wasn’t going to judge. Pot, kettle, and all that.

      “Victim seems to be one Vito Landa. No obvious bullet, but he appears to have been shot. I want to get you in there and get eyes on this before someone pulls it,” Dan replied, his voice stressed. His normally decently-kempt hair was too long and sticking out in little clumps, like he’d been tugging on it and maybe hadn’t managed a shower today. I also counted a handful of grey hairs in among the black to go with the dark under-eye bruising on his tan skin. Been there, doing that—my eyes were ringed with purple often enough, and the only reason I wouldn’t ever go grey is because my hair is already snow-white.

      Feeling both guilty and sympathetic, I followed Dan up the stairs after Doc refused my help in moving Ward, not that there was anything I could do to help Dan that I wasn’t already doing. Or maybe there was, but I didn’t know that I had the mental capacity to help him when I could barely keep my own shit duct-taped together. It didn’t make me feel much better about it, but I felt like it was a better idea to know my own limits than to crash and burn and drag other people with me.

      Once in the building proper, we went into one of the ground floor units, its door gaping open, to find Mays crouching down beside the victim, a perfect hole in the corpse’s forehead.

      Fucking hell.

      But at the same time…

      This was a chance for us to get a jump on things before we got thrown off yet another Ordo case.

      I turned around, my mouth open to ask Ward to summon our victim’s ghost and start by asking about connections to the Ordo or the Culhua or any of our previous victims—

      “On it, Hart,” the medium told me, his eyes directed toward the corner of the room where I assumed the dead man was floating.

      I left him to it under Doc’s protective eyes, turning my attention to the big blond CSI tech crouched beside the corpse. He also looked like he’d had a few sleepless nights, although not quite as many as Dan. “Mays.”

      “Hart,” he replied, his blue eyes showing both fatigue and a kind of painful sharpness. It seemed like pretty much everybody was running the knife’s edge these days. “Are we… violating some rules?”

      “Not yet,” I answered.

      Mays was a smart man, understanding exactly what I meant. “Tierney put time of death about nine hours ago, probable cause is the hole in his head, which seems to be a nine-mil, no exit wound.”

      “So Ordo,” I said.

      “I couldn’t possibly say,” Mays replied, the creases at the corners of his eyes giving away the almost certainly sardonic smile that was hidden by his mask.

      “Right.” I snorted.

      “Hart?” came my boss’s tenor.

      “Yeah, Ward?”

      “Mr. Landa’s work bag seems to be missing—something that his boss will be rather upset about,” Ward informed me.

      “And his boss is…?”

      “Some guy named Steve Marston, but Steve’s boss just happens to be everybody’s favorite mayoral candidate.”

      I turned around at that. “You have got to be fucking kidding me.”

      Ward shook his head, his smirk concealed behind his gaiter-style mask.

      “Well, isn’t that just a fascinating fucking coincidence.”

      “Wait—” This was Dan, who had come up behind us from elsewhere in the apartment. “As in… Julian Vidal?” He didn’t sound happy about this. I didn’t blame him one bit.

      “Yep,” I replied, standing up and walking over. “The same guy whose name shows up on some paperwork in Richard Bazan’s office. And whose sister seems to be missing a rather important magical artifact.”

      “No shit,” Dan breathed, and I could almost see the gears turning in his head as he started to put the pieces together. Then his brow furrowed in a frown. “Fucking hell, Hart, you know that means they’re going to throw this in a goddamn chest freezer and chuck it in the James with a padlock, right?”

      “Probably,” I agreed.

      “And you’re not spitting mad about this because…?”

      “Because I don’t work there anymore,” I told him. “And they can’t stop us from talking to the dead people they’re not willing to investigate.”

      Dan made a harumphing noise in the back of his throat. “Don’t rub it in, Hart.”

      “Sorry.” I grimaced. I did feel bad for him, but with this many tumblers falling into place, we had to be closer than ever to picking the lock. I honestly didn’t give two shits if Dan was the one who made it open or I was—I just wanted someone to get the damn thing unlocked so that the people responsible could answer for what they’d done.

      And no, I hadn’t yet gone full mask-and-cape vigilante. I had no intention of adding homicide or murder to the list of things that I could probably get into trouble with the RPD for doing. I intended to hand whoever this was over to the RPD or the FBI, and I also fully intended to send copies of whatever evidence we dug up to the press, if that’s what it took to get this case out of the icebox and into the public fire.

      Okay, that left a lot of questions—such as how the fuck I was going to turn the testimony of a bunch of dead people into actionable evidence that could be given to the RPD, the FBI, or the press, but one baby step at a time. First we had to know where to look, then we could worry about what we found there.

      In my pocket, my phone buzzed, and I pulled it out to find a picture text from Mays. I opened, it then blinked rapidly at the image of the crime scene. I looked up, confused, to find that he wasn’t in the room anymore.

      Another buzz. This photograph was of the outside of the house.

      I frowned down at my phone.

      The next one didn’t buzz because I already had the text thread open. It was of some slightly trampled grass, the off-white siding of the house evident in the background.

      The last one was a faint muddy boot print on a sidewalk square.

      I stood up and walked back to the front door, noticing Mays crouched down half a block away, pointing down at what must have been the boot print while talking to the CSI photographer.

      Then I remembered the boot print from outside Whitehead’s house, and started flipping back through the gallery on my phone until I found the picture I’d taken of the printed photo Mays had shown me a few weeks back.

      I wasn’t a forensic shoe specialist, but it sure as shit looked like the same boot to me.

      Whitehead, Bazan, probably Oldham, and now this guy. Landa. Who worked for Vidal, like Bazan had worked for Vidal.

      The Oldhams and Vidal had been clients of Bazan. Landa also worked for Vidal. Whitehead had a separate link to the Ordo, as well as to Benavente, and I was willing to bet a considerable amount of money that Benavente also had ties to Vidal or Bazan or both.

      It was a messy fucking rat’s nest of threads, but they were starting to weave together to form a tapestry. A really shitty one that nobody would ever want, but a tapestry nonetheless.

      I cornered Dan.

      He looked up at me, his dark eyes clearly exhausted. “Tell me something good, Hart.”

      “I—I’m not sure if this is good or not, but it all connects,” I replied.

      “Define all,” he demanded.

      “Oldham,” I answered. “Whitehead, Bazan. And now Landa. But,” I continued, “it’s also looking like this has links to the dog bones out in Hampton.”

      “The federal case?” Dan asked, and, for the first time in a while, I heard something in his voice that might have been hope.

      I nodded. “Whitehead’s family has a tie to the Benaventes, who owned the house that is now the museum. And I’m ninety-three percent sure that the Benaventes also have a tie to the Ordo. And if they have a tie to the Ordo—”

      “And then I can pass this off to the feds, which means that somebody might actually fucking look at it,” Dan finished.

      I frowned, because that hadn’t been where I was going to go with it.

      “You don’t want me to give this to the feds?” he asked, noticing the expression.

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “Raj is weirdly giving me the goddamn cold shoulder right now,” I grumbled. “And he won’t tell me why. Just that it’s fucking classified.”

      “But they’re moving on it, yeah?” There was an edge to Dan’s voice that seemed almost desperate.

      “I think so,” I answered honestly. Because I did think so, I just didn’t have a clue where the fuck they were going.

      Dan ran a hand over his face. “Fucking hell, Hart. Somebody has to be doing something with this. They can’t just—” He cut himself off, and I got it. They shouldn’t just be able to drop a case and let someone run around putting disappearing magical bullets into people’s skulls, but it seemed like they were, in fact, just doing exactly that.

      “We’ll figure it out,” I promised.

      “I hope you’re right.” He nodded once. “I need this one put to bed, Hart.”

      “I know,” I told him. “Me, too.”

      I cared for selfish reasons—I didn’t know and didn’t care about Oldham or Whitehead or Bazan, all of whom seemed neutral rather than beneficial to society at best, and exploitative assholes at worst. But I did care about the fact that these people had some sort of connection to the Culhua, and the existence of the Culhua was a very personal and real threat to someone I cared very much about.

      Yeah, okay, the justice thing was part of it. I was a cop, for fuck’s sake. I’d gone into that line of work because fairness and justice actually mattered to me, even if they didn’t to a sadly high proportion of my former coworkers.

      I got the feeling they still mattered to Dan. It’s why I liked him. I wanted more cops to be like him—there just hadn’t been enough like him to make me stay.

      I wondered how long Dan would last.

      His phone let out a sharp trill, and he grimaced, holding it up to his ear. “Yeah. Maza.” I saw his jaw clench, the pulse of anger at his temple, the glaze that slid over his brown eyes. “Yessir, I hear you. Right away. Yeah.” A long pause. “No, sir. I understand.”

      He didn’t look at me as he thumbed the screen to end the call.

      “We’re gone,” I told him.

      “Sorry, Hart.”

      I tried not to sound like a complete dick. “Thanks for calling us in.”

      Dan’s skeptical expression told me I hadn’t entirely succeeded.

      “Really.”

      He sighed. “I hope I won’t have to do it again,” he replied.

      I nodded, gripped his shoulder, then turned to collect Ward and Doc and make ourselves scarce so that when someone came to tattle on Dan, we wouldn’t be here. Dan didn’t need any more trouble than he already had on his too-narrow shoulders.
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      I’d emailed Izar Pelayo and asked her to come back in to BTV to further discuss her case—which I’m sure seemed weird as fuck to her, because what could I possibly have to discuss with her other than ‘we figured out where your creepy pendant is.’ Maybe inviting her back would tip her off that we’d realized she was Xipe Totec, and she’d just come clean. Or maybe she wanted to keep toying with us and would deny it…

      Or maybe I needed to stop fucking speculating, stop drinking coffee, and just figure out how I was going to actually broach the weird as fuck subject that I knew she’d sent me a cryptic message that may or may not have been a warning about an impending shifter murder. A murder that we’d failed to stop.

      I was not currently enjoying my job very much.

      I wasn’t sure whether it was a good sign or a bad one that when Rayn escorted Izar back to the conference room—which did not currently have summoning sigils drawn on the table in chalk—the elegant faun looked nervous.

      “Ms. Pelayo.” I gestured for her to choose a seat.

      “Izar, please,” she replied, her horizontally slit eyes flickering around the room. “Are we—expecting others?”

      I nodded. “Doc Manning, you met him last time, and Edward Campion, our medium, will be joining us.”

      “Medium?” A frown crossed her features.

      I shrugged. “I don’t expect we’ll be needing that particular skillset today,” I replied, nervousness making me a little more formal than usual. Also because I didn’t want to piss her off and make her less helpful. “But he owns the company.”

      “Is there a problem?” she asked.

      “In a manner of speaking,” Doc answered as he entered the room, Ward right behind him. The orc sat in a chair across from Izar, and Ward rolled himself up to the empty spot at the table reserved for him. I plopped myself down at the far end. “It’s come to our attention, Ms. Pelayo, that there may be more to this than you’ve divulged.” He paused for a moment. “Either in person or via… email.”

      I saw the minute she realized what he meant, her shoulders sagging a little.

      “You’re Xipe Totec,” I accused.

      She nodded, her eyes staring at the surface of the table, a few smudges of chalk still trapped in the joins in the laminate.

      “Why didn’t you say so when you first came in?” I asked.

      She looked up at me then, and even in her inhuman features I could see the worry, stress, and what looked like grief. “I—I don’t know you,” she said softly.

      “You didn’t know me when you emailed me that cryptic fucking warning, either,” I pointed out irritably.

      “Hart,” Doc murmured, clearly—although gently—warning me to keep a rein on my temper. I grimaced.

      “No,” Izar agreed. “And I—” She sighed, spreading her long-fingered hands, several of them adorned with Aztec-style rings, on the surface of the table. “I should have been more forthright. But—” She swallowed. “I don’t know all that much.”

      “You know that the Culhua is killing canid shifters,” I pointed out, anger still edging my voice, although I was proud of myself for not actually swearing at her.

      Doc’s raised eyebrows told me he was much less impressed than I was with my self-restraint. I ignored him.

      Izar’s gaze dropped back to the table. “Yes,” she whispered.

      “Why didn’t you just say so?” I asked her.

      “I—I didn’t realize at first that…” She sighed again. “No, I did. I didn’t want it to be true, but some part of me knew that it had to be…”

      I almost felt a hint of guilt as a single tear escaped one horizontally slit eye and slid down her cheek. And then I reminded myself that if she’d gone to the FBI and just said everything she knew or suspected instead of sending an opaque email to some random-ass PI elf, there might be a canid shifter who would still be alive.

      “Why me?” I asked.

      “Hart,” Doc interrupted again.

      I scowled at him. “No, I want to know why me. Why not the FBI or the RPD?”

      Izar looked up at me. “The police won’t do anything about it,” she said sadly. “They can’t.”

      “Why the—” I broke off at the look Doc shot me. “Why not?” I amended my question.

      She blinked slowly at me. “My… husband’s family has a lot of local influence. Businesses. And… politics.”

      It took me a minute. Then it hit me.

      Oh, fuck.

      I wondered if one of the Pelayos was the fucker who was icing the Ordo cases. As far as I could tell, Vidal—the whole family—was linked to the Culhua, not the Ordo, so there wasn’t a good reason to stop the police from arresting the people who were out to kill them.

      If it was, though, it made me feel the tiniest smidgeon better that it was coming from up high—even if that meant that Villanova was bowing to pressure from above, at least it was coming from above and not from him.

      I’d like to think that if I’d been in his position—which I never would have been, even without having experienced an elven transformation—that I would have refused. Not that it would have done any good, mind you. It’d have gotten my ass fired and replaced by some asshat who would have done as they were told. But it was principle.

      And that’s why I’d quit and Villanova hadn’t.

      But maybe the Pelayos weren’t responsible for icing the Ordo cases. Maybe they were just keeping the canid murders covered up, which was more than bad enough.

      I couldn’t decide if I preferred one active cover-up or two. Both were pretty fucking shitty.

      “Okay,” I said out loud to Izar. “Why not contact the feds?”

      Her eyes filled, but she didn’t answer.

      “You wanted to protect your family, correct?” Doc’s voice was a lot gentler than mine.

      Izar nodded, the tears spilling from her over-full goat’s eyes.

      “Who?” I demanded.

      “Hart.” This time the admonishment came from Ward.

      “I—I honestly don’t know,” Izar answered, her eyes pleading with me to believe her. I wanted to, but I also knew that she was probably shoveling an absolute shit-load of denial and self-delusion.

      “But?” I pressed.

      “I—I’m afraid to find out,” she whispered.

      “Your brother?” I asked pointedly.

      “May—maybe.”

      “If not, who else?”

      “My mother-in-law. Or Maritza. Antonio’s sister.”

      “The same people who knew about your pendant?”

      She nodded.

      “Is it actually missing?”

      “Hart!” Doc’s voice was sharper.

      “Yes!” Izar replied, sounding genuinely upset. “I—I didn’t know it was missing when I sent the… first email. I thought—I’d convinced myself that I’d just mislaid it. Put it somewhere for safekeeping and then forgot where.”

      “You emailed me two weeks ago,” I pointed out.

      She nodded. “Yes. That’s what made me go looking for it.” She was quiet a moment, and it took a good deal of self-control for me not to blurt out one of the seven different rude, insulting, or demanding things that were running through my head, but—for once—I didn’t. “I—I don’t know for certain that they’re involved. Celestina and Maritza. Or Julian.”

      “Celestina is your mother-in-law?” I clarified.

      Izar nodded.

      “Izar,” Doc’s voice was gentle, kind. I had no idea why he wasn’t spitting mad, but he had a fuck-ton more patience than I had, that’s for damn sure.

      The faun looked up at him with wet eyes.

      “You know your family better than we do. If one of them were going to take it—who would it be?”

      She closed her eyes and shook her head. “I—I don’t know.”

      Something about the way she said it told me that she probably did know. Or at least seriously suspected. You see it sometimes with family members of murderers—they don’t want their brother or their husband or whoever to be guilty, so they try very hard to convince themselves of it… but they know.

      Izar Pelayo knew who took the pendant.

      “It was your brother, wasn’t it?” I asked her, trying not to sound like as much of a dick as I normally did.

      Her goat-eyes were wide and scared and sad. She bit her lip. She didn’t deny it. “I can’t believe he’d do this,” she whispered.

      But part of her definitely could, or she wouldn’t suspect it.

      “Do what?” I pressed.

      “Kill those shifters,” she whispered.

      I waited. Ward fidgeted a little in his chair, but kept quiet. Doc watched Izar, his expression still surprisingly kind. Doc is one of those people who makes you feel like you need to be a better person, because he’s a gigantic orc with protruding fangs who is just about the gentlest person I’ve ever met. Taavi is like that, too—not the giant orc part, obviously, but gentle and kind.

      I am not.

      Sometimes, when I spend time around them and notice that I’m a raging dick and they really, really aren’t, I try a little harder.

      So I didn’t push Izar. Because Doc wasn’t and because I knew Taavi wouldn’t.

      Instead, I curled my toes in my shoes, impatient.

      “Julian… isn’t a bad person,” she said, finally, speaking to a spot on the table between her hands. “He’s… caught up. He wants to make a difference. For the better. It’s just…” She let out a long sigh. “It’s hard to do that without power.”

      And it was hard to get power without having your hands in the right pockets or, apparently, without the support of some secret fucked-up magical cabal—Ordo or Culhua, take your fucking pick.

      I was trying to formulate a question that wasn’t going to make me sound like a total asshole when Izar started speaking again.

      “Julian wanted to run for something smaller. City Council. But the others thought he should aim bigger. He needed support, financial backing. Antonio was helping him to make business deals, find donors, that sort of thing. And Antonio… introduced him to…” She trailed off, her eyes desperate.

      “The Culhua,” I filled in for her.

      She nodded, her expression a mix of sadness and relief. “Yes.” She began to toy with one of the rings on her left hand. “Antonio believed in Julian’s mission. And Celestina seemed to think that…” She shook her head. “I can’t actually say that I know what Celestina was thinking,” she murmured. “She said that she wanted to support Julian’s career because he was part of the family. But…”

      “Now you don’t think so?” Doc asked.

      “Now I don’t know what to think,” came the tearful reply.

      So someone in her family was at the center of this—maybe the mother-in-law, maybe the brother—but that still left me with one very big question.

      “You said your family—your husband’s family—has ties to politics.”

      She nodded, lip caught in her teeth.

      “But your family isn’t Ordo.”

      “Ordo?” she repeated, and her expression was confused.

      “The Antiquus Ordo Arcanum.”

      Still blank.

      I sighed. Double fuck.

      “Would your brother talk to me?” I asked her.

      Her eyes went wide. “What? Why?”

      There was fear there. I didn’t have to see Doc’s nostrils flare to know that if I’d been an orc or shifter I would have smelled it.

      “Why don’t you want me to talk to him?” I asked her, my voice sounding sharper to my ears than I intended.

      Doc unnecessarily shot me another look.

      “Julian… He doesn’t do well with Arcanids.”

      “‘Do well with,’” I repeated. “He is aware that we make up six percent of his potential voting bloc, right?”

      Her face flickered through several expressions, too quickly for me to be able to tell precisely what each of them were. “He… tries,” she whispered. “He’s… not cruel. But he… He thinks that it means there’s something wrong with us. Nothing we can help, but that we’re to be pitied.”

      “Remind me not to vote for him,” I muttered.

      Doc grunted.

      I tugged on the end of my braid. “Izar.”

      She looked up at me, her eyes wide and her face tight.

      “There have been at least three people connected to your brother killed by the Antiquus Ordo Arcanum in the last month. Three people. That means that your brother has something to do with it. Maybe not—” I kept going, overriding whatever she’d been about to say “—something he intended or even knew about, but that’s a big… coincidence.” I kept myself from swearing, again. I was doing really well keeping my language clean, not that anyone was going to pat me on the back for it.

      Tears spilled from Izar’s brown goat-eyes. “I—I don’t know about that,” she whispered. “But…” She swallowed. “He’s gotten more secretive in the past year.”

      I nodded, listening. “What happened in the past year?”

      But Izar shook her head. “I don’t know,” she replied, her voice soft and sad. “He’s been working toward the election, preparing. Trying to raise money. Gain supporters. It’s… like he’s becoming a different person.”

      I could tell from her voice how much she wanted him to be innocent. And how afraid she was that he wasn’t.

      “And this happened about the same time you last saw your… pendant?”

      Her face crumpled, and even I am not enough of an asshole that I didn’t feel that like a sucker punch to the gut. She nodded, burying her face in her hands.

      I felt like a complete jerk, but it seemed to me that Julian Vidal was person of interest numero uno.
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      I was tugged out of sleep by a strange sensation on my face—Taavi gently brushing one finger down the bridge of my nose.

      “Whareydoin?” I wasn’t awake yet.

      Taavi laughed softly. “Touching your skin.”

      “Ivelotsaskin. Whym’nose?”

      Another soft chuckle as he snuggled closer to me, the tip of his nose touching mine as he traced the edge of one pointed ear with the fingers poking out of his cast.

      I shivered.

      “Does that bother you?” he asked, a faint furrow rumpling his forehead.

      “Nah.” It did something to me, but ‘bother’ was not the right word.

      The finger went back to gently tracing the shell of my ear, tingles licking along the sensitive nerves.

      The rest of me was waking up now, although what Taavi was doing to my ear wasn’t helping my brain to function any better, since the blood was all heading considerably further south.

      Taavi pushed himself up on his elbow so that he could feather kisses around the shell of my ear, and I made a strangled involuntary sound in the back of my throat.

      He chuckled softly, then gently licked the point.

      “Shit,” I  hissed.

      The next kiss was placed on the soft spot behind my ear, then under my jawbone, then he ran his tongue along my throat. I squirmed, trying to get my hands on him, and he pushed my shoulder to roll me onto my back as he straddled my pelvis.

      I made another noise, a half-choked-off moan, as he nuzzled the curve where my neck met my shoulder, the heat of his hips and thighs and half-erect cock pressing against my stomach.

      “Morning,” I managed to murmur into his hair, running my hands down his back.

      “Mmmmm.” He nipped lightly at my skin, rocking a little so that my hardening cock pushed up against his ass.

      I slid my hands lower, over the curve of his backside until I could grip his glutes, kneading the muscles as he pressed against me.

      God, I loved his body. Tight muscles, hot skin, smooth curves everywhere I wanted them.

      “Val.”

      “Yeah?” I was a little breathless.

      “Lube.” He wiggled a little, grinding his arousal into my stomach.

      I groaned, but reached over to the nightstand, pulling a bottle from the drawer to slick my fingers.

      Taavi pushed up a little with his legs, giving me easier access, but also letting him nibble at my ear.

      I hissed, then got back at him by pushing a finger into him to the second knuckle.

      He gasped, dropping his forehead to rest on my clavicle, pushing his hips back into my hand.

      Fucking hell.

      The inside of his body was even hotter than his skin, heat and muscle tightening around my finger and pulling me in.

      My cock jumped, greedily anticipating its turn.

      I pressed a little deeper, Taavi making a small sound of approval into my skin as he rocked himself on my finger.

      I added a second, pushing against his muscle as he fucked himself on my hand, stretching and seeking the nerves that would send pleasure arcing through him. I stroked his back, his flank, his thigh with my other hand, feeling the bunching of his quads, the trembling in his thighs every time I rubbed against his prostate.

      He whimpered as I pushed harder, then pushed himself up on his elbows, his weight on my chest as his eyes—pupils blown wide in mismatched irises—met mine.

      “Fuck me,” he rasped, the words half-growled.

      My hands shook as I rolled a condom on and lubed myself up, Taavi straddling my thighs and lazily stroking himself as he watched.

      The breath caught in my throat as he positioned himself over me and lowered himself down, thighs shaking. The sight of him, his head thrown back, his hand still stroking his cock, my erection disappearing into his body faster than I expected, but slower than I wanted, stole my breath and battered my self-control.

      I let my hands rest on his pelvis, fingers at the crease between thighs and hips, as he settled fully onto me, skin meeting skin, my pulse throbbing in my cock as his body rippled and squeezed, adjusting to having me inside him.

      I tried very hard not to grip his hips too tightly, not to move, not to give in to the rising pleasure that made me so very desperate to thrust upwards, to push deeper than was physically possible. Breath rasped in my lungs, and I could feel the tightness in my abs, the tension in my hands as I deliberately didn’t grab onto him.

      He watched me through half-lidded eyes, one dark, one pale, pupils blown wide and lips parted as he stroked himself, the skin of his cock dark as it stretched tightly over his thickness.

      I let out a whine.

      The smile that spread across his lips was predatory and hot as fuck.

      Fuck me.

      I didn’t actually say it out loud—I don’t think, anyway. My brain wasn’t really in control anymore.

      But he started to move, little contractions of his thighs, a slight tilting of his pelvis, just a rocking motion, millimeters, maybe a centimeter at most, but the way he was straddling me, the way my body was pushed inside his, it felt like miles of heat and pressure and slickness, his body surrounding me, the muscles massaging every nerve I had—because I wasn’t capable of feeling anything that wasn’t my cock.

      “Taavi—” His name was all I could manage, and I barely had the focus for that.

      He gave me a little more, rising higher, and I’m pretty sure the sound I made was half a sob, my fingers tightening on his hips because I had to hold on, to ground myself somehow, and Taavi was the only thing I wanted to ground myself to.

      More.

      I could feel something—emotion, pleasure, desire, pressure, call it whatever the fuck you want—pushing against the back of my throat like a sob, and I gasped around it, struggling for air as everything became Taavi—the feel of his body, the musky-spicy scent of arousal and sweat, the sight of his fist on his cock and of mine as he lifted himself almost completely off me before bearing down again until his ass pushed against my hips.

      Sweat was beading on my skin as he pushed me past the point when I thought I would either explode or die, my abs sore and my thighs shaking.

      I could see the beads of precum leaking in a nearly steady stream from the head of his cock, the slit wet and shiny as he pumped himself, his chest flushed under the dark whorls of his tattoo, nipples peaked.

      “Val.”

      I might have made a sound. I honestly don’t know.

      He let go of himself. “Make me come with just your cock.”

      I did make a sound then, a strangled moan that might have been mixed with one of a dozen curse-words, because I so desperately needed to fuck him hard enough that he came, hard enough that he wouldn’t be able to walk normally for at least the rest of the day.

      I flipped us both over, sliding out of his body so that I could press his legs wider, pushing against his ass and thighs so I could put his calves on my shoulders.

      I paused, just a fraction of a second, staring down at him, the head of my cock pressed against him, waiting for his permission.

      “Fuck, Val, yes.”

      It was all I needed.

      I drove into him, hard and fast, pushing myself and him as far as I thought either of us could take it.

      I’m not human. I’m a lot stronger than a human, and I know that if Taavi had been, I would have hurt him.

      But he’s not human, either, so he arched up into my thrusts, his arms thrown over his head as I fucked him as hard as I dared, the slap of flesh barely audible over the panting of breath and rasping, growled moans that came out of his throat.

      I could feel my whole body buzzing, my orgasm so close I could practically taste the salt and bitter aftertaste of my own cum. But Taavi first.

      I ran my hands up the outside of his legs, pushing him just a little higher so I could get the right angle to hit his prostate with each thrust, and his fingers tightened in the pillowcase, growls interspersed with words I was pretty sure weren’t English telling me that I had it right.

      And then his muscles clenched, his body a vice that ripped my pleasure from me as he let out a sharp, rough cry, cum pulsing across his stomach as his body throbbed out both his release and mine.

      His limbs went limp, and I eased his legs off my shoulders, pressing tender, uncertain kisses to his ankle, then, as I crawled my way up his body, his sternum, breathing in the smell of his skin and cum as his fingers came to thread their way into my hair, gently pulling me up so that he could kiss my lips.

      He felt like liquid under me, and I broke the kiss.

      “Are you okay?”

      His hands came around to hold my face. “I am so much better than ‘okay,’” he murmured, then pulled my face in so he could kiss my nose. “So much better.”

      I felt my face and ears heat, but I let him pull me into his body, wrapping his legs around me as he wound his fingers back into my hair. I let myself lean into him, trusting him to tell me if I was too heavy.

      He didn’t. He just hummed softly and tightened his limbs around me.

      Since I didn’t want to be anywhere else, I let myself sink into him and just breathed him in.

      The rest of the world could just fuck right off.
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      “So… what?” I asked Doc, the phone sitting on the counter on speaker as I whisked the egg mixture for an omelet.

      By my feet, Pet was crunching away at her kibble—no tuna for her today, because it wasn’t Sunday. If I caved too often, she’d never settle for plain old cat food. Taavi was in the shower, and, no, he hadn’t walked there with his normal grace. He had looked happy, though, something that meant I was in a fan-fucking-tastic mood. Or at least I had been, until Doc called.

      “So you’re saying the Culhua is Catholic?” I asked him. “That makes no fucking sense.”

      I heard him snort. “Sure it does, Hart. The Culhua draws at least the foundation for their mythology from the Aztecs, and the Aztecs were subject to the work of the conquistadores, many of whom were accompanied by Jesuit missionaries.”

      “Missionaries who were there to convert or slaughter the Aztecs,” I pointed out, pouring the mixture into my cast iron pan to the satisfying sizzle of egg instantly cooking as it hit hot metal.

      “And if you were Aztec, and smart, you would likely pretend to convert, but secretly continue to practice modified versions of your own religion, right?”

      “I mean. I probably wouldn’t,” I told him.

      “And you’d probably end up dead or in an Inquisition prison,” Doc cheerfully informed me.

      I snorted. He was probably right.

      “The point, Hart,” he continued, “is that we see, over and over, all across the world, colonized peoples creating religious or cultural hybrids of their own religious traditions and Catholicism. Or Islam, although that’s a good deal less common and principally restricted to parts of Asia and the Middle East.”

      “Okay, fine,” I conceded, heading off what was warming up to be an extensive lecture. Doc likes lecturing. It’s the professor in him. I sometimes didn’t mind Doc’s lectures—some of them I’ve even enjoyed, but I was making brunch for myself and Taavi, and I didn’t have an hour to devote to the finer points of post-colonial religious doctrine. “So the Culhua is some sort of Catholic-Aztec mash-up. How is that helpful?”

      “The really interesting part is that I think I’ve found the Culhua’s origins right here in Virginia. Well, North Carolina, but it was part of the Virginia colony at the time.”

      “And?” I tried to hurry him along.

      “And,” he replied, sounding amused, “its appearance coincides with the arrival of a young man converted to Catholicism and traveling with Jesuit missionaries. In the account of the 1571 Jesuit attempt to move into Virginia territory, the Ajacán Missions—”

      “Doc.” I really wasn’t prepared to lose the next hour to this. I placed some sliced cheese on the egg, then spooned in sauteed mushrooms, green onions, and dollops of cream cheese along with a slice of bacon because this was Taavi’s. “I’ve got other shit to do today besides learn about the history of early American religious oppression.”

      The orc on the other end of the conversation made a grumbling noise. “Fine. The Jesuits brought a boy named Aloncito who appears, from the accounts, to have been a witch. A few very sketchy documents pulled from the museum’s basement included references to an Alonso de Olmos.”

      “And you think they’re the same person? This Alonso de Olmos and Aloncito?”

      “They could be,” Taavi’s voice said from my kitchen doorway. “Aloncito is a nickname for Alonso.”

      “I assume you heard that,” I said to Doc.

      “Yes.”

      “And you knew that.”

      The orc laughed. “Yes, Hart, I knew that.”

      I grunted. “So what do you want me to do about it?” I carefully eased my spatula under the edge of the egg, then used it to close up the omelet.

      “It goes to motive. And it might help us to think about why the Ordo might be targeting the Culhua.”

      “The… fuck.”

      “Why is that bad?” Taavi wanted to know.

      “Aside from the fact that this is a centuries’-old blood magic feud?” I asked.

      “It isn’t bad,” Doc answered Taavi’s question. “But it does help us understand what might be going on.”

      “If we’re right, that is bad because it means we’re stuck in the middle of a witches and warlocks fight, and both sides are totally willing to fucking murder people over it,” I pointed out.

      “While true,” Doc agreed, “that was the situation whether or not we were aware of it.”

      “And knowledge is power, blah blah fucking blah,” I muttered.

      “Forewarned and forearmed, Hart.”

      “Yeah, yeah.”

      Leaning against the counter, Taavi snorted.

      “More importantly,” Doc continued, “it tells us that we’re likely to find religious conflict at the heart of this rivalry.”

      “And that matters, why?”

      “Catholics and Protestants have always hated each other,” Doc answered. “And, amusingly, the Ordo appears to be affiliated with the Episcopalian Church—formerly the Anglican Church.”

      “Still not seeing the point,” I replied, serving up Taavi’s omelet onto a plate. I added a fresh-baked biscuit to it, then passed it over.

      Taavi set it down, then hopped up to sit on my counter to eat, his eyes focused on me and the phone.

      “The point,” Doc explained, probably more patiently than I deserved, “is that this longstanding feud, to use your term, gives us a pretty good idea of the people and places who have historically been tied to both groups.”

      “I don’t care about long-dead cultists, Doc.” I poured egg into the pan again.

      “No, but it also tells us that the Vidal family wasn’t involved until very recently.”

      “So?”

      “So Julian Vidal seems to have been rather less involved than we might think, given how often his name has come up recently.”

      “Less involved?” I frowned down at the cheese I had just put in my omelet. “The fuck do you mean less involved?”

      “From what I can tell, looking through the historical links, the Vidal family are much more recent comers to Virginia, and therefore the Culhua. The Pelayo family, however, goes all the way back, which suggests that they were attempting to use the magic in the Vidal family to—let’s call it ‘reinvigorate’—the bloodline.”

      “So they were after Izar?” I added mushrooms and cream cheese to my omelet.

      “Possibly both Izar and Julian, but they started courting Julian after Izar and Antonio contracted the Arcanavirus. Encouraging and sponsoring Julian to become more involved in local business. Providing support for him to join various boards and community projects.”

      “Grooming him, you mean? Now that their brood sow had the fucking audacity to become a faun.”

      “You do have a way with words, Hart.”

      I worked at the edges of the egg in the pan, ignoring Doc’s comment. “But how do we know that he isn’t all-in on this? Hasn’t drunk the fucking Kool-Aid?”

      “Flavor-Aid.”

      “What?”

      “Flavor— Nevermind. And the answer is because while he might want to become mayor, he’s been pretty careful about his investments.”

      “Meaning what?”

      “Meaning,” the orc explained with a surprising amount of patience, “that he hasn’t been making or accepting contributions from certain parties.”

      That didn’t provide a particularly clear picture, but I got enough to get the idea, and I wanted to get back to my brunch with my boyfriend… who was eating his without me. “And we know this how?”

      “Vito Landa.”

      “Ward talked to him?”

      “Indeed.” Doc sounded amused. “He had all sorts of useful information about what had been taken along with his work bag, once Ward got him calmed down.”

      “Goddamn it, Doc. I’ve got an omelet with my name on it, and I don’t want it to get fucking cold waiting for you to tell me what I need to know.”

      He laughed outright at that. “Fine, Hart. The point is that I think Izar might be right about her brother not being responsible for the theft of her pendant. More importantly, we want to look not at Vidal, but at his connections. They are more likely to be members—and therefore targets for the Ordo—than Vidal himself. Especially because he is very much in the public eye.”

      He had a point. Except for one thing. “That didn’t stop the Ordo from killing the Oldhams,” I pointed out.

      “True enough, but the Oldhams were far more problematic to the Ordo than Vidal. Vidal and his compatriots might be Culhua, but the Oldhams were trying to criminalize magic entirely. They were a direct and immediate threat. Vidal isn’t. Not yet, anyway.”

      I sighed. “Okay, fine. We’ll look at Vidal’s connections. After brunch.”

      Doc laughed again. “Call if you figure anything out.”

      “I will.” Be polite on the phone, I told myself. “Thanks, Doc.”

      “I’ll see you later, Hart.”

      I hung up, then turned to Taavi, who was more than halfway through his omelet.

      I poured more egg into the pan after quickly stuffing a bite into my mouth. “You heard?” I knew he had, but asking bought me some time to process what Doc had told me.

      “That Vidal isn’t the problem?”

      “Probably isn’t the problem,” I corrected.

      “Yes.” He took another bite, as did I. “Val?”

      “Yeah?”

      “What does that mean? How does that help us?”

      I sighed. “It doesn’t, really. It eliminates our most likely suspect, which I suppose is progress, but it doesn’t help us figure out who is killing shifters or, for that matter, who’s killing Culhua members.”

      “Oh.” He sounded disappointed.

      I added cheese to the egg in the pan. “It’s—cases work like this,” I explained, frowning down at the melting cheese. “And, really, eliminating a lead is progress, it just feels…” I shrugged, not really sure how to explain.

      “Like it leaves you back at the beginning?” Taavi suggested.

      “Yeah, pretty much.” I added mushrooms, cream cheese, and bacon, then took another bite of my own omelet. “That’s the way the fucking cookie crumbles.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Taavi and I finished our brunch a good deal more subdued than I’d originally intended, although I was trying to be optimistic, and Taavi is by nature fairly positive. But there’s just something a wee bit mood-dampening about discussing cult murder over breakfast.

      The plan for the day was a walk past the art museum and out around the lagoons at Byrd Park, a stop on the way back for ice cream and an afternoon movie at the old movie theatre at the bottom of Carytown that still played its Wurlitzer organ. They ran old classics throughout October, and today’s feature was a Halloween classic: The Wolf Man with Lon Cheney Jr.

      Doc, Ward, Jackson, Beck, and Ward’s librarian friend, Fiona, were all meeting us there. I’d also texted both Dan and Mays to invite them—at Ward’s insistence—although I had no idea if either was going to be able to show up. As Mays had pointed out, they’d be there if nobody died.

      Leaving plenty of time for meandering, we headed out into the pleasantly cool—for Richmond—October afternoon, the leaves on the neighborhood trees starting to turn shades of yellow, orange, and sugar-maple red, their vibrant hues splashed in with green.

      As we walked, Taavi threaded his fingers with mine, and although I’m not normally a public affection kind of guy, I enjoyed the warm pressure of his hand, the solid feel of his callused fingers, the slight roughness of the pad of his thumb as it absently stroked the skin on the back of my hand.

      He told me about the kids at his work, a few of the shifters who lived in Richmond who were in and out of Hands and Paws—volunteers, a psychologist who ran one of the support groups for the recently-transformed, a bear shifter who came and went every few months as he found or lost jobs.

      As sad as some of the stories were—and some of them were downright fucking depressing—the fact that places like Hands and Paws and the AAYC existed at least meant that there was something like a support network for people whose families and friends were dickbags about their Arcana transformations.

      I didn’t know if I’d ever get how you could do that—just give up on a friend or a sibling or child who got sick and ended up looking different or having different needs than they used to. We didn’t change who we were when we grew fur or fangs or pointed ears. I was the same crass, foul-mouthed asshole I had been before I went all leggy and gorgeous. My manners didn’t improve one iota. In fact, I bet that with my contrarian personality, I probably got even ruder to compensate.

      But I was still me. I still loved my parents. I still liked beer and cheese—hell, I still liked burgers, they just really didn’t like me back, as I discovered the one time I’d tried a bite because how bad could it be, really?

      Bad. Like anaphylaxis bad. That was a fun night in the ER getting treated like a pincushion while the nurse monitored my histamine levels and tried to convince my body that murdering me over some Burger King really wasn’t worth it. Last time I tried that, though, let me tell you.

      “Taavi?”

      He looked over at me, a little startled. We’d been walking in silence while I got lost in my own head. “Yeah?”

      “How do you think you’re different from a transformed shifter?” It was something I’d wondered for a while, but I hadn’t wanted to ask. Because it might be rude.

      I guess I’d decided I didn’t care. Or maybe I’d just decided that Taavi was going to get me unfiltered.

      Well, no. I was going to filter. Preferably the really extra-stupid shit. But I wanted to know more about how he thought about the world, and that stuff I was just going to ask. Because there wasn’t anything about Taavi Camal that I didn’t want to know.

      “Oh. Um.” He looked thoughtful. “I assume some things, I guess. It’s hard for me to think about what the world looks like, sounds like, smells like, for the rest of you. Most shifters who are new come in and talk about how loud everything is, how strong the smells are, how overwhelming.” He shrugged. “I’ve always had shifter senses, so the world just is the way it is to me.”

      And that made me wonder what the world looked and sounded and smelled like to Taavi.

      “What was different for you, after?” he asked me.

      “Definitely louder,” I confirmed. “Not as much as for shifters, if my conversations with others are any indication, but I’ve got better hearing than humans, and definitely more sensitive than mine used to be. I can see better, although not really in the dark—just farther, sharper. Kind of… fisheyed, maybe? I remember being really disoriented right after, walking into walls and shit. But as far as I can tell, my sense of smell isn’t any different.”

      Taavi nodded. “Touch?” he asked, holding up our joined hands.

      “That’s… hard to say. I’m not sure if my skin got more sensitive or if it was just really painful for a while. I did grow quite a bit, so a lot of me was really sore and tender for a few months, and I’m not sure if I had to heal or I just got used to it.”

      “How much?” he asked, looking up at me, his head cocked to the side.

      I barked a laugh. “I used to be five-nine.”

      Taavi’s eyes widened. “You grew seven inches? In how long?”

      “Four days.”

      “Ouch.”

      “Yeah. It sucked.”

      A car honked as it drove past us, and I frowned. Taavi’s fingers tightened around mine, and I didn’t need a shifter’s sense of smell to tell he was scared.

      “Just a car horn,” I told him gently.

      He let out a long breath. “That’s how—when they hit me,” he whispered, eyes still wide.

      Oh. I glanced back over my shoulder, but the car hadn’t circled or turned back. “It’s okay. They’re gone—and it might not have been us.” Or it might have been that I was an elf or that we were both guys. But I wasn’t going to suggest those options out loud. First of all, Taavi knew damn well that both were options. Second, as my mother has pointed out more than once in my life, there’s no need to go looking for trouble where it isn’t.

      But now Taavi was on edge and, quite frankly, so was I. Nothing like a car horn to give you a jolt of adrenaline, whether it’s aimed at you or not. I let Taavi pick up the pace as we headed away from the park and into the neighborhoods, aiming toward Carytown.

      Back on one of the main roads, I still felt uneasy, like there was too much something in the air. I tried to tell myself it was Taavi’s nervousness rubbing off on me—and with what he’d been through, he was fully justified in being nervous.

      But I couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something more to it than that.

      Let’s just say that when we turned a last corner and I saw Ward and Beck at the outdoor patio set up in an old parking lot outside Bev’s Ice Cream, I felt a lot more relief than I probably needed to. I left Taavi with them to go inside the tiny shop, where Doc and Jackson—Doc’s eleven-year-old nephew who I swear got taller every time I saw him—were at the back of the line. Jackson was debating the merits of pumpkin ice cream versus orange with chocolate chips, and I interrupted to point out that cinnamon was clearly the best choice.

      Dan showed up after we got back outside, then Fiona, whose horns were decorated with little tiny wire-frame bats. Beck spent a good five minutes squealing over them until Fiona took one off and gave it to her.

      Mays arrived last, a frown on his face.

      “What?” both Dan and I asked him at the same time.

      Mays shook his head. “Nothing we need to deal with,” he replied, although his expression stayed serious.

      “It’s the damn rally, isn’t it?” Dan asked.

      “What rally?” Ward wanted to know.

      Doc and I exchanged a look over his head.

      “What fucking rally?” the medium repeated, clearly annoyed now.

      I wasn’t going to get in the middle of this one, so I let Doc explain about the Magic-Free Movement rally on the State House grounds. I deliberately hadn’t brought it up, and when Doc mentioned it I could feel Taavi’s eyes burning a hole in the side of my face.

      “You knew,” he hissed at me.

      “And we went nowhere near it,” I replied, trying to keep my voice calm and steady. “On purpose.”

      “Val.” There was a warning in his tone.

      I sighed. “Yes, I knew it was happening. But I don’t want to go down there, I have no reason to go down there, and it wasn’t happening near here, so there really wasn’t much point in bringing it up.”

      “Other than the fact that if there are out-of-town MFM assholes, they go to touristy things like movies at the Byrd,” Ward snapped irritably. “So it seems like not the best idea to get a whole bunch of us together and make a target.”

      Jackson looked scared now, leaning into Doc’s side and all but ignoring his ice cream.

      “It’s still mid-afternoon, and we aren’t near the rally point,” Doc replied calmly. “They’ll still be there until nightfall, and we’ll be done by then.”

      Doc and I had actually talked about this—not because either of us thought that we were in particular danger, since both Doc and I can fucking handle ourselves, but because both of us had people we cared about who were a lot more vulnerable than we were: Ward, Jackson, Taavi. Although to be fair to Taavi and Ward, they’d both proven more than once to be more than a handful for anyone stupid enough to try to hurt them.

      Jackson was a kid, though, so I totally understood why Doc would worry about his safety. And about exposing him to violence. So we’d talked about it, and we’d decided it was probably fine.

      The lesson we were currently learning was that we both probably needed to have also discussed that with our respective significant others, at least if we were judging by the absolute stormcloud that was Ward’s expression.

      Taavi was tense beside me, but he didn’t look angry. Worried, possibly upset, but not like he was going to strangle me with magic.

      Ward, on the other hand, was fucking pissed.

      “Look,” I said, trying to diffuse the simmering rage of the warlock because clearly I have no self-preservation instincts. “We’re far enough away that nobody is going to accidentally wander into Carytown from the State House, and we’ll be done before they are. There are also a lot of us. It’ll be fine.”

      Yeah, I know. Famous last words.
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        * * *

      

      Except it actually was mostly fine. Dan got called out about a half-hour into The Wolf Man, but even though he checked his phone every five seconds, nobody called Mays. Nobody calling the CSI guys had to be a good thing. I texted Dan to see if he was okay, though. Just in case.

      Everybody headed back to their cars afterwards, the tension having been eased considerably during the movie, even if Ward was probably still miffed with Doc and I.

      As Taavi and I headed back through the neighborhoods, Taavi leaned into my right side, the fingers of his left hand threaded in mine. “Do you think we’re okay walking home?” he asked softly, his gaze pointed down at the pavement between our feet.

      The sun was low in the sky, but we were still at least an hour from sunset. Early diners were starting to filter their way into Carytown to sample its restaurants, but most of them parked nearby, not in the neighborhoods Taavi and I would walk through to get back to my place. “We’ll be fine,” I answered him, the squeezed his fingers gently.

      “Okay.”

      We kept walking in silence, and that niggling feeling that something was off started to come back. I didn’t think we’d have any trouble with the protestors—they had no reason to be wandering through the residential streets of the Museum District—but I was starting to worry that there was something wrong.

      “Val?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Do you—” He cut himself off, and I looked down to see him sucking on his lower lip.

      “Do I what?” I asked softly.

      “Do you think Dan’s okay?”

      “Dan’s tough, he’s human, and he’s not an Arc,” I answered. “He’s got a lot going for him.”

      “Reasons why nobody would go after him, you mean.”

      I sighed. “Yeah.”

      “What’s bothering you, then?” he asked. Because he can read me like a fucking book.

      “Honestly,” I admitted. “I don’t know. I just have this… feeling.”

      “Feeling?”

      “Yeah. Like… you know the phrase ‘walking over your grave’?” He nodded. “Like that. Like something’s just fucking off.”

      “Can I do anything?”

      I stopped us so I could bend and kiss his forehead. “No, but thanks.”

      He flashed me a smile. “Dinner and football?”

      “We’re going to do that anyway,” I pointed out. I had the makings for about four different dips, two of which were hot, a ton of tortilla chips, pizza dough that I’d made up and put in the fridge yesterday, toppings, and a tray of red-and-white cupcakes that I’d baked last night while fending off Taavi’s attempts to eat one before the game.

      My alma mater—Wisconsin—was playing Michigan State, and you don’t go to the UW without walking away a Badger football fan. And yes, I’m also a Packer fan. I have to be—I’m from Wisconsin.

      Taavi didn’t really understand, either my insistence that one does not eat game food until the game starts or the game itself. I’d been trying to teach him the rules, but he mostly just wanted to periodically comment on the relative quality of different players’ butts.

      The fact that I found this endearing should tell you a lot more about how head-over-heels I was for Taavi, because I take my football seriously.

      The reminder that I had lots of snacky food, pizza makings, and cupcakes did help to settle my nerves, which made it about ten times worse when a car peeled around the corner right as we were about to cross the street, its horn blaring.

      Instinctively, I pulled Taavi into my body, putting myself between him and whatever was about to happen.

      The car—one window down with a middle finger extended out of it—whipped around another corner at the end of the block. The part that really had me on edge was that it turned left—the same direction it had turned to cut us off. That meant that it could be circling around.

      “Val?” Taavi’s voice was tight.

      “You okay?”

      “I’m fine.” His answer was harsh, almost aggressive. He was nervous, clearly, but when I looked down at him I saw defiance, not fear. And it occurred to me that if things got seriously gnarly, Taavi might actually be in better shape to protect me than the other way around, with or without a broken arm.

      Yeah, he’s fucking tiny, but shifters are tough as goddamn nails, and I needed to remember that. He came out of a vehicle-on-pedestrian hit-and-run with only a few bruises and a broken arm and had survived a feral vampire attack with a broken leg and a couple stitches.

      Hit a human with a pickup and there won’t be much human left. Ditto for the feral vampire. Hell, I’d seen what the vampire had done to at least three other shifters.

      Apparently I was a fucking idiot, because I should have realized long before now that in order to survive what he’d lived through, Taavi Camal had to be a fucking badass.

      Okay, then. Time to reevaluate which one of us was in deeper shit right now. Because a minute earlier, I’d thought it was him, and now I was pretty sure it was me.

      He tilted his head to the side, the movement sharp and inhuman.

      “They’re coming back around,” I guessed.

      A nod.

      I sighed. “Fucking great.”

      I hadn’t wanted to bring my gun with me today. I’d thought about it, because I had known about the MFM rally. But I didn’t want to be the macho dickbag who had to carry all the time just because it was legal. I usually wore or took it to work because my job might require me to have it—I might not be a cop, but PIs can end up in situations where having a gun might be better for survival than not, too. Especially elven PIs who get dragged into investigations involving murderous cults.

      But this had been a nice afternoon with my boyfriend and my friends. The fact that I had both of those things was still surprising enough, but even I knew that it would be gauche to bring a gun with me on a walk through the park followed by ice cream and an old-time movie.

      Except apparently not.

      “Stay up by the houses,” I told Taavi, getting us moving again.

      “We should get off this block,” he argued, and he wasn’t wrong, but I didn’t want to get caught out in the street again.

      “Okay, alley,” I agreed, leading him around the next corner.

      Both of us heard the car come around the corner a block or so back.

      We ducked quickly down the next alleyway, the kind that led between the backs of the houses on either side, lined with trash and recycle bins and awkward little garages. It didn’t smell great, and I felt bad for subjecting Taavi’s nose to whatever that apartment building had made for dinner a few nights ago.

      He didn’t say anything about it, though. Just trotted down the alley.

      Brakes and tires screeched behind us, and I turned to find the car—grey, with a handful of rusty spots at its seams—stopped at the mouth of the alley, driver and rear passenger windows rolled down, two white guys in their thirties or forties leaning out of them, jeering.

      “Run, pretty boy!”

      “Think you can magic your way out of this one?”

      “Being a fuckin’ fairy wasn’t enough without bein’ a faggot, too?”

      It wasn’t anything I hadn’t heard before, although not quite in those terms. I stopped to let Taavi continue down the alley. Because I’m a fucking dumbass, that’s why.

      “You think you can take us, fairy?” the guy in the back seat called.

      I didn’t answer. Discretion may be the better part of valor, but valor had nothing to do with it. I’m not quite stupid enough to tell these dicksteaks what I thought of them, but I also wasn’t going to back down. I crossed my arms over my chest and waited.

      And then damn near jumped out of my skin at the low growl that came from behind me. Somehow—do not ask me how, because I couldn’t fucking tell you—I managed not to do more than slightly twitch.

      It helped that I knew that growl.

      Where the fuck he’d put his clothes, I have no idea.

      “Fuck!” the guy in the backseat pulled his head back into the car really damn fast, and I had a moment of intense satisfaction at the soft thunk of his melon-skull cracking against the window frame. Served the bigoted little fucker right.

      I couldn’t make out what the driver muttered, but he must have agreed with his friend’s assessment, because he peeled out and down the street, taking the corner to the right, away from us.

      I let out a breath, then turned around to find Taavi in Xoloitzcuintli form standing there, the tuft of hair on his head very reminiscent of punk rock. His head came up to about my hip, reminding me that an adult shifter was actually pretty fucking big, even if he was skinny as fuck.

      “I don’t think they were expecting that,” I remarked, letting my fingers run over his soft ears.

      Chuff.

      “I figured that was the idea.”

      Chuff. This one was a little more enthusiastic.

      Then I realized what was missing. “Taavi, what the fuck happened to your cast?”

      He tilted his head to the side, then picked up one front foot.

      “Yeah, doofus, that cast.” I ran a hand over my hair. “You seriously just shifted out of it?”

      He made an odd warbling sound in the back of his throat.

      “I’m sure that’s supposed to mean that you didn’t think about it.”

      Chuff.

      “Well, now what? You’re not going to be able to just shift back into it.”

      A soft growl.

      I sighed, probably more annoyed at myself for letting us get into this situation than at Taavi for shifting. He’d been protecting me. I wasn’t entirely sure I’d needed protecting—the dicks in the car struck me as the type who felt confident as long as they weren’t confronted. They wanted to scare people, not risk their own pathetic skins by getting into an actual physical fight. And they really hadn’t wanted to get into a fight with Taavi’s teeth.

      But arguing with Taavi about the questionable decision he’d already made wasn’t going to get us anywhere.

      “Do you want me to go find your clothes?” I asked him, instead.

      He blew out a breath. Chuff.

      “But you’re not going to put them on until they’ve gone through the wash on hot?” I guessed.

      Another vehement chuff.

      “Stay here.”

      I made my way down the alleyway, which was actually pretty clean, all things considered, thanks to pavement that had been redone at some point in the last couple years. I found Taavi’s clothes tucked behind a recycle bin in a little cutout behind a garage, and I grimaced at the smell.

      “You had to put them there, didn’t you?” I called.

      The look he gave me asked where else he should have gone to strip down completely naked without getting seen by either one of the houses or the asshats in the car.

      “Valid point,” I conceded, and he chuffed again.

      I picked up his clothes—and his stupid cast, not that I knew what we were going to do with it—and headed back to the street, trying to figure out how the fuck I was going to get him the several blocks we still had to go.

      “How stupid would it be for you to hobble?” I asked him.

      He lifted his front foot higher, then took a couple funny hopping steps before turning back to chuff at me. This is okay. I can do this, is what it said.

      “Okay, fine. We go slow, and if you need to stop, you stop, got me?”

      Chuff.

      Adrenaline had me amped up, but I still couldn’t shake the feeling of wrongness, although I tried to convince myself that it was in my head. It wasn’t really working, but I was fairly certain that we weren’t going to get another visit from our friends in the grey car.

      It was also really fucking weird how not-weird it felt to be walking home with Taavi-as-a-dog beside me. And, sure, I was worried about the fact that he was occasionally putting that broken leg-arm down, and he probably shouldn’t have been, and I was worried about the fact that we might get assaulted by some bigoted dickwads in a car, and I was worried about whatever the fuck had me on edge for no good reason… but aside from all that, it felt oddly normal to be walking home with a really big, gangly Xolo dog beside me.

      Fuck if I knew what that meant for our relationship, but since that specific thing wasn’t freaking me out, I was just going to roll with it.

      At least until we got to my apartment building and I realized I was going to have to pick the bastard up and carry him upstairs again.

      “Stay here,” I ordered, then took the stairs two at a time to throw his clothes and cast inside before coming back down to haul his hairless ass back up.

      “You are very lucky I like you,” I muttered in his floppy ear as I shouldered him through the front door.

      Chuff.

      I carefully put him down, making sure his back feet hit first, then noticed that Pet was losing her kitty shit, making a low mrrrrrowl in her throat, her tail puffed out as big as she could make it.

      Obviously. Because I’d just brought a dog into her domain.

      I had no idea what the fuck to do about that, but Taavi was clearly smarter than me. He dropped down onto his belly, flattening himself against the floor and letting his ears droop down, letting out a small whine.

      Pet repeated her yowl, dancing closer, tail still puffed and her back arched.

      Taavi let out an inquisitive whine, tilting his head to one side.

      I decided to leave them to it, since I knew Taavi wasn’t going to hurt her. They’d figure it out. Or my cat would hate both of us for a week. One of those two things.

      Leaving both my shoes and Taavi’s by the door, I took Taavi’s clothes back to the washer, putting them in and starting it up, since it was mostly full of my shit, anyway. Then I went into the bathroom to see if I had anything that could act as a makeshift splint.

      I walked back into the main room to find Taavi’s head up, tongue lolling, with Pet curled up against his side.

      “I wasn’t fucking gone that long,” I blurted, and he made that chuffling little laugh of his. I shook my head. “You’re a slut, Pet,” I told my cat. “Just sleep on anyone or anything that comes in this apartment, won’t you?”

      I held up an ace bandage, a roll of gauze, and a couple rolls of athletic tape. I’d sprained an ankle a couple of years back, and used this crap to keep running when I probably shouldn’t have. “Okay, makeshift cast until either I can convince you to go to a doctor or at least get a heavy-duty brace from CVS. But I’m guessing you’re going to want to be back in human form before I do it.”

      He let out a huffing sigh, then half-hopped to push himself up to sitting, causing Pet to get up and walk away, tail in the air as though she hadn’t been in a complete tizzy two minutes ago. Then Taavi gave me a look. I had no idea what it meant, though.

      “Jesus fucking Christ!” The phone buzzing in my pocket scared the shit out of me.

      Taavi cocked his head to the side quizzically.

      “Shut up,” I told him, pulling out my phone.

      It was Dan: fine four ambulances but no body bags gonna go home and get drunk now.

      I put the phone back in my pocket. “That was Dan. He’s okay.”

      Chuff.

      “Do you want help getting into the bedroom or something?” Elliot always shifted in his bedroom or a bathroom, for privacy I guess.

      Taavi made a weird noise I couldn’t interpret. Kind of a grumbly whine.

      “I don’t know what that means.”

      He sighed. Then he looked down at his feet, then up at the ceiling, then back at me. Fuck if I knew what that meant. “You… want to go on the roof?”

      That got me a dismissive snort.

      “I got nothin, then.”

      He studied me for a moment, as though trying to make a decision. What, I had no idea.

      Then he lifted his front paw—the broken one—and looked at it for a moment, then let out a huge sigh.

      And then…

      I don’t even fucking know how to describe it. How the fuck do you actually explain what it looks like when someone’s whole body just fucking ripples? Muscle and fat and tendons and whatever the fuck else make up the meaty bits of the body just… bubbled, like there was a thick, sludgy liquid boiling under his skin.

      I’m sure my face looked horrified, which—I realized a bit belatedly—I probably should have done more to conceal, but holy fuck that looked like it hurt.

      The part that was probably most shocking was that it was over before my brain really had the ability to process that it was even happening.

      And then Taavi, a little breathless, was sitting on his haunches on my floor naked as a fucking jay-bird.

      “Fuck,” I breathed. “Are you—okay?”

      He arched both eyebrows. “Yes? Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “I—that looks—painful.” Eloquent, Val. Real fucking eloquent.

      He cocked his head to the side, and it was so fucking like his dog-self that I almost literally saw both at the same time. “It’s… not comfortable,” he replied. “But it isn’t exactly painful, either.”

      “I—I’m glad? I guess?” God, I am so fucking awkward.

      Taavi offered me a smile that had more than a little grimace in it as he gingerly rubbed his arm. “Unless you’re already injured. Then it kinda hurts.”

      “Do we—”

      “Val, it’s fine,” he interrupted before I could actually ask him if he needed to go to the ER or at least the vet.

      “Are you sure?” I was fretting. I knew I was fretting, but we’ve already established that I don’t like seeing Taavi in pain.

      “I’ve had a broken leg before, Val.”

      I frowned at him as I knelt down beside him. “Can I ask Doc to come do it?”

      He sighed heavily. “I don’t want you to bother him. It will be fine.”

      “Can I—” I swallowed. “Will you let me tape it, at least?”

      “Can I put on pants, first?”

      My ears flushed. “Oh. Um. Yeah. Of course. If you want to.”

      He studied my face. “Val.”

      “What?”

      “Are you okay?”

      “I don’t have a broken arm!”

      “Val.” He set his good hand on both of mine where they sat in my lap holding tape and gauze. I looked up at him, realizing that my hands were shaking and his wasn’t.

      “I’m okay. Yes, it hurts, but it’s not any worse than it already was. It’s healing—I heal faster than a human, and it’ll be okay.”

      I swallowed. “Okay,” I repeated.

      “Can I have some pants now?” he asked gently.

      Since all he’d brought were the jeans in the washer, we put him in a pair of my sweats, which I rolled up so he wouldn’t trip on the legs. We sat on the couch, Taavi with the usual one leg tucked up, so that I could carefully wrap his arm in gauze, then tape.

      “Taavi?” I ripped off a strip of tape, then carefully wrapped it around his forearm, careful not to cut off circulation.

      “Yeah?”

      “Why doesn’t shifting reshape your bones?”

      “It does, but not fully. It doesn’t reform them. It stretches them, or compacts them. But, sadly, it doesn’t heal them.”

      “Does it hurt more when you shift?” I ripped off another strip of tape.

      He didn’t answer me, which was answer enough.

      “You didn’t have to shift to protect me,” I pointed out. Not because I had to assert my masculinity or some stupid dominance shit, but because I never wanted him to get hurt trying to protect my stupid ass. Especially if I didn’t need it.

      “We don’t know that,” he replied, calm as I wrapped another strip over his arm, even though what I was doing had to hurt at least a little.

      It was annoying that he was right. We didn’t know that. All we knew was that nothing had happened—but if he hadn’t shifted and backed me up, growling and baring his surprisingly long teeth, maybe it would have.

      “I’ve gotten myself out of worse,” I pointed out.

      “The riot? Or the gun in your face?” he asked, a bit of an edge to his voice.

      “Aside from those.”

      He sighed. “Val, you’re not a cop anymore.”

      “I know. But—”

      “You don’t have to confront people like that.”

      I almost said I know again. “Actually, yeah, I do.”

      Taavi narrowed his mismatched eyes, and I swore I could hear a soft, low growl, but I wasn’t sure.

      I sighed, wrapping another strip of tape. “It’s not that I think I need to,” I clarified, trying to sound like the reasonable person I probably wasn’t. “I just—do. Call it habit or instinct or a fucking death wish if you want, but I don’t think about it.” I looked up, meeting his gaze. “Any more than you thought about leading that car away from the kids at AAYC.”

      His lashes dropped down over his eyes, and he sighed. “I get that,” he murmured, his voice soft and sad.

      “But?” I prompted.

      “I don’t like it.”

      “And I don’t like you getting hit by a truck, either,” I replied. “So here we are.” I finished with the tape, then began to wrap the ace bandage around it for padding and stability.

      “Val?” he asked after a few moments of me wrapping.

      “Yeah?”

      “Are you still gonna make me pizza?”

      I laughed. “Yeah, I’ll still make us pizza.”
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      Monday was shaping up to be very Monday, and I was not a happy camper. Dan had called to give me an update on the MFM situation—they seemed to be increasing in numbers, but there seemed to be fewer incidents with extreme violence. I’d asked him about the Landa case.

      “What do you fucking think?” he’d snapped back, immediately turning sour.

      I suppose I shouldn’t have been surprised.

      After Dan hung up, I’d started doing what little digging I could on my own, although I hadn’t really gotten much of anywhere. From what I could find, Vito Landa was a dedicated member of the Democratic Party, liked to pose with people while canvassing for various people and causes—he’d done some flyering and sign-posting for various House of Delegates candidates, had worked on a campaign for a recent successful school board member, and was now—or had been—part of the campaign team for Julian Vidal.

      So Landa working for Vidal made plenty of sense.

      What didn’t make sense was why the Ordo was targeting some random campaign staffer. There had to be more to it than that, but Landa’s social media wasn’t giving me any clues.

      He liked bowling and Jell-O shots and going to Texas beach in the summer. He’d gone to California last year on vacation and took a selfie on the Hollywood Walk of Fame. He had a group of about four regular friends, all around his same age, who liked to go to movies, hang out, and meet up for Friday Cheers to listen to music when the weather wasn’t too hot.

      A normal fucking life.

      Snuffed out by a disappearing bullet for no fucking reason that I could figure beyond the fact that he’d had a briefcase that the Ordo had stolen.

      I pulled out the file folder that Doc had put together from Ward’s séance with Landa. In it was a list of the things that were supposedly in the briefcase, but it was a general list, because Landa hadn’t looked closely at everything and he couldn’t remember the details of what he had looked at.

      Canvas polling results.

      A schedule for meet-and-greets.

      The invitation list for the election night party.

      That wasn’t the kind of shit that people killed for.

      A list of possible campaign donors.

      Maybe that, depending on who was on said list. If it had ties to the Culhua, maybe the Ordo wanted it so that they could hunt down someone else.

      A list of donations.

      That was likely more sensitive information—actual donors, people whose names were actually connected to Vidal, as well as how much they wanted him to win, quantified into a dollar amount. Like the list of potential donors, people on that list who were also Culhua might be valuable information.

      But in either case, the Ordo would have also needed to know which donors were also Culhua… Unless they already knew who was Culhua, and the question was whether or not the Culhua member was politically active…

      I put my forehead on my desk and let out a small groan.

      After a few breaths, I pulled myself back together and went back to the folder.

      Julian’s list. This was followed in the file by a parenthetical note: Landa wasn’t sure what this was, but it was a list of names, some duplicates of the donor and potential donor lists.

      That had to be it. We had no fucking clue what Vidal was making the list for, of course, but if he had a specific, special list, then that had to be what the Ordo was after. At least if we were assuming the briefcase didn’t have some weird spy shit like a secret backing or extra pocket where Landa had hid a hit list or something equally clandestine and nefarious. But I didn’t get that vibe from him. So it probably was Julian’s list.

      The questions now were what the list was and why the Ordo was so desperate to get it that they would kill a campaign staffer—someone who would be quickly missed and who had a tie to a public figure. Killing him was risky.

      Apparently they thought that Julian having that list—or Julian’s allies having that list—was worth that risk.

      I wanted the list.

      Since the Ordo had it, I was right back where I fucking started, trying to find the last members of the Ordo in Virginia.

      And then I frowned down at the file.

      I understood how a twenty-something would end up working on the campaign of a future mayor. What I didn’t understand was why said twenty-something would be trusted with a briefcase containing the lists that Landa told Ward were in that case. Since Ward would have known if he were lying, there was something more to Vito Landa than I’d been able to unearth. Some reason why Julian Vidal would trust him over one of his other, more senior staffers.

      I spent another three hours trying to find something, anything useful on Landa.

      But aside from identifying his now grief-stricken parents—who had nothing to say to me—I’d gotten pretty much nowhere.

      Frustrated, I called Raj.

      “Hart. What can I do for you?” He sounded tired. No, exhausted. I was glad he was at least talking to me today. That was a positive change.

      “I need a full background on Vito Landa,” I told him. “Family, friends, everything.”

      Raj sighed, and I could imagine him running his fingers through his hair. “I can’t do that, Hart,” he replied.

      “The hell you can’t. You won’t.”

      “Because it’s illegal,” he snapped. “You aren’t a cop anymore, Hart, and a civilian can’t just request a full background check. You want this to get done, the RPD has to send me the request.”

      “You and I both know that’s not going to happen, no matter how much it fucking should,” I retorted, already annoyed and getting moreso every second that Raj continued to stonewall me.

      “I’m sorry, Hart. But you and I both know that I can’t justify it.”

      “Cut the bullshit, Raj. What you and I both know is that you have ways of fucking doing it that you aren’t willing to do for me. And I want to know why the fuck not.”

      I heard him sigh angrily. “Because you don’t have the fucking clearance is why, Hart. I’ll tell you what I can, when I can. But I can’t start pulling files for you just because you want them.”

      I actually growled at him over the phone, then hung up, even more pissed off and frustrated than when I’d called him.

      “God-fucking-damnit,” I muttered.

      I spent another forty-five minutes beating myself against various digital walls trying to find connections between Landa and literally anyone at all in the Ordo, the MFM, or the Culhua other than Vidal.

      And then I got an email from Andrew Shao. Frowning, I clicked on it.

      

      Hart,

      I couldn’t help but overhear your discussion with Raj and thought you might be interested in this.

      Drew

      P.S. derringer

      

      Attached to the email was a zip file. I had no idea what the fuck ‘derringer’ meant, at least until I clicked on the zip file and it asked me for a password—and ‘derringer’ opened it up.

      Drew had sent me Vito Landa’s FBI file. All of it. Unredacted. Encrypted and password-locked, but still.

      I started reading.

      And literally whooped out loud when I found the part where Landa’s father’s company, Athos Inc., had a contract with Deepwater-Hephaestus. Daddy dearest was retired now, but I’d have bet anything that Daddy had gotten him the job with Vidal, which meant Daddy might well also have a link to the Culhua.

      I also liked both Vidal and Garcia for the Culhua—they’d employed Bazan, and Bazan had been targeted by the Ordo. And if Landa had a familial connection to the Culhua, as well, then it was pretty fucking clear to me that Landa or, more likely, Daddy Landa was a part of the same goddamn feud that had offed Whitehead and Bazan.

      I was after the Ordo, yes, but that didn’t mean I wanted to get all cozy with the Culhua. I wasn’t interested in playing enemy-of-my-enemy, although it was frustrating as hell that all I seemed to be capable of doing was making an even longer list of enemies. The Ordo, the MFM, and now the Culhua.

      I needed to start taking some of them off the list, not putting more on. The last thing I needed was more people who might want me dead.

      On the other hand, if they were going to take each other out, maybe I should just stand on the sidelines and wait for them to finish each other off…

      I shook my head. That was honestly a terrible idea, especially because of the significant number of innocent people—shifters especially—who kept getting caught in the middle.

      I wasn’t entirely certain where to go with this, though.

      Raj clearly wasn’t interested in helping, although it was somewhat comforting that Drew was. And confusing, to be honest. Because whatever rules Raj was claiming stopped him should also have stopped Drew.

      Unless…

      Unless Raj was making a show out loud for some reason knowing that Drew could hear him, which of course he fucking could, because Raj wasn’t a dumbass. So him refusing to give me what I wanted meant that someone didn’t want him to, but he knew Drew would do it anyway. Maybe even told him to.

      Okay. So I had Raj and his team on my side, which was good news. I didn’t have their bosses, but at least somebody was in my corner.

      And I had a connection between Landa, Vidal, and Garcia—which then also had a connection to the Ordo. Good in the sense that things were falling into place, although bad in the sense that it meant that I had a royal fucking mess in my lap.

      Vidal was untouchable—for me, anyway. And Doc was still insisting that he thought Vidal wasn’t as dirty as his associates were making him look, although I wasn’t going to stake my life—or even my morning coffee—on that. Raj and company knew there was a possible link between the mayoral candidate and the Ordo shootings, but because there was nothing actionable, there wasn’t a lot they could do about it other than encourage him to maintain high personal security.

      Not like it would do shit against the Ordo’s invisible bullets.

      And I couldn’t do anything with Vidal, since some random PI wasn’t going to be allowed anywhere near him, especially if even his own sister couldn’t tell us what he was up to, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t go talk to Garcia. Landa was dead, and Ward and Doc weren’t terribly keen on including me in seances for my own safety after the Bazan debacle.

      At least, according to Ward, until they figured out a reliable way to keep me protected from any future attempts by magically inclined ghosts to strip me of my innate magic. Or do some other horrible thing to me that I had no idea even existed. So while I was certain they were going to work the dead-people angle, I was useless there.

      And I hate being useless.

      It was time to see what more I could find out about Garcia.
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      Drew had come through for me again with a file on David Garcia, but it—sadly—hadn’t told me very much. His financials were clean. His business dealings were all disturbingly above board. He’d never been personally audited, and his business audits had found only minor errors that were clearly errors and not intentional infractions.

      He had a sister living somewhere in Florida, but no spouse or children.

      He was a practicing Catholic who donated to his local church.

      His FBI file even told me that he gave money to the Democratic Party—so not shocking that he was a donor to Vidal’s campaign—and that he contributed to about a half-dozen charities targeting cancer research, disaster relief, civil liberties, Alzheimer’s disease, and homelessness.

      With a record like that, I was surprised that Garcia wasn’t the one running for mayor.

      It also made me extremely suspicious.

      Nobody is that perfect.

      Especially not when they were in business.

      Call me jaded—fuck, I am jaded—but Garcia seemed far too squeaky clean for my liking. And I would swear that the fact that he was almost certainly tied to the Culhua in some way, whether through Vidal or Bazan or somebody else was only the tip of this particular iceberg. There had to be dirt there, and, in my experience, the more you’ve done to hide your dirt, the more likely it is that what you’ve got is really just one polished-to-hell turd.

      I was looking through every social media post I could find from Garcia, from Whitehead, from Bazan, from Landa, and from Vidal to see if I couldn’t find something more substantial. Anything that would give me a crack to stick my crowbar in.

      So far, jack shit.

      When my phone lit up with an image of Tony the Tiger, I picked it up almost absently.

      “I don’t suppose you’ve got more on Garcia to give me,” I said by way of answering it.

      “Grab Ward, come to the wastewater treatment plant on the river.”

      “Um. Okay… why?”

      “Just get here, Hart.” Raj hung up.

      I got up and went to find my boss and load him into my car.
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      The air smelled like shit. Actual, literal shit. It was a fucking wastewater treatment plant—aka, giant vats of shit that were being fed to bacteria and probably doused with chemicals so that they could pretend it was nice, clean water and dump it back into the James just upstream—yeah, upstream—of one of the fancier riverside developments with a whole bunch of little docks.

      Part of me took a perverse amount of pleasure from the fact that a bunch of rich people were boating and swimming in literal shit. And part of me thought that was fucking disgusting and should probably be illegal.

      Even though we were outside, Ward pulled out and put on a mask, this one—maybe a bit inappropriately, even if it was rather apropos—with blue skulls on it. I kind of wished I had one on me, even though I can’t actually contract the virus again, unlike my still-human boss. But it meant that he wasn’t going to be breathing in poop, while I was.

      With an audible sigh, Ward pulled on his grippy gloves and shoved himself off the edge of the pavement, propelling himself across the grass with his all-terrain wheels toward where a cluster of people were gathered, most of them in little CSI bunny-suits.

      I walked beside his chair, hands shoved in my pockets as I breathed in and out through my mouth to avoid the stench while trying not to think about the scientific fact that smell was caused by microscopic airborne particulates.

      “Anything exciting yet?” I asked Ward.

      “Other than the toilet-stench?”

      “Does that really qualify as exciting?” I wanted to know.

      He snorted. “It qualifies as something.”

      “Yeah, fucking disgusting.”

      That got me a laugh.

      We’d gotten close enough that I recognized most of the people in the cluster—Dan was there, and Raj, Kurtz, Mays, and a handful of other CSIs I’d worked with back when I was the poor bastard who got these calls.

      I took in a breath to call out, and the horrible oily smell-taste of death hit me in the back of the throat, making me choke.

      “You okay?” Ward asked.

      “Ugh, no. Whatever they’ve found, it’s… still fresh enough that you’re going to want to stay over here.”

      I like my boss, he’s a great guy, and he’s terrible with gross.

      If the air quality was any indication, this was going to be really fucking gross.

      “Oh, goodie,” Ward muttered, but he stopped himself, then put his hands in his lap. “I’ll just wait here, shall I?”

      “You could see if the… source of the smell is around,” I suggested.

      “I could,” he agreed. “And I could also accidentally start raising some victims of the slave trade, a couple Pamunkey, and several unfortunate kayakers.”

      I blinked at him. “What?”

      “The river is not a good place to just start summoning things when you don’t know who you’re looking for,” he replied, his tone a little clipped. I gathered there was a story or two behind that.

      “Fair,” I conceded. “Let me just go see what you should be looking for, then, shall I?”

      “Try not to piss off both the RPD and the FBI,” he replied, a slight turn around his eyes telling me that he was trying to lighten the mood by making a joke.

      “I’ll do my best,” I told him, then kept going toward the source of the horrible smell.

      All the humans had on masks, although I could tell from the pinched expressions and puffs of breath against the masks that the filtration definitely wasn’t blocking all of the stench. Even Raj and Kurtz had masks on, both of them black with tiny little grey FBI shields screen-printed on them.

      I swallowed the bile that was trying to push at the back of my throat.

      “Jesus, Hart,” Mays muttered, digging a white paper mask out of his kit and handing it to me with purple-gloved fingers. “Don’t breathe this shit in.”

      I put it on quickly, slipping the elastic over my pointy ears. “Thanks. I was… not enjoying that.”

      Raj looked behind me. “Why’s he over there?” he asked.

      “He doesn’t do gooey,” I answered, looking down at the hole where Mays and Quincy were both crouched. Whatever had been in there was very dead and very gooey.

      “Then he isn’t going to like this,” Mays replied, his voice sounding a little choked.

      “No, he really fucking isn’t,” I agreed. “Do we know that’s human?”

      “It isn’t, actually,” Mays replied, then stuck a long metal tool into the goo and pulled up a skull with the most disgusting squelching sound I’ve ever fucking heard.

      Everybody around me made strangled groaning or choking noises. Including me.

      That was fucking gross.

      The skull looked canine to me.

      “We need to know if we’re looking at a dog or a shifter,” Raj said, sounding just as nauseated as I felt.

      And because we had no name or photograph, and the body definitely wasn’t identifiable on sight, that meant I’d have to be taking some part of our victim over to my boss, who really hated touching dead things.

      “Can I not take that over there?” I asked nodding at the still-dripping skull.

      Ugh.

      “Let’s see what else we can find,” Mays replied, his voice tight.

      Quincy slid over a plastic tray, and Mays set the skull down.

      “How did we find this?” I asked Kurtz, who was standing closest to me.

      “The guy mowing the lawn noticed the smell,” the faun answered. “The rain from two days ago must have softened up the ground and…”

      “I get the idea,” I interrupted. “But why did he call the cops? And why did they call you?”

      “Oh, he started poking,” Dan told me, coming over to join us as Mays and Quincy scooped—

      I stopped looking. The sounds were bad enough without the added visual of decomposing muscle-jelly-soup adding to the churning acid in my stomach.

      “The groundskeeper?”

      “Yeah,” Dan confirmed. “Mays already bagged the shovel he stuck in there and the first bone that came up. Leg or some shit. That’s when he called us. Mays IDed it as canine pretty quick—” Dan shot me a look over the top of his blue RPD mask. “—Probably because he’s been looking at a lot of dog bones recently.”

      “Has he.” I knew I wasn’t fooling anybody, but I wasn’t going to throw Mays under the proverbial bus.

      Dan grunted. “I called Parikh. And he was generous enough to let us stick around.”

      RPD was supposed to wash its hands of shifter cases, although I knew that was one of the many things making Dan irritable these days. “You didn’t want to?” I asked him.

      “I want fewer headaches,” he replied. “But I would like to know what the fuck is going on in my city.”

      I looked at Kurtz. “And the FBI is okay with you using LEO CSIs?” LEOs—law enforcement officers—were what the feds called cops.

      “We aren’t asking,” Kurtz replied, still watching whatever the fuck revolting thing Mays was doing now.

      “Trouble in federal paradise?”

      Kurtz bared his too-big teeth. “Above my paygrade,” he replied. “And I’m staying the fuck out of it.”

      “How many days left?” I asked him.

      “Ninety-fucking-eight, and it can’t come soon enough.”

      “Det—Hart?” Quincy walked over and offered me a small Tupperware-looking tray with a reddish-brown smeared small bone. Looked like a dog’s toe. Way to much like a toe, since all it did was remind me of Taavi’s dog-feet.

      Fuck.

      With a grimace and a nod, I took it from her and made my way back over to where Ward waited in his chair, texting someone—probably Doc.

      He looked up as I approached, and I could see the moment he braced himself in the tension in his neck and shoulders.

      I held out the little plastic dish with its squidgy toe bone.

      “Ugh.”

      I agreed. “Sorry.”

      “They couldn’t even… wipe it off?”

      “Apparently not. You want me to get you a towel or something?”

      He sighed, then dug a pack of wipes out of the bag on the back of his chair and opened the lid. “Okay,” he said, holding out a hand, “hit me.”

      I held out the tray so that he could reach in and pick up the toe bone.

      I’ve been working with Ward long enough that I knew immediately that the toe didn’t belong to a dog.

      “You got a name, Ward?”

      He quickly put it back in the dish, then scrubbed at his fingers with a wipe. “Hector Dimas.”

      “He remember anything?”

      Ward looked up, his grey eyes focused on someone I couldn’t see. “He does,” Ward answered. “You should probably get Raj or whoever over here.”

      “Let me just…” I held up the dish. “Give this back.”
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      Hector Dimas, forty-six, originally from San Diego, had come to Richmond by way of college at UVA and a career that had jumped around from Charlottesville to Fredericksburg to Richmond. He had worked for the last five years at the Arc-Arcanid Legal Aid Center as a clerk. And he’d been killed because the Culhua was fucking delusional enough to think they could bring about the end of the world by skinning him.

      About the only good thing I could say for them was that at least they killed their victims before they fucking skinned them. Just sacrificial murder, not torture.

      Jesus fucking Christ on a cracker.

      The thing that really had me on edge, though, was the fact that I knew the AALAC worked closely with most of the shelters and transitional facilities that catered to Arc-humans and Nids. Like the AAYC and Hands and Paws. Which meant that Dimas spent his time in disturbingly close proximity to Taavi and his coworkers, as well as the people they served.

      I couldn’t bring myself to ask Ward if Dimas had known Taavi, and he hadn’t said if he’d asked. But after dropping my boss off at home later than either of us would have liked, I was on my way over to Taavi’s apartment, and I’d just realized that if Taavi had known Hector Dimas, I was going to have to be the one to tell him.

      Fuck.

      Dimas had been dead for eleven days, a missing-person report having been issued by his work a week ago after he hadn’t shown up or answered any calls or emails for five. Which told me he probably didn’t have any family to speak of—whether because he was a shifter or not, I didn’t know.

      I dragged my feet going up the stairs and down the hall to Taavi’s apartment, even though I could smell the telltale Italian scents of garlic, onions, and tomatoes. Instead of growling, though, my stomach just felt like lead.

      I sighed, then tapped a knuckle on the door.

      Taavi opened it, a smile on his face that faded almost immediately when he saw me.

      “Val, what’s wrong?”

      “They found our shifter,” I answered as he stepped aside to let me in.

      “Oh.”

      I dropped my bag by the end of the futon, then turned back to look at him. He’d closed the door, and was standing in the entryway, watching me.

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      I shook my head, and then he was in my arms, which went a long fucking way to making things at least a little better. I let my cheek rest against the top of his head, breathing in the mix of spice and soap that was Taavi and his shampoo.

      “Do you want to talk about it?”

      “Taavi—” I bit my lip. I fucking hated telling people that someone they knew was dead. It had been the absolute worst part of my job in homicide, and it wasn’t any fucking easier now that I wasn’t in the RPD. When I was a cop, I didn’t know the people I had to talk to. I still felt horrible every time I had to do it, but it was so much worse when the person you had to tell was someone you knew and cared about.

      Taavi stepped back, looking up at me with concern on his features. “What is it?”

      “Did you—know a guy named Hector Dimas?”

      He had. I saw it in the widened eyes, the furrow in his brow, and the bunching of muscle in his jaw.

      “Taavi—I’m so sorry.”

      He stepped back into my arms, resting his head against my chest. “I didn’t know him well,” he murmured into the buttons on my shirt. “He was always in a hurry, but always said ‘hi.’ I think… I think he maybe was close with Marilee. Closer than me, anyway. Should I call her?”

      I sighed. “Probably.”

      A timer went off in the kitchen.

      “Taavi—”

      He stepped away gave me a weak smile. “Let me just pull these out, and I’ll call Marilee.”

      I followed behind him, uncertain.

      In the kitchen, he pulled a tray of garlic bread out of the oven, setting the slices into a basket lined with one of my mom’s dishtowels. Seeing him use it made my heart twinge a little, but it was hardly the time to comment on kitchen linens.

      He bit his lip, then looked at me. “Can you…?”

      “Just tell me what to do.”

      “Keep an eye on the pasta and sauce? Stir occasionally?”

      “Yeah, of course.”

      He slid past me on the way out of the kitchenette, running a hand across my stomach as he stepped into the living area and pulled out his phone.

      I could hear him talking to his boss as I periodically stirred a spoon through the bubbling pot of tomato sauce.

      “Marilee, I know you’re friends with Hector Dimas, from legal aid? Yes. No, I didn’t—I just heard. No, Marilee… I’m really sorry, but—Yes. Yes, I’m so sorry. No, I don’t, not exactly. Val just told me that they found him. I don’t know, but yes, they know it’s him. Val works for a medium, so I think that’s how they know.” He fell silent for about a minute or two, and I kept stirring. “Of course. No, I don’t know anything more. Yes. Yes, I’ll be in Monday. Yes. Again, I’m sorry for your loss. Bye.”

      And the he stood in the doorway staring down at his phone.

      “Taavi—” I still didn’t know what to say or how to say it.

      He turned to me, a sad smile flickering over his lips. “I didn’t really know him, Val,” he said softly. “Enough to know that he didn’t deserve it, enough to be sad for the people who knew him better.”

      I nodded. “I’m sorry.”

      He came over and hugged me again. “Me, too,” he said softly, then he leaned back and looked up at me. “I’m okay, Val.”

      I nodded, but I couldn’t manage to say anything around the ball of emotion that was blocking my throat. Because Taavi had immediately understood what this meant to me—that he’d known the victim, that he’d been close enough that it could have been him, if not for me.

      If not for me, Taavi would have no one—no family, no close friends in the area. It would make him a perfect mark for the Culhua, whose victims seemed to mostly be loners, people without spouses or kids, shifters who were new to the area or whose family was far away.

      And that was fucking terrifying.

      He moved back out of my arms again, checking a timer, turning off the sauce and the pot of water and draining the pasta into a colander in the sink. I watched him from the doorway, having moved myself out of the way so he could cook. Pasta drained, he dumped it into a bowl, then poured the tomato sauce over it and tossed it with the pasta spoon.

      Finished, he reached up and put his hand on the side of my face. “I’m okay,” he repeated.

      I nodded, because I couldn’t do anything else.

      Then he pulled me down and kissed me, as though he needed to prove to me that he was alive, safe, and here.

      Taavi Camal would apparently always know what I needed better than I did, because I groaned into his mouth, pulling him tight against me and lifting his feet off the floor. He wrapped his legs around me, and I staggered into the doorframe of the kitchenette, but the wall held us up.

      I broke the kiss, but stayed there, my back against the wall, Taavi wrapped around me, his head tucked on my shoulder and arms around my neck, my arms holding his weight, warm and solid, against me.

      “Taav?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Can you please stop being the target of crazy fucking murderers?”

      “As soon as you tell me how, absolutely.”

      I breathed a sigh into his hair, then gently put him back on his feet. “I wish I fucking knew,” I answered.

      He nodded. “Me, too. Cuz it kinda sucks.”

      I barked a laugh that had more than a tinge of the hysterical to it. “I bet. I can’t say I’m a fan of this side of it, either.”

      I was never, ever going to give Doc or Ward shit about being worried about each other ever again. Even if both of them were magically terrifying and more than capable of holding their own against just about anything.

      Yet I’ve seen both of them get nearly taken out—all it takes is to be looking in the wrong direction. It doesn’t matter if you’re a giant muscle-bound orc or a powerful warlock. I’ve had both their blood on my hands, and it fucking sucked.

      I’ve had Taavi’s blood on me, too. Twice.

      It was enough to make an elf think that he was the problem.

      “Taavi—”

      God, he knew me so well.

      “If you think for one fucking second that any of this is your fault, Valentine Hart, you can take that thought and shove it up your fucking culo,” he snapped, sharp, mismatched eyes reading me like a goddamn book.

      I didn’t actually know what culo meant, but I got the gist from context. “Taavi—”

      “Don’t you Taavi me,” he retorted. “If the entire FBI couldn’t figure out how to stop the Culhua, how the fuck were you supposed to?”

      It was a valid point. It just wasn’t one I wanted to hear.

      “I just—” But I didn’t know how to finish that thought, or, rather, I wasn’t ready to finish it. I’d known Taavi all of… Well, I’d known him for like ten months. We’d only been together for—I had to count the days—almost exactly one of them.

      So I’d been in this relationship for a month, and, if I were being honest, I was a pretty terrible boyfriend. Needy. Intermittently unavailable. A complete asshole. And a coward.

      I looked down into Taavi’s mismatched eyes. “I don’t want you to get hurt.”

      “Again,” he finished, his lips curved wryly.

      “Ever,” I countered, running my fingers through his hair.

      He caught my right hand and brought it to his lips, pressing a kiss to the back of my knuckles. “We both know that’s impossible,” he murmured. “Life will happen, toes will get stubbed and fingers cut.”

      I sighed. “Is there a good reason they can’t be my toes and fingers?”

      “Yes. Because I don’t want you hurt, either.”

      I cupped his face and bent to bring our lips together, trying to somehow put everything that was bottled up inside my chest into the kiss. How much I needed him. How desperately I wanted to keep him safe. How much I—

      “Val?” he asked, pulling back just far enough to rest his forehead against mine.

      “Yeah?”

      “I’m okay. You kept me safe.”

      I breathed in the scent of his skin, the warmth of his breath. “This time,” I whispered.

      “Every time,” he said softly.

      I pulled him to my chest again, needing the heat and solidity of his body. His arm came around my waist and he hugged me back. “I didn’t stop the truck,” I pointed out.

      “But you were here when I got back.”

      The timer went off again, and Taavi extricated himself.

      I waited beside the doorway, still leaning against the wall and trying to pull together the shambles of my psyche.

      We sat on the floor across the coffee table, eating spaghetti and meatballs—well, fake meatballs, in my case—and garlic bread, drinking our beer as Taavi told me about his day. It was much less gory than mine, and I appreciated the change of subject. I needed to get my head out of the ground and the dead buried in it.

      He talked about the kids at AAYC, about a couple of the guys at Hands and Paws who’d found jobs, reminders that some stories do have happier endings. Or at least new beginnings.

      It was something I didn’t see a lot of. Whether I worked in the force in Milwaukee or Richmond, or even at Beyond the Veil, I was always surrounded by the dead—rotted and in their graves or translucent and ethereal—trying to find justice for those whose lives had been taken from them.

      “Val.”

      I looked up at him, realizing that I hadn’t been listening for at least a couple minutes. “I—I’m sorry, Taavi.”

      He stood up, gathered up several dishes, and took them into the kitchen.

      Feeling like a complete jackass, I picked up the rest and followed him. “Taavi, I’m sorry.”

      He looked up at me, but the anger and condemnation I expected to see in his face weren’t there. “Oh, Val.” He took the dishes from me and put them in the sink, then turned back around and put his hands on my hips.

      “I—”

      “Come with me.” He gently pushed me out of the kitchen, then took my hand and pulled me with him to the futon, sitting us both down.

      I felt like complete scum. The dogshit that stuck to your heel even after you’d already wiped your feet a dozen times. “Taavi—”

      He put his fingers over my lips. “Hush.” I stared at him, not knowing how to fix what I must have broken.

      And then he took away his fingers and kissed me.

      It was tender, gentle, and soft. Reassuring. A reminder that, for good or ill, he’d chosen me. And it choked me up, emotion welling in the back of my throat as I threaded my fingers into the hair at the nape of his neck.

      I needed him close. Needed to feel the heat of his body and breath, to remind myself that he was alive and that he wanted to be with me, of all fucking people.

      So I pulled him closer, using my hands on his jaw to guide him into my lap, the warmth of his thighs straddling mine.

      I didn’t mean for things to get heated. Well, okay, I wasn’t objecting, but I’d really just wanted to wrap Taavi around me so that I could convince myself, even if only for a few minutes, that he was safe, and that he was mine.

      Yes, I wanted him. I always wanted him. But his mouth was like a fucking drug, and once I’d gotten past the ball of fear and paradoxical gratitude stopping my airway, my body remembered how very much it liked Taavi’s.

      I heard myself whimper slightly as Taavi’s fingers undid my braid and fisted in the back of my hair, pulling my head back so he could run his tongue around my ear, suckle at the spot behind my jawbone, and nuzzle along the side of my neck. My hands ran down his back, feeling the ripple of muscles and ribs under his t-shirt as I pulled him tight against me, heat pooling low in my stomach and groin.

      His face tucked against the side of my throat, his breath warm on my skin, as he licked, then gently nipped, and my fingers made fists in the loose cotton on his back.

      I wanted—needed—to feel him, so I pushed my hands up under the hem of his shirt, my palms spreading against his hot skin. He let out a soft growl and leaned back, tugging his shirt over his head, sparing a soft curse in Spanish as it caught on the brace on his arm.

      And then his hands were back in my hair, his lips on mine, and I mumbled something like Oh, God, your skin into the heat of his mouth.

      He pulled back just far enough that he could start undoing the buttons of my shirt, our foreheads pressed together, both of us out of breath as he worked the infuriatingly tiny buttons through their holes.

      I helped, starting at the bottom so that we could meet in the middle, and I let him push it off me, turning the sleeves inside out as he yanked the fabric off my arm.

      Then he was back, the heat of his bare chest so much hotter than mine, his mouth warm and wet and insistent, the bulge in his jeans pressing against my stomach.

      Taavi growled again, then pushed himself off my lap to strip off his jeans—sans underwear, which was his preference. I had no complaints, since that meant that I got access to some of my favorite parts of him that much faster.

      Parts like the ones that were now on display and available to touch—his dusky cock rising up from between his legs, thick and rigid, and the curve of hips and ass that fit perfectly in my hands. I reached around and pulled him back onto the futon, his knees once more straddling my thighs.

      His fingers tugged impatiently at the button of my fly, and I reluctantly let go of him so that he could remove my pants and boxer briefs. Then I pulled him back, moaning softly at the feeling of his bare erection up against my stomach, my own pressing up against the soft bulge at the base of his cock.

      He growled again, nuzzling against the side of my neck. “Bed. Now,” he ordered.

      I was glad that my elven strength made it so that I could easily pick him up and carry him across the tiny apartment, his legs hooked around my waist.

      I half-dropped him on the bed, his legs pulling me down on top of him, my hair hanging around us as Taavi sat up to capture my lips with his. His fingers tangled in the hair at the nape of my neck, pulling me closer, his mouth plundering mine, the heat of his body pressed against me, our hips and cocks rocking together as I rested my elbows on either side of his head.

      “God, Taavi…” I breathed as he released my mouth to kiss across my jaw, his heels sliding up the backs of my thighs to pull me closer.

      “Val—I need—feel you—inside me,” he gasped out between kisses, his lips shiny and swollen with them.

      I groaned, unable to come up with anything more eloquent.

      I pushed myself up so that I could grab the lube and a condom out of the bedside drawer, resting back on my knees so that I could slick my fingers.

      I paused, looking down at him, the breath catching in my throat.

      His pupils had blown wide, dark pools in his mismatched eyes, his gaze lidded and intense as he watched me. I could see his chest rising and falling rapidly, the coppery-tan of his skin stretched over ribs, the hollows at his throat and collarbones and hips, the stark blackness of the Maya tattoo spreading across his chest, the sharp angles of joints and sinews…

      Fucking hell, he was beautiful.

      I ran my dry hand up the outside of his thigh, bending so that I could brush my lips against the inside of his knee, distracting him from what my other hand was about to do.

      He threw back his head, closing his eyes with a moan as I eased a finger inside the heat of his body, swallowing a whimper of my own as his muscles tightened around my knuckle.

      “Fuck, Taavi,” I breathed into his skin, slowly easing my finger in and out of his body, working against the tightness of his muscle.

      I got another moan in response, and the sound went straight to my balls.

      “Val—Dios—please—” The words came out as a pant, causing heat to coil in my groin, my cock painfully hard as he writhed against my hand.

      I eased in a second digit, licking my lips as sweat beaded on his forehead, precum leaking from his swollen cock as I fucked him with my fingers, my other hand gripping his outer thigh to keep from touching myself and ruining the whole thing by coming apart before I even had the chance to get inside him.

      “Val, fuck me already.”

      I groaned again, sliding my fingers out of his heat to roll on the condom and slick myself, closing my eyes so that the feel of latex and my own hand didn’t set me off.

      And then I leaned over him, his legs drawn up and his heels pressing on the outside of my hips, pulling my body into his as I gasped at the heat and pressure, using every ounce of willpower I had not to slam into him, chasing my own lust.

      “Val.” He pushed his hips upwards, taking all of me.

      “Fuck. Taavi.”

      “Harder,” he growled out, the fingers of his good hand gripping my hair and his legs pulling my hips into his.

      I moaned again, drawing out until the strength of his legs drove me home again as I buried my face in the side of his throat. Spice and musk filled my lungs, electricity ran through my blood, and heat pooled in my groin as I thrust into him again and again, each push driving me closer and closer to the brink.

      Beneath me, his back arched, the muscles of his legs tightening and his body clenching around me as he came between us, slippery heat pulsing against my stomach and sending me spiraling over the edge after him, my heart pounding through me as Taavi’s body wrung my release from me.

      Taavi’s legs held me against him, so I let my weight settle into his body, turning my head so that my nose pressed against the shaved side of his head. I inhaled, enjoying the scent of his body with just a hint of soapy shampoo. One hand ran up my spine, sending tingles through me, and I shivered a little.

      “Cold?” he murmured against my forehead.

      “No,” I answered, nuzzling against him. “Just… sensitive.”

      He ran his hand down my back again, this time pressing a little harder. “Better?”

      “Perfect,” I mumbled.

      I wanted to just breathe him in, let my body sink into his until there was no sense of where he ended and I began.

      But the real world intervened as I felt Taavi shift under me, a slight hitch in his breath telling me that something was getting pinched, crushed, or was otherwise causing him pain. I pushed myself up, and Taavi let me.

      I pressed a kiss to his knee before making my way to the bathroom to clean myself up and bring back a washcloth for Taavi.

      Then I climbed back into bed and wrapped myself around him. “Okay?” I asked.

      He snuggled into my chest, his braced arm resting on my side as he tucked his face against my neck. “Perfect,” he replied, echoing my earlier answer.

      I let out a long breath, cradling his body against mine. The world was going to absolute fucking hell around us, but right now, with Taavi in my arms, I didn’t want a thing to change.
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      I’d successfully gotten an appointment with David Garcia by calling his office at Deepwater Quarry, explaining that I was an investigator working on the death of Vito Landa, and I had a few follow-up questions. I’d very intentionally not claimed to be working for the RPD, but I also hadn’t not said so, which was rather more sketchy than I usually liked to be—but I’d reached the fuck-it point on this whole case. I was sick of the Ordo getting away with killing people under the all-but-tacit-authorization of the RPD, I was sick of the Culhua murdering both dogs and canid shifters, and I really wanted someone to be fucking held accountable for something, goddamnit.

      I hoped that my willingness to make an appointment meant that I would be seen as nonthreatening—generally speaking, if the cops think you’re a perp, they don’t bother calling ahead. So I was crossing my fingers and toes that I might actually get something out of talking to Garcia.

      Preferably something that would give me a name of someone in the Ordo.

      Let’s be perfectly clear. What I was doing—haring off to meet with a businessman who had ties to a sacrificial cult—was fucking stupid. What was even stupider was the fact that I hadn’t told anybody where I was going, mostly because I knew that Ward would try to talk me out of it and, when that failed, would either magically bind me to a chair or make Doc do it.

      What I had done—because while I might be stupid, I’m not completely lacking in brain cells—was set up an automatic email to send to Ward, Doc, Raj, Kurtz, Drew, and Dan if I didn’t come back within four hours. The message I sent to Taavi was different.

      I’d felt like an absolute dumbass setting up that email, because either I was going to be in very, very deep shit or I was going to come back after a chat with some businessman and feel all sorts of silly for having been extremely paranoid. I was really hoping for option B.

      I parked in an underground ramp, then took the elevator up to the floor listed for Deepwater Hephaestus, trying not to look at myself in the polished brass of the elevator walls. I know it’s been a decade, but I still get a little weirded out at what I look like. Not the body anymore—that I see pretty much all the time. But the face.

      Like, I know I have sharp cheekbones and pointed ears and these big-ass eyes that are an absolutely inhuman shade of lilac… but it still freaks me out every single time.

      Yes, every time. I’ve gotten really good at braiding my hair or pulling it back into a ponytail without looking in a mirror.

      So I looked up at the ceiling tiles and down at my scuffed dark grey wingtips—fake leather, because I can’t afford the real shit—and the navy blue cuffs of my pants, and everywhere but at myself on the ride up, trying to slow my pounding heart and convince myself that this wasn’t, in fact, going to be the biggest mistake of my life. Or the last.

      But I couldn’t just let Garcia, if he was in fact involved with the Culhua, keep on sacrificing canid shifters. We’d failed Hector Dimas. We’d known the Culhua was going to kill another canid shifter, and we’d failed to find them and stop them from ending his life.

      Fuck all if I was going to let them do it again.

      The next Itzcuintli day was November 20—11 Itzcuintli-Xochitl-Tecpatl. I’d pulled out Taavi’s little chart. Twenty-three days. I didn’t know if anything would happen in twenty-three days—if they would kill a dog or another shifter or if they had finished the cycle for about a year and nothing and no one would die at their hands until next October. But I wasn’t willing to take that chance.

      Hell, for all I knew they killed something else on other days—we just hadn’t figured out what.

      But even if I did have a year-plus to figure out who they were, I didn’t want to slow-play this any longer. These fucking assholes had killed enough shifters and enough dogs, and I was fucking done sitting on my pretty ass and waiting for someone else to do something about it.

      If something happened to Taavi because I hadn’t done anything about it, I would never, ever forgive myself.

      The elevator arrived at its destination, I adjusted my suit jacket so that you couldn’t see my shoulder-holster, and then I walked into the reception area of Deepwater Hephaestus.

      It was decidedly underwhelming.

      I’d built up this company as some sort of evil pseudo-Aztec conglomerate that was going to have spears or sacrificial knives or some shit on the walls, maybe dark green marble countertops, or at least some dramatic dark wood laminate.

      Nope.

      Every fucking shade of beige under the goddamn sun.

      Beige tile that leaned a bit toward tan.

      Beige walls that were the color everybody called ‘eggshell.’

      Beige counters that had a hint of blue, and beige countertops that might have a touch of yellow.

      Even a fucking beige macrame tapestry thing that was actually kind of neat, but surrounded by so much beige that it looked like a beige monster had just fucking vomited all over everything.

      It couldn’t look more banal if it had tried.

      Even the goddamn lettering on the frosted glass wall leading to the reception desk was fucking beige.

      It made me want to kill something just to add a splash of goddamn color.

      Okay, not really. But at least the blood would have been dramatic, for fuck’s sake.

      I really should know better than to think shit like that.

      But I was feeling pretty cocky walking through all that beige, as though my own lily white ass wasn’t only a hair lighter than the décor.

      I walked up to the reception counter—not desk, but counter—and leaned on one elbow. “I have an appointment with Mr. Garcia. Name’s Hart.”

      The receptionist, an attractive brunette who was wearing more makeup than some drag queens I know, pursed her lips as her long nails tapped on the keyboard, presumably searching Garcia’s appointment calendar.

      “Mr. Garcia will be with you shortly, Mr. Hart,” she chirped. “If you could just wait for a few minutes.”

      “Sure.” I was about ten minutes early, because I’m a Midwesterner and we’re always early. Also I wasn’t about to be late to an appointment that had been surprisingly difficult to actually get.

      So I sat in a pale wood laminate chair with—you guessed it—beige upholstery, resting one ankle on my other knee and pulling out my phone. I’d put a recording app on it so that I could make sure to record our conversation, and I turned it on before slipping it into my back pocket.

      Then I sat there and waited, tapping my fingers against the sole of my shoe. Periodically, the receptionist sat up a tiny bit higher to see me over the counter. I smiled at her, making her blush.

      I might not be sexually attracted to women, but that doesn’t mean I can’t flirt if I want to—fifteen years ago, and it would have gotten me a disdainful look and a sniff. Now it gets me pretty much whatever I want.

      What I wanted now was to make sure she got me in to see Garcia—and that she’d remember me just in case I went missing. I also wanted to make sure that she’d also feel bad for not saying something—and if she thought I was friendly and nice, she’d be more likely to admit that I’d been there.

      I felt a little twinge of concern. Just the vague impression that I might be dramatically underestimating the danger I was putting myself in by being here. But that’s why I’d set up the emails and brought the gun. Just in case.

      I’d told myself at least a dozen times this morning that it was paranoia.

      The longer I sat surrounded by beige, the less paranoid and the more worried I felt.

      The receptionist peeked at me again, and I flashed her another charming elven smile. This time, she giggled.

      Then the office door—a blond wood that was about as close as wood could get to beige—opened, and an attractive Latino man stepped out, a fake smile spread across his lips.

      “Mr. Hart.”

      I stood and plastered on a fake smile of my own. “Mr. Garcia.” I held out my hand, and he shook it, holding just a little too tightly for a little too long.

      He was definitely magic.

      Which meant that, as far as I was concerned, he had to be Culhua. Sure, he didn’t actually have to be, but the likelihood that he wasn’t was so fucking low that I would not only eat my shirt, but also my pants and shoes if he wasn’t.

      “Please, step into my office.”

      “Thank you.” I can be polite if I have to. I don’t like it, but I can do it. “How are you today, Mr. Garcia?”

      “Oh, just fine, thank you. Just fine. What brings you here to Deepwater Hephaestus, Mr. Hart?” His tone was pleasant enough, but he wasn’t about to let me stall him out on pleasantries.

      I followed him back into his office, where—thank God—the beige gave way to some darker browns, maroon upholstery, a carpet that had multiple wide stripes of color, and—

      Well, his wall art was pretty clearly all Aztec.

      Around the office were various tiles of Aztec gods. I picked out both Xipe Totec and Xolotl pretty quickly, although I didn’t know the other gods. A snake-looking thing and a leopard-guy.

      I’d ask Taavi later, assuming—

      I’d ask Taavi later.

      And then I saw it, and my blood went completely cold.

      Sitting on a little wooden display on Garcia’s desk was a single rifle shell, the surface of its casing a tangled pattern of tiny sigils.

      A casing that was way too fucking similar to the ones we’d pulled out of Lilian Harrod’s closet and Victor Picton’s pocket.

      Apparently David Garcia was fucking Ordo.

      And if he saw me recognize that bullet, I was so very fucked.

      So I plopped myself down in one of the much more comfortable chairs facing his desk and tried really hard to scrub all expression off my face before he turned around, sitting with his fingers interlaced on the desk in front of him.

      “Well, Mr. Hart?”

      “I’m a private investigator, Mr. Garcia,” I replied, trying to make my voice light and pleasant. “And I can’t help but notice that a lot of folks in the business world—” I wasn’t about to give away what we knew about Julian Vidal. “—seem to be dying. Since you’re a prominent businessman yourself, I was wondering if you had any thoughts about that.”

      Garcia frowned, the expression carefully studied. “That’s concerning,” he replied, but I wasn’t hearing concern in his voice. I was hearing conceit. Smugness.

      “It should be,” is what I came back with. “Tell me, Mr. Garcia, did you know a Richard Bazan?”

      I knew he did.

      He wasn’t stupid enough to deny it. “I do—did? Has something happened to Richard?” He was good, I’ll give him that. It was almost believable.

      “He was killed at home. He was apparently shot.”

      “How horrible.”

      “Can I ask how you knew him?” I examined my fingernails casually, although my heart was trying to beat its way out from behind my sternum.

      “He did some work for us.”

      “Us?”

      “Deepwater Hephaestus. I believe he was recommended by a colleague. I did not know him particularly well, although I am sorry to hear of his… passing.”

      “I’ll be sure to convey your sympathies,” I replied. I can play corporate polite if I have to. “Can you elaborate on the nature of the work he did for you?”

      “Something with the merger, I believe.” He waved a hand. “I wasn’t all that closely involved in the process.”

      “Of your merger?”

      “Correct.” He smiled, and I felt like I was looking at a shark. “I have people to handle the details of those sorts of things.”

      I nodded, as though I had any understanding of how business mergers worked. “I see. I don’t suppose you would have any idea who might want to harm Mr. Bazan?”

      “Afraid not, Mr. Hart. I—do have a question for you, however.”

      “Oh?” My heartrate went up even higher.

      “Why are you here instead of the police?”

      I smiled, and it felt sickly. “I’m afraid the Richmond Police are not the most… dedicated to their jobs. Sometimes it’s left to others—family members or friends—to provide the right… motivation to keep cases going.”

      “And you intend to provide that motivation? By coming to visit me?”

      “I’m just investigating, Mr. Garcia.”

      “Are you.” It wasn’t a question, and that dread in the pit of my stomach started churning.

      “That is my job.” I tried to keep things light. Casual. Non-threatening.

      Garcia smiled at me, then flicked his hand.

      Pain slammed through me.

      Oh, fuck.

      Fuckety, fuckety, fuck.

      I really should have listened to those damn instincts that had been screaming to get the fuck out of here. Or, better yet, not fucking come at all. But noooooo. I had to be a goddamn fucking hero.

      I was here because I wanted to keep Taavi safe. Because I was an arrogant, selfish asshole who decided that he was a special-ass fucking snowflake who couldn’t possibly let anybody else take care of this. Nope. He—that would be me—had to go ahead and try to somehow get the proof that Garcia was in the Culhua all by himself.

      Well. Garcia was working for the Ordo, and I had the proof.

      And it was probably going to fucking kill me, if the level of pain I was experiencing was any indication.

      It’s weird. There’s a certain level of pain where you get kind of abstracted from your own nervous system. Where your brain keeps functioning, but you’ve lost all sense of having either limbs or control over your body.

      That’s where I was. I’d almost certainly fallen out of the chair I’d been sitting in, and I had a vague sense of contracting muscles that might have been spasms, but fuck all if I could do anything about it. I had the sense that my throat hurt, which probably meant I was screaming, and I could feel cold seeping into my bones—which, thanks to the previous machinations of Richard Bazan, I now knew meant that Garcia was draining my innate magic.

      Which could very well kill me.

      I didn’t want to die, and I really didn’t want to die like this.

      That was the last thing I thought before I passed out.
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      The first thing I was aware of when I started to come to was the familiar rasping, sharp, and gritty discomfort of rough-ground gravel.

      My first, completely absurd, thought was that at least I wasn’t dead.

      Which could happen at literally any time and was in fact highly likely, because you don’t kidnap a former homicide detective and dump him in a gravel pit if you intend to leave him alive. You do that if you need to get someone else to come clean up, probably after kicking the shit out of me for a while to find out what all I really know.

      I cracked open one eye and discovered that the sun was setting, the long shadows of the quarry walls making it darker down here than it probably was up above the rim.

      I had a feeling I was probably in the old Deepwater Quarry, conveniently located along the river where they could chuck the body when they were done with me.

      I tried to move my hands, only to discover that they were tied behind my back, and my whole body felt like absolute shit—a lot like I had after Bazan had attacked me during the séance at work… except substantially worse. Which meant that Garcia had stripped a lot more from me than Bazan had.

      I wondered why he’d stopped. What he thought I might know that was worth beating out of me. Or what he thought I could give him.

      I wasn’t particularly looking forward to finding out the hard way, because it was absolutely going to be the hard way. You don’t get tossed in a fucking gravel pit if it isn’t going to be messy as fuck.

      The only question now was when they were going to show up, because at the moment I appeared to be alone.

      I couldn’t hear anyone talking, breathing, or moving around, and one benefit of gravel is that it’s noisy as fuck, so if someone were there, I’d probably be able to hear them. But as far as I could tell, it was just me and the birds.

      It was a struggle, but I managed to roll myself onto my back—and hands, which was really not comfortable, since they were tied behind me, putting my shoulders in a painful twist. It did tell me that I was missing both my gun and my phone. I’d have bet that one or both were probably at the bottom of the James right about now. But that was a problem for hypothetical future me, assuming I managed to get my ass out of this shitshow.

      I’m a ex-cop. I know just about every possible way to get your arms out from behind you in the book. But they’d ziptied mine together tightly, wrists crossed and zipties keeping them that way by making an X on either side. I wasn’t quite flexible enough to work them under my ass to get myself back around with my hands in front of me.

      So I rolled back onto my side, deeply worried about how exhausted that simple movement made me. If I was going to have to fight for my life—and it was pretty fucking clear to me that was how this was going to go down—I didn’t want to be exhausted by rolling over.

      Rest and food were how I’d recovered the last time someone had tried to strip my magic. I didn’t have food, but I didn’t have a lot of choice but to rest.

      So I lay there and tried to summon the strength to get my legs under me.

      The first time I tried to stand, I got blindingly dizzy and promptly threw up, at least managing to roll half onto my side so that I didn’t end up face-planted in my own vomit. Panting, I rolled the other way so I didn’t have to smell it, struggling to keep the nausea down. Literally.

      So standing was out of the question.

      I decided to try side-crawling next, and that was less catastrophic, but I only made it a few feet before the dizziness kicked in, black fingers creeping in at the edges of my vision trying to steal my consciousness.

      But it was a few feet closer to freedom than I had been, so that was what we were going with. Not efficient by any means, but it was better than lying there waiting for death. I was going to be an asshole for every breath I had left, because fuck the Ordo. If they wanted me, they’d have to take me kicking and screaming.

      Inching my way across the gravel floor of a quarry pit didn’t do much for my levels of exhaustion, but even though resting was probably what my body needed, it wasn’t what I could afford to do. If I wanted any hope of getting the fuck out of here—of ever seeing Taavi again and remedying the fact that I hadn’t told him how I felt and how much he meant to me—I had to make forward progress, even if it was at a fucking snail’s pace.

      The sun was gone by the time I made it to the start of the sloping road that led up and around the wall of the quarry—it wasn’t even close to escaping, and the gloom of the twilight made this whole enterprise so much more dangerous, but I was starting to hope that they’d just dumped me and hoped I’d die on my own. That maybe—just maybe—I was going to actually be able to drag my pathetic ass to safety.

      That’s when I heard the engine and the crunch of tires.

      Fuck.

      There was a very, very, very remote chance that this vehicle was my salvation. Like less than one percent chance. Less than half a percent. What was far more likely was that it was Garcia or some of his cronies coming to finish me off.

      I rolled myself away from the actual driving path, because I at least wanted to punch some dicksteak if I was going to die here, rather than get run over by their goddamn truck.

      It was one of those big black things that gangsters drive, a Escalade with tinted windows and spoke-style hubcaps. I almost rolled my eyes it was so fucking cliché. But that would have taken energy, and I needed every drop of mine.

      Garcia was one of the people who stepped out of the Escalade. So was a slight, older woman I recognized from one of the old photos of Antonio and Izar Pelayo. My guess was that this was Celestina Pelayo, Izar’s literal witch of a mother-in-law. Over her long black dress she wore a heavy gold pendant that looked a lot to me like the missing Xipe Totec, although from where I was lying, I couldn’t be completely sure. And then I got distracted by the emergence of a human-shaped mountain of muscle I could only identify as a goon. I was pretty sure he was here to kill me, or at least hold me down so one or both of the other two could do it.

      “Well, well.” Garcia’s smile was no longer fake, but it definitely looked more like it belonged on a piranha than a person. “Mr. Hart. I have to say, I’m impressed at your… tenacity.”

      Truth be told, I was also impressed with my tenacity, but I wasn’t about to acknowledge that I might agree with him about anything. So I went with my old standby.

      “Fuck you.”

      Nobody cares if you’re rude to the guy who’s about to kill you. In fact, it’s pretty much expected etiquette if you’re about to get beaten to death. That, or pleading for your life. I’m sure that would have been more satisfying for Garcia, though, and I was trying very hard to be as obnoxious as I could possibly be if these were going to be the last few minutes or hours I had on this earth.

      Because fuck them.

      “Now, now. That’s hardly language to use in front of a lady.” Garcia seemed amused by me more than anything. That was annoying.

      “I don’t see any ladies,” I snapped back. “Unless you mean him.” I nodded at the goon, who, true to goon style, took offense at the idea of being called a woman, cracking his knuckles and taking a threatening step forward. I smirked up at him. “Hey, I don’t judge.”

      Garcia made a sharp gesture, and the goon stopped his advance.

      “Come now, Mr. Hart. Such childish baiting ought to be beneath you.”

      “Ought it? I thought there was only gravel beneath me, but what the fuck do I know?”

      Celestina Pelayo sniffed, the sound judgmental and disdainful.

      “Hey lady, this wasn’t my fucking choice,” I told her. “You don’t like me, throw me back where you found me.”

      Garcia laughed again. “Oh, Mr. Hart, you and I both know that isn’t going to happen.”

      Again, he wasn’t wrong.

      “Again,” I replied, “fuck you and the fucking horse you rode in on.”

      Another laugh, although I could hear an edge of irritation underneath the forced mirth. “You really do have the most… interesting turns of phrase.” Another predatory smile. “Now, how about you tell me what really led you to my office this afternoon.”

      “How about… you go fuck yourself?”

      “Nico?”

      Of course the goon was fucking named Nico.

      And had a foot that felt like a sledgehammer.

      I was gasping and curled around my throbbing abdomen, pretty sure I had a cracked rib or two, by the time Garcia told Nico to take a break.

      “Are we feeling more cooperative, Mr. Hart?” Garcia asked.

      I felt a semi-hysterical laugh burble up, even though it made my whole ribcage ache. “Are you feeling more like sticking your own dick up your ass?” I retorted, uncertain whether or not I could taste blood in my mouth.

      This time, Nico targeted my face, and on the second kick, I felt the skin of my cheek split and definitely tasted blood.

      “Easy, now, Nico. We do need them to be able to recognize his corpse,” Garcia interrupted after kick number four.

      I spat out a mouthful of blood, wondering if I had any loose teeth. Not that it really mattered, since I probably wasn’t going to need them again. It wasn’t like Garcia was going to give me chips or a cookie before he had Nico bash my skull in.

      “Mr. Hart, would you care to provide us with some illumination? Who sent you to me?”

      So he had no idea. I felt laughter bubbling up again. Garcia had no fucking idea that we were talking to his victims. Which meant he had no idea that my boss was a warlock medium who could probably fucking flatten him.

      I felt a sudden surge of regret that I hadn’t set the emails to send earlier—because Ward arriving about now with the proverbial cavalry—dead or alive or both—would have been fucking amazing. But that was my own dumbass fault for getting cocky.

      I’d always been an arrogant dickhead. And it was finally going to kill me.

      But at least I had the satisfaction of knowing that I wasn’t going to be taking my friends with me.

      Through the haze of pain as Nico dealt out the punishment for my amusement, I realized that if Garcia was Ordo, then Celestina Pelayo had absolutely no business being here.

      None at all.

      But if she was here, because Izar had confirmed that the elder dame Pelayo was Culhua, then…

      I started to laugh again, the sound broken and gasping around the impacts from Nico’s extremely large foot.

      “What, pray tell, is so very amusing, Mr. Hart?” Garcia was getting pissed.

      Well, he wasn’t going to get any happier with what I had to say.

      “You—she—” I coughed, liquid filling the back of my mouth, thick, hot, and coppery. I gagged, then spat out blood and bile. “She doesn’t know—you’re Ordo,” I gasped out.

      Oh, it felt fucking good to watch the blood drain from Garcia’s face.

      Especially since, at the same time, Celestina Pelayo’s face turned purple.

      God, that felt good. Even through the pain, I could find absolute joy in watching the Pelayo matriarch turn on the shit-eating dickbag that was David Garcia.

      “Don’t listen to him, suma sacerdotisa,” Garcia all-but-whined. “He is a mentiroso. You can’t trust him.”

      Pelayo did not look either amused or convinced.

      “The bullet,” I gasped out. “The fucking bullet.”

      Garcia gestured, and Nico’s foot connected with my ribs again.

      And then Celestina Pelayo flicked a finger and Nico fell on top of me, a high-pitched shriek so sharp it made my teeth ache. Or maybe that was still from his giant boot.

      I tried to roll away from the thrashing goon, the flailing of his fists and feet just as dangerous as his targeted kicks.

      Another flick of her finger, and Nico lay on the ground beside me, sobbing.

      Jesus fucking Christ. I was actually glad I wasn’t in Garcia’s shoes, which, given where my shoes were, is fucking saying something. Neither did Garcia, apparently, as he backed up into the side of the Escalade, hands held out in front of himself.

      “You cannot believe him,” he begged.

      The woman’s dead-shark eyes skimmed carelessly over my body. “The elf does not lie.”

      I didn’t know how she knew that. I didn’t want to know.

      “Sacerdotisa—”

      “I do not wish for excuses, David.”

      The next flick of her finger dropped Garcia to the ground the same way it had Nico. But Garcia had more defenses than the hapless goon, and even though he twitched and gasped in the gravel, his hands formed a pattern in the air that made Pelayo stagger, one hand held out in front of her.

      I really didn’t want to be here for this. Being the target of magic was one thing, but getting my bleeding ass caught in a magical battle between witches was not on my list of ways to escape certain death.

      I tried to roll myself away, but my body wouldn’t obey, pain the only reward I got for trying to do anything at all.

      More blood filled the back of my mouth, and I choked as my body tried to cough and stopped itself.

      Fuck. I was going to drown in my own blood while Pelayo and Garcia fucking killed each other. Talk about a Pyrrhic fucking victory.

      It was getting harder to breathe, and in the distance I swore I heard a wolf howling.

      Which was really fucking weird, because we don’t have wolves in Richmond. A bear, once, that had gotten lost or just curious and wandered into downtown, but no wolves.

      It was really hard to think.

      Beside me, Nico had stopped sobbing and was pushing himself to his feet, but as long as neither of those feet was aimed at me, I couldn’t bring myself to give a flying fuck about it.

      There was a scream that sounded like a woman, a man’s shout, and then… snarling? Growling? Something that sounded like a roar?

      I was lightheaded and having trouble telling the sky from the backs of my eyelids, the fragments of my ribs from the gravel on the ground. The air felt thin, my body disconnected, floating and weirdly warm and cold all at once.

      I did not feel any better when a giant-ass tiger face appeared in my very hazy field of view.

      I’d never heard of full-on hallucinations being a part of dying—it was always the tunnel leading into the light and your life flashing before your eyes, but I definitely didn’t have any life that involved a tiger like three inches from my face.

      I really didn’t have any experience of the extremely rough, wet, and hot tongue of said tiger slathering all over the side of my face.

      Which could only mean—

      “T—Tony?”

      A deep rumbled grunting hum answered me, and I got another half-face tongue-bath.

      “Stp—pit.”

      Another.

      I didn’t have the strength to lift my hands to stop him, and I let my eyes close.

      Another deep roar, cursing, and agitated barking made me open my eyes again.

      Raj—because of fucking course it was Rajesh Parikh, who the fuck else was it going to be?—turned his gigantic, fluffy orange-white-and-black head to look in the direction of the commotion.

      I wondered who was doing the roaring, since my tiger-friend wasn’t it.

      I did have a pretty good idea who the barking was, though, and I’d never felt so goddamn happy in my fucking life.

      I didn’t stay conscious long enough to see him.
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      I woke up and really wished I hadn’t for a good solid thirty seconds. Everything fucking hurt. My ribcage felt like—well, like some two-hundred-fifty-pound fucking bruiser had been using it as a goddamn soccer ball. My hands were scraped to fucking hell from the gravel. And my face—well, let’s just say that I’m not as pretty as I used to be.

      Point is, my return to consciousness was deeply unpleasant, and I very much wanted to go back to the nice blackness that didn’t hurt so fucking much.

      Until I heard Taavi’s voice.

      “Val?”

      He sounded worried, desperate, and upset. And I just couldn’t let that stand.

      So I forced the one eye that wasn’t swollen shut to open, blinking blearily in the harsh light from—well, in the light, anyway. The overheads were off, and it was raining outside, so the light in the room was actually astonishingly dim. It was just that I hadn’t had my eyes open in a while, and it made my head feel like it had an icepick driven in it somewhere around my temple.

      I grunted. I’d meant to say hi or hello or some sort of greeting that resembled speech, but a grunt was all I managed to get out.

      It was enough to light up Taavi’s angular face, and that alone made the pain of waking up totally worth it.

      He smiled at me, although his eyes were shiny and wet, and he rubbed at the corner of one of them with his un-braced hand. “Hi,” he whispered.

      I made another sound that I hoped at least sounded like it was trying to be friendly.

      A warm hand settled gently on my thigh, a spot that wasn’t quite as battered as the rest of me. I honestly wouldn’t have given a fuck if it had been—I loved that Taavi was touching me, especially since I’d gotten pretty damn close to not ever being able to feel him touch me ever again.

      I swallowed a couple times, then finally managed to form words. “Hi back.”

      This time he let the tears track down his cheeks without wiping them away. “You absolute borrico. What the fuck were you thinking?”

      I didn’t know what a borrico was, but I was fairly sure it wasn’t a compliment. He also wasn’t wrong, assuming he was calling me a dumbass. What I did was actually really fucking stupid, especially in hindsight.

      “Sorry,” I rasped.

      “I don’t want you to be sorry, Val. I want to know why you did it!”

      I looked at him, feeling my ears burning in spite of the pain pretty much everywhere. “Keep you safe,” I whispered.

      The look of horror on his face made me feel even worse.

      “Valentine Hart, don’t you ever do anything like that again.” He was pissed. Like seriously pissed.

      I dropped my gaze down to the bandaged hands in my semi-reclined lap and tried to swallow around the emotion stopping my throat.

      “Promise me,” Taavi insisted.

      “’Kay.”

      “I’m serious, Val. Don’t you dare ever put yourself at risk like that again.” His voice broke, making me feel like absolute dog shit.

      “’Kay.” It was a lie—or at least partly a lie. I wasn’t about to go off and do something that dumb for no reason, of course. But I’d do it again in a heartbeat to protect Taavi. I mean, I really, really hoped I’d never have to do something like that again. But I would.

      The expression on Taavi’s face told me he knew damn well that I was full of shit.

      “I mean it,” he said, fingers tightening on my thigh—just a little. “Val, I couldn’t stand it if you got yourself killed because of me.” A few more tears crept out of the corners of his beautiful, mismatched eyes. “Please.”

      Fuck. I hated that I’d made him upset. But I also couldn’t promise not to try to protect him. I just—couldn’t. It was like asking me not to breathe.

      “I’ll try,” is what I said, this time.

      “I—I don’t want to lose you,” he whispered, leaning down from where he sat in the hospital’s vinyl-upholstered visitor chair so that he could rest his cheek against my thigh.

      It took far too much effort to move my hand so that I could rest the pads of my bandaged fingers on his hair. “I don’t wanna lose you, either,” I managed.

      He blew out a sigh that ruffled the starchy sheet covering my leg, but he didn’t say anything, just stayed there with his cheek on my thigh, my fingers in his hair.

      I wanted so much more.

      I wanted to hold him, to wrap him in my arms and feel the heat of his body against mine, the taste of his lips on my tongue.

      I also knew that if I tried, I’d end up screaming in pain.

      So I settled for the silk of his black hair under the pads of my fingers and the warmth of his hand and breath on my leg, knowing that he was here with me. For me.

      That he cared enough to ask me to stay alive.

      Sure, he was also mad at me, but if our positions had been reversed, I’d have been furious with him, so I got that.

      “Taavi?”

      He lifted his head, resting his chin on my thigh so he could look up at me. “What?”

      “How did you find me?”

      He blinked, surprised. “You knew I was there?”

      I let out a pained breath as I tried to settle myself a little against the reclined bed. “I thought it was a wolf at first,” I admitted. “The howl. But then I heard you barking.”

      “You knew it was me?”

      I wanted to laugh at the absurdity of the question. Of fucking course I knew his bark. I knew the sound of his footsteps—dog or human—the sound of his breath as he slept, the sound of his surprise at a jump-scare in a movie or the growl he made in the back of his throat when he was angry and how it was different from the growl he made when he was writhing in pleasure in my arms.

      But I wasn’t going to laugh because it would hurt like a fucking bitch.

      I carefully licked my swollen lips. “Of course I knew,” I told him, holding his gaze. I had known the second I heard it. I would always know him—had always known him, even that first day in the dumpster, because there had always been a space in my chest, huddled up under the left side of my currently-bruised and cracked ribs, that was just the right size and shape for a Xoloitzcuintli shifter.

      I couldn’t quite read the mix of expressions that flitted their way across his features, but I felt that Taavi-shaped space loosen when his lips settled on a small smile.

      “You circled it,” he answered my question. “Deepwater Hephaestus. On the papers you left on your desk at work.”

      “Doc or Ward?” I asked him, because I didn’t think he’d gone all the way in to Beyond the Veil just to track me down.

      “Ward.”

      God fucking bless that warlock. I owed him one. Or two. Or ten. Although he probably owed me one or two in return, so maybe someday I’d manage to pay him back enough to make us even.

      “How’d you end up with Raj?”

      “He called me.” Taavi glared at me. “You know I don’t check my email constantly.”

      I did. I’d counted on it, in fact.

      “Don’t you ever fucking send me an email like that again,” he ordered, and there wasn’t an ounce of teasing in his tone.

      “Okay,” I whispered.

      “I mean it. You have to say goodbye to me—” His voice broke again, and he swallowed, his eyes too bright. “You fucking do it in person, you hear me?”

      I ran my fingertips around the side of his face. “I—couldn’t have,” I managed.

      “Goddamn right you couldn’t have.” He rubbed his cheek into my fingers. “But if you’re going to be that much of a fucking pendejo, you at least have the cojones to do it to my face, you got me?”

      I supposed I deserved that. “Got it,” I managed.

      He pushed himself up to standing, then leaned forward and pressed his lips to a spot on my forehead that wasn’t a cut or a bruise. I hadn’t known I had one, but his lips were warm and soft and felt like the brush of butterfly wings.

      Then he settled back into the chair, his hand gently running over my leg. “Raj called me, asked what you’d done.”

      “With more curse words, I’d imagine.”

      “Quite a few, yes, not that you get to judge.”

      “Not judging,” I replied meekly.

      “Good. You don’t get to judge anything about this.”

      He was still mad. He probably wasn’t going to dump my ass, but he was definitely still unhappy with me. I kinda didn’t blame him.

      He sighed again before continuing. “I called Ward to ask what you’d been doing before you left, he told me what was circled, and we came to find you.”

      “You didn’t go to the office?” That’s where I’d gone first.

      “Raj sent people there,” Taavi answered. “But it was after hours, so we didn’t think anyone would still be there.” He glared at me. “So we started trying their other properties. The gate was open at the quarry, and sound… echoes.”

      Oh, shit. He and Raj had heard the tail end of my… interrogation.

      “Are you okay?” I asked him, suddenly worried, remembering the snarling and yelling and the feel of Nico’s deadly boots.

      He shot me a look that I wasn’t sure how to interpret. “Physically, yes, I’m fine.”

      So just pissed at me. I could live with that.
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        * * *

      

      “So I finally got to see you in fur,” I greeted Raj as he came into the hospital room the next afternoon. I was feeling considerably less like death warmed over, and I was working very hard on getting Taavi to forgive me.

      At that precise moment, he was at work, although he’d be coming by later.

      Raj huffed a laugh, crossing his arms over his shirt-and-vest ensemble. “Saving your too-pretty ass,” he teased.

      “Thanks for that, by the way. And thank Drew for me.” The roaring I’d heard along with Taavi’s barking had apparently been Drew Shao, who was some sort of bear shifter. Xolos and tigers and bears, oh my.

      Raj showed me his teeth, which were definitely sharper than a human’s, although they paled in comparison to his tiger teeth. I could see Taavi in his dog pretty easily, but I was having a harder time with Raj and the giant furry face that had hovered over mine in the quarry.

      “You’d do the same, if I ever need it,” he pointed out.

      “Probably,” I agreed. “As long as that’s one of the things I need to know.” I was only kind of teasing.

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” he replied, amused. “If I decide to be a dumbass and hare off to my own death, I’ll be sure to text you first.”

      I arched one eyebrow, then winced. That whole side of my face was a mess of stitches, scrapes, and bruises. “At least tell me you arrested Garcia and Pelayo. And fucking Nico.”

      “Oh, we did.” He grinned. “You want to know the exciting details?” The jackass was deliberately holding out on me.

      “Just fucking tell me, already,” I told him.

      He reached into his pocket and pulled out an evidence baggie and handed it to me. I lifted it up, since tilting my head down resulted in pounding pain in my temple. The team that Raj had sent to the Deepwater Hephaestus offices had found Garcia’s bullet.

      “Mason Manning seemed to think that this was a pretty good reason to arrest David Garcia all on its own,” Raj remarked, clearly pleased with himself.

      “Trying to murder me wasn’t bad enough?”

      Raj shrugged, although I could see the glitter in his golden-brown eyes that told me he was about to give me some shit. “I mean, I completely understand why he might try to do that.”

      “Funny, Tony.”

      “Hey, elves are potentially hazardous. Always leaving their toys and little tools out everywhere.”

      “Do I fucking look like I work for Santa?” I asked him.

      Raj grinned, showing those too-sharp teeth that now I couldn’t help noticing. “You’d be cute in a little green hat with fur trim.”

      “Try me, Tigger.”

      “You really think you can take me, Keebler?”

      He wasn’t wrong, but I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of agreeing with him. So I made a face at him and changed the subject. “Did you also find the gun?” I asked, my eyes scanning the etchings on the bullet, which to me seemed identical to those inscribed on the bullets we’d found in Picton’s rifle.

      “No, annoyingly,” Raj replied. “But Garcia’s our only witch capable of making these bullets, and Manning thinks he’s telling the truth about that, given the complexity of the magic. We’re hoping if we trace things carefully enough, we’ll get a lead on the shooter.”

      My forehead pulled together in a frown before I deliberately tried to smooth out the expression to avoid pulling on my stitches. “So is Garcia Ordo, or Culhua?”

      “Both, kind of. It turns out,” Raj continued, examining his fingernails carefully, a self-satisfied, smug little expression on his face, “that Garcia is a mercenary little bastard, so he not only turned on the members of the Ordo who hired him to make their magic bullets, but also the entire Culhua.”

      “No fucking way.” I tried to sit up to pay more attention, then stopped trying to sit up the minute quite a bit of pain told me that would be a terrible idea. “Fuck.”

      “Careful, there, Keebler.” He was teasing, but there was actually genuine concern on his face, so I forgave him for it. “You okay?”

      “Goddamn it. Yeah,” I grumbled. “But Garcia turned? On everybody?”

      “Mmhmm.”

      “Including Vidal?”

      “So that was an interesting little conversation, actually. Turns out our lovely little mayoral candidate—who might be having some issues, now that his business partner is going to jail for a very long time, even with a plea deal—hadn’t actually gotten initiated yet, according to both Garcia and Dame Pelayo. Whose daughter-in-law was not terribly inclined to help pay either her bail or her daughter’s, much to her consternation.”

      I snorted out a tiny laugh. “Good for Izar,” I said.

      “Indeed,” Raj agreed, leaning back against the window sill and crossing one ankle over the other. “But while Vidal was making a bid to get into the Culhua, he hadn’t actually fully earned their trust yet.”

      “So he doesn’t know about the whole murder bit?”

      “Seems not. Or he’s one hell of a good actor.”

      “You talked to him?”

      Raj nodded. “We went to his campaign office to talk to him about the activities of his business partner.”

      “Activities?”

      Raj smirked. “We were initially non-specific. As far as we could tell, Vidal was in the dark.” He shrugged. “Time will tell on the election, though. He’s lost a lot of monetary support, and the fact that his partner and several of his major donors are going to be arraigned in the next several weeks probably isn’t going to help his bid.”

      That was probably the understatement of the month. “Is it bad that part of me feels bad for him? And the fact that we almost had a chance to have a witch as a mayor to head off all this MFM bullshit?”

      Raj huffed. “You remember the part about him wanting to join a murderous cult, right?”

      “You just said he didn’t know it was murderous,” I pointed out.

      “True.” Raj appeared to think about this. “Fine. But he did know that these guys wanted something, and they were pretty clearly biased against Arcanids, even if not against magic more generally.”

      I grunted. “Yeah, okay, fine. But I still hate the other guy more.”

      The other guy, a smarmy dyes-his-hair blond white guy with beady eyes, was definitely more firmly in the generalized anti-magic camp than Vidal—he hadn’t publicly offered support for the MFM, but I had the feeling it was only a matter of time and convenience.

      Raj snorted. “In other fascinating news, one of Garcia’s maids had all sorts of things to say about her boss and the people who came and went from the house. From what she told us, it seems like Garcia is an equal-opportunity mercenary asshole—he’ll sell to anyone willing to pay, whether they’re a witch, a warlock, or nothing at all. So yeah, he’s making bullets for the Ordo and participating in the Culhua’s rituals and benefitting from working with the Pelayos…”

      “And why the fuck didn’t we talk to the maid before?” I demanded.

      “No reason to talk to Garcia,” he replied with a shrug. “So thanks for that.”

      I snorted. “Next time, how about you just work with me from the start and save us both the trouble of a hospital visit?”

      Raj smirked. “Because I needed probable cause, dumbass. You remember what that is, right?”

      “Yeah, I remember what that is, Tony. I also remember how to do real police work, which is why I was there in the first place.”

      Raj shrugged. “Can’t just have a civilian leading an investigation, can I?”

      “You could have fucking listened to me when I wanted to dig into Landa,” I pointed out, still a little irritated about his refusal to just give me the file.

      “I listened, Hart. I just had my hands tied.”

      “By fucking who?” I demanded.

      Raj grinned even wider, showing me those teeth that were sharper than they should have been on both the top and bottom rows. “A certain member of the current attorney general’s office,” he replied. “Who for the moment is going to remain nameless until the warrant that’s in process can be executed.” He examined his fingernails, turning his hands over, and I swear to God I’d never seen him so smug. “I imagine you’ll see it on the news.”
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        * * *

      

      I did, the day after that, in fact, see what Raj was talking about on the news while sitting in my hospital bed and trying to choke down the absolute shit that passed for hospital food. The Assistant DA, Deborah Hatfield, was led out of City Hall in cuffs and flanked by Raj on one side and Drew Shao on the other, along with a handful of Federal Agents I didn’t recognize.

      “Sonofabitch, Tony,” I muttered at the TV. “Good for you.” As I watched, a series of text messages from Kurtz informed me that they were executing warrants on the rest of the Culhua and the remaining three Ordo members besides Hatfield—they’d held off until the DA was in custody so that she wouldn’t try to block any of the rest of the warrants.

      So they’d finished what I started, and it should have felt good, but even though it looked like the Ordo and the Culhua were done for good—at least in Virginia and for the foreseeable future—I still felt… hollow. We’d failed to save Hector Dimas. Failed a lot of people over the years because of political bullshit and corruption.

      Yeah, we’d gotten the bad guys. But there were always more where they came from.

      I gave up on my so-called ‘breakfast’ about ten minutes later and told the nurse that they ought to be ashamed of themselves for calling that food. She’d laughed, then told me that if I were lucky, they might let me go home this afternoon and I wouldn’t have to suffer through it come dinnertime.

      That didn’t make me any less hungry, though.

      When Taavi showed up a half-hour after that carrying a bag with the Early Bird Biscuit logo, I could just about have cried with relief. I did grab his face and pull him in for a kiss that he accepted with a laugh before telling me to be careful so I didn’t rip any stitches.

      “You brought me biscuits.”

      “I did.” He handed over the bag, and I took out one of the giant biscuits, broke it in half and slathered it in butter, then bit off about a quarter of it. Taavi looked amused. “Hungry?”

      “Aff oo er a asital oog?”

      He looked at me, one dimple forming on his cheek. “I have no idea what you just said.”

      I swallowed. “Have you ever had hospital food?”

      He shook his head, the half-smile still in place.

      “It’s not food,” I told him before taking another huge bite. I love biscuits, and Early Bird makes some of the best I’ve ever had. I could live on these things. I might try, if not for the whole scurvy thing. Maybe you could stave off scurvy with marmalade.

      I took another bite, slightly smaller.

      “Nurff faid I might go ome t’day.”

      “Did she?” He perked up. “Really?”

      I nodded. “Juff now.”

      As though summoned by my conversation—or the smell of the biscuits—my surprisingly tolerant doctor breezed through the door, raising her eyebrows at the sight of me stuffing my face.

      “Well, I suppose that means your appetite has returned, Mr. Hart.” Thankfully, she sounded amused.

      I swallowed, deciding it might be rude to keep eating while she was here. “Er. Yes.”

      “Any pain swallowing?”

      “No.”

      “No nausea, I assume?”

      “Nope.”

      “Pain?”

      I wanted to say no so that she’d let me go. But that was just stupid, given the state of me. “Um. Yes?”

      She looked at me over the top of her tablet, then smiled, the expression crinkling her eyes behind purple-rimmed cat’s-eye glasses. “Good. You’re not lying to me.”

      I snorted.

      “Pain scale?”

      I sighed. I fucking hate the pain scale. “Which body part?” I asked.

      “Run me down the list.”

      “Okay. Face… three unless I move too much. Ribs, six-ish? Hands, two if I hold them still, three if I move them too much.”

      She nodded. “We’ll be sending you home with pain meds, but I want you to limit their use. Take two when you go to bed, but only one if you feel like you need it during the day. I do want you to take aspirin regularly for the next week—you’re not going to be doing a lot of moving around, and I don’t want you developing any clots. Two of them, every eight hours.”

      She looked at me over the tablet again, her breath puffing her surgical mask. Then she looked over at Taavi.

      “Will you be staying with him?” she asked him.

      “Yes, ma’am,” he answered.

      She nodded again. “Good. I’ll be sure to give you the printed copy of the instructions for patient care and feeding.”

      Taavi nodded back. “I’ll make sure to follow the instructions carefully.”

      She smiled at him, then looked back at me. “You are a lucky elf, Mr. Hart.”

      “I am,” I agreed.

      She smiled again. “I’ll get started on your discharge paperwork.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Even though I’d known that I wasn’t going to just go back to my usual life the day I got out of the hospital, I wasn’t prepared for how tired I would get just trying to get home and back into my apartment.

      I was also not prepared for how utterly desperate my cat was going to be for pets and attention.

      I’d insisted that I didn’t want to be stuck in the bedroom, so Taavi got me ensconced on the couch with a couple of extra pillows and blankets. Pet had claimed my lap, purring and kneading her paws against my thigh. She’d screamed from the second I got in the door until she was able to snuggle up, and it made me feel loved.

      So did Taavi.

      He brought me drugs when I needed them, kept me well-stocked with snacks that were absolutely horrific in terms of nutritional content, but full of tasty, processed chemical flavor. My mother would be mortified.

      I didn’t give a shit.

      I’d make it a few days without vegetables and fruit. Right now, I just wanted calories. My body needed them to heal, and it had a lot of healing to do.

      I was tucked up on the couch when Taavi came in and settled on the floor, leaning his head back so that the top of his skull brushed against my hip. I dropped my fingers—much more usable than they had been two days ago—to run over his thick, dark hair.

      “Halloween movies?” I asked him.

      I saw a small smile flit across his features. “Sure.”

      I tapped two fingers against the top of his head. “What?” I asked him.

      He turned to look at me, brows up.

      “What’s bothering you?”

      “Nothing, really.”

      “Taavi.”

      He shrugged. “It’s almost Día de Muertos.”

      I knew what that was—I knew Ward, who was a walking zombie every year from just before Halloween until November third when he finally got a chance to sleep. “Do you usually put up a…” I couldn’t remember the word.

      “An ofrenda.” He smiled softly. “I’ve always done something. A photograph and a candle.” He shrugged. “I never really had all that much.”

      “We could make one,” I suggested.

      Taavi looked surprised. “I—” He studied my face. “I’d like that,” he murmured, finally.

      When he went into the kitchen to make dinner, I texted Ward.

      Taavi needs an ofrenda thingy. Help?

      We’ll stop by tomorrow, came the response, and I smiled to myself—then winced and put my face back in its usual frown to avoid pulling my stitches.

      Thanks, I sent back.

      I flicked through the Halloween movies, looking for something Taavi would like—he liked kids’ movies, so I was going to go for something like Hocus Pocus or maybe The Addams Family. Especially since I was going to be enough out of it thanks to the miracle of modern opioids that it didn’t matter one bit to me what the fuck I put on.

      All I cared about was having Taavi close. I didn’t give two shits about a movie or even about the pain that sliced through my ribs every time I moved. I’d do it again in a fucking heartbeat if it meant keeping Taavi safe.

      At some point, I fell asleep, waking up when Pet jumped off my lap. I drew in a deep breath, smelling warm Mexican spices coming from the kitchen.

      I heard Pet let out a loud meow.

      “I don’t have any tuna, gatito,” Taavi told her. “Your papa is the one who gives you tuna.”

      She meowed again.

      “No se que quieres, gatito.”

      Another meow.

      “Calmate, gatito. No tengo nada para ti.”

      I had no idea what he was saying, but I did very much enjoy listening to his voice as he talked to my cat. It was also entirely possible that part of my whole weird mushy, mooney-eyed thing was being caused by the painkillers, which did—in their defense—take the edge off, but which I felt like I needed to get off sooner rather than later because it was making me really sentimental and weird.

      Pet gave up after a few more minutes of what I imagined was meowing and rubbing all over Taavi’s ankles, coming back out to the couch and settling herself by my feet.

      I put on a Halloween-themed baking show and watched people make ridiculous choices with far too much food coloring in their frosting—I get that making pretty cakes is a thing people are into, but if I can fucking taste the food coloring in there, I don’t want to eat it. That shit just straight-up tastes like carcinogens.

      Taavi emerged just in time to watch the cake-judging with a bowl of something that steamed and smelled delicious.

      “Pozole,” he said, handing me the bowl, spoon handle sticking out of it, a dollop of what I assumed was sour cream and some green onions on the top.

      “It smells great. What is it?”

      “Stew, basically. Corn, beans, hominy, chiles, tomatoes, sweet potatoes.”

      I took a mouthful, then hummed my approval. It was what I always wanted veggie chili to taste like, except it never did.

      Taavi smiled, then disappeared, coming back with a big bowl of tortilla chips and a tray with several more bowls, in which I identified queso, guacamole, and salsa, which he put on the tray table I had set up in front of the couch. Then one more trip, and he returned with his own bowl and a beer—just one, because I was not supposed to mix my drugs with alcohol.

      “Sit with me?” I asked him, trying not to sound either too needy or too pathetic. I pulled my legs in, and Pet glared at me. Taavi smiled again, then set his bowl and beer on the side table, picked up the cat, then settled on the couch, one foot tucked up under his other thigh with Pet in his lap. Before he reclaimed his bowl, he ran his hand over my calf.

      “Acceptable?”

      I nodded. “Movie?”

      “Sure.” He blew on a spoonful of the pozole.

      “Which one?”

      “Whichever.”

      “Have you seen either?”

      “I saw The Addams Family as a kid.”

      “But not Hocus Pocus?”

      He shook his head, and I hit play on Hocus Pocus.

      “This is really good,” I told him, taking another bite.

      He snagged a chip and used it to scoop pozole into his mouth. That seemed like a great idea, so I followed suit. Always eat food like the people who invented it, because they know what the fuck they’re doing.

      After dinner, we paused the movie so that Taavi could help me stagger my way into the bathroom—although thank God I didn’t need him to help me with the basics there—and back, and I insisted on sitting the other direction so that I could lean against him.

      “You okay?” he asked, his lips close to one of my pointed ears, as I settled against his warmth.

      “Perfect.”

      “You, Valentine Hart, are a liar,” he accused, although I could tell from the warmth in his voice that he was teasing me.

      “Fine,” I conceded. “As perfect as I possibly can be given the broken ribs and battered face.”

      He kissed my un-stitched-up cheek. “I like your face, battered or not.”

      “It’s going to be all scarred,” I pointed out.

      “I don’t care about scars, Val.” Another soft kiss. “I just care that you’re okay.”

      “Right now,” I replied, sappy as fuck. “I’m more than okay.”
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      It was pretty early the next morning when Taavi disappeared to go fetch a photograph of his parents and a few other things he wanted for the ofrenda. He left me still in bed, but I got myself—slowly and painfully, using every ounce of stubborn stupidity I had left—out of bed and into the kitchen.

      Because I knew from my research into capriotada that there was a special bread for Día de Muertos that used roughly the same base dough. It didn’t take me long to find a recipe and get the dough started—thanking fucking God for the fact that I owned a stand mixer, because there was no fucking way in hell I would have been able to mix this dough by hand in the shit condition I was in.

      Pet was very excited by my presence in the kitchen, meowing and winding her way between my feet. I looked down at her fuzzy black-and-white butt, tail curled around one calf.

      “It’s not Sunday, fuzz-butt,” I told her.

      “Mrrrreeoow.”

      “Yeah, I know. I’m a mean asshole.”

      “Mrrow.”

      I snorted, then turned off the mixer and dumped the dough out onto the flour-covered counter. This was the part that was really going to suck.

      It did.

      I groaned and grunted my way through doing a final knead on the dough, then put it in another bowl and set it on the stove over the warming oven to rise.

      I’d pay for this later, but it was fucking worth it. Taavi was worth it.

      I left the mixing bowl to soak in the sink, knowing that I probably wasn’t going to be the one to wash it, since Taavi would probably get to it before I felt up to it myself. I felt a little guilty about that, but I needed to sit the fuck down.

      I was still half-prone on the couch when Taavi got back.

      “Val, you should have waited for me to get back,” he chided.

      “It’s fine,” I told him.

      “You’re exhausted from getting yourself to the couch!”

      “I, ah… took a detour first.”

      The expression that settled on his face was a mixture of annoyance and fondness. “Val. What did you do?”

      “Baked?”

      He rubbed his hand over his face. “Baked,” he repeated.

      “Half-baked?” I was trying to be funny.

      Taavi snorted. “You’re half-baked,” muttered. “What did you half-bake?”

      “Bread dough. It’s rising.”

      “Bread dough. Dios, Val.”

      I felt my ears heat. “It’s for pan de muertos,” I muttered, my Spanish pronunciation probably horrific.

      “Oh, Val.” There was a hint of disappointment, but there was also fondness and something that might have been pleasure? I wanted to surprise him, to make him happy. I wasn’t sure yet if I’d done that, at least until he came and sat next to me, then gingerly drew me into a hug. I wrapped my arms around him, leaning into his warmth. “Thank you,” he whispered into the side of my neck.

      I let a smile pull up one side of my lips—I didn’t want to pull the stitches on the other side. “You might have to help me with the rest,” I warned him.

      He laughed softly. “I might just finish the rest myself,” he replied.

      “I can do it.”

      “But you probably shouldn’t,” he pointed out.

      I sighed. “I want to.”

      “Okay,” He agreed, gently pressing a kiss to the cheek on the unbattered side of my face. “But if you get too tired, please let me finish, okay?”

      I ran my fingers along his jaw. “Okay,” I promised.

      He caught my hand and gently kissed my fingers. I’d pulled the bandaging off last night, and while there were still scrapes and scabs, the swelling was way down and there weren’t any open wounds on my hands. They were sore and a little achy, but they were healing faster than the rest of me. I was glad—it meant I could do things like knead bread. And touch Taavi.

      “Did you at least eat while you made bread dough?” Taavi asked me, gently setting my hand back in my lap.

      I sighed. “No.”

      “And I don’t smell coffee, either.”

      “No.”

      He pushed himself up, then bent to kiss my forehead. “Okay. I will do breakfast and coffee. What do you want?”

      “You?” I leaned into his hip.

      His lips quirked, and he ran one hand over my messy half-assed ponytail. “Cute, Val. For breakfast.”

      “Whatever is fine.”

      “Okay.” He petted my head a few more times. “Dog food it is.”

      I snorted. “Sounds good.”

      He let out a soft laugh, bent to kiss the top of my head, then went into the kitchen, where I heard him moving around, the occasional clatter of pans and bowls.

      I shifted, wincing, to get comfortable on the couch, since I had probably another half hour or so before the dough finished proving. Pet jumped up and curled up on the empty cushion next to me, and I reached out a hand to stroke her fur.

      My phone buzzed, and I grunted as I leaned over to grab my phone off the side table.

      You two awake? It was from Doc.

      Yep. You coming over?

      He responded after a minute or so. Once we get everybody fed.

      “Taav?”

      He came back into the doorway. “Yeah?”

      “Can you make enough for Doc and Ward? Whatever you’re making?”

      “Sure. It’s just French toast. Are they coming for breakfast?”

      “Maybe. Lemme check.”

      Do you want to eat here? Taavi’s making French toast. Then I sent another. I have that weird not egg shit. Ward can’t eat eggs, and I bake for him often enough that I generally kept his weird egg substitute crap in the fridge.

      Another minute or so before Doc replied. Sure! See you in fifteen?

      I sent a thumb’s up.

      “Is that okay?” I asked Taavi. “There’s that bottled not-egg shit for Ward.”

      “Of course. It’s not fancy French toast, but there’s fruit to put on top.” He turned to go back into the kitchen.

      “Taav?”

      He paused, looking back over his shoulder. “Yeah?”

      “Thank you.”

      He smiled. “Of course. I’m happy to.”

      Ward, Doc, and Jackson came by shortly after that, Doc with an armload of marigolds, Jackson carrying a colorful woven blanket, and Ward with a box of candles and patterned bowls.

      Among the things Taavi had brought from his apartment was a photograph of his folks from when his mom was pregnant, her hands holding her round belly, keeping the infant inside safe and secure. His father stood behind her in the picture, one hand on her shoulder, his affection for her clear on his face.

      It was obvious how much they loved each other and how much they clearly wanted Taavi—wanted to have a family.

      To be forced to give that up—to sacrifice their dream so that Taavi could grow up in the US… Fuck. I couldn’t imagine the kind of pain they must have put themselves through to make sure their son had a better life.

      In theory.

      It also pissed me off that the better life they’d sacrificed for was probably not what they’d dreamed. That he’d spent his whole life being pushed aside or avoided because of who he was. But I didn’t want to spend today angry—especially because I wanted this for Taavi, and he didn’t deserve to have to put up with me being a crotchety asshole.

      Weirdly, having Doc, Ward, and Jackson in my apartment was actually helping.

      Normally, I fucking hate people. I hate having to be social, and I hate having to be polite. But these were my people—I was comfortable staying half-prone on the couch while Ward cut marigold stems and arranged them in drinking glasses, Doc helped Taavi with the French toast, and Jackson painstakingly smoothed out the tablecloth and set out candles and bowls on it.

      “How do you know where everything goes?” I asked him from my spot on the couch.

      “My bisabuelo is telling me,” he replied, his expression the kind of serious that only kids get when they’re doing something seemingly simple.

      “Your what?” I asked him.

      He looked over at me. “My bisabuelo. Great-grandfather.”

      Right. Because Jackson was a death-witch. I kept forgetting that because every time I saw the kid, he seemed to be perfectly normal. But no. He could see dead people and kill you with his bare hands if he got worked up. According to Ward, Jackson had also basically kept Doc alive long enough to get him to the hospital after he’d been shot.

      I’ve resigned myself to the fact that very few of the people I actually like in the world are normal. At this point, just Caro and Dan. And they probably didn’t count as normal because they liked me.

      The kitchen timer went off, and I hauled myself to my feet.

      “What are you doing, Hart?” Jackson wanted to know. “Can I help?”

      “Sure, kiddo. Making pan de muertos.”

      “Oh, yeah! I helped Uncle Mason make ours last year! I can help shape the dough!”

      “Great. This is my first time. You can show me how.”

      “Okay!”

      He chattered happily as I slowly made my way into the kitchen, where I was abruptly faced with an annoyed-looking Doc.

      “What are you doing off the couch?”

      “He’s baking,” Taavi answered from where he was frying the French toast. “Against my better judgment, but you can try arguing with him if you want.”

      “What are you baking?” Doc wanted to know.

      “Pan de muertos!” Jackson answered cheerfully. “I’m going to help!”

      Doc looked startled. “You know how to make pan de muertos?” he asked me.

      Taavi rattled something off in Spanish that made Jackson giggle and Doc snort.

      “Great. Gang up on the white guys,” I muttered, winking at Jackson to show I was teasing. I knew Ward didn’t speak Spanish either.

      Next to me, the medium laughed softly.

      “So learn Spanish,” Doc retorted, scooting over to make room for me at the counter that I had always thought had plenty of space, but really didn’t once you put five people in the kitchen, especially when one of them was Doc-sized and one was in a wheelchair.

      “It’ll wreck my German,” I told him.

      “You speak German?” Jackson asked, hopping from one foot to the other.

      “Ja wohl. Now go grab that bowl under the towel from Taavi.”

      He did as requested, bringing it back to where I put flour on the counter again. “Okay, you know how to knead dough?”

      “Yeah!”

      “Have at it then.” I slid over to lean against the side of the sink, giving the eleven-year-old access to counter space.
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        * * *

      

      Jackson knew how to shape the pan de muertos, so he was enormously helpful, although I had to help him a couple times because he wasn’t sure how to make the dough do what he wanted. But between the two of us, we made a passable loaf, then set it to rise again while Taavi shooed us into the main room to eat.

      I got to see him bite his lower lip, eyes glistening as he saw the ofrenda, candles and glasses of marigolds arranged around the photograph of his parents, petals sprinkled—by Jackson—across the table and toward the doorway. The petals were meant to guide the dead to the ofrenda, to show them the way back to their family.

      Ward needed to get to the Latinos in Virginia Empowerment Center—I guess he spent every year there, helping people connect with their deceased family members. But he wanted to do the same for Taavi first.

      Taavi’s eyes were wide. “You—you what?”

      Ward smiled his gentle smile. “If you would like,” he replied, repeating more or less what he’d just said, “I could see if can find your parents.”

      Taavi turned to look at me where I sat on the couch.

      “They’re your family, Taavi,” I said softly.

      He caught his lower lip between his teeth, looking back at the ofrenda again.

      I knew what he was thinking. He’d gone most of his life—all of his adult life—not really knowing what had happened to either of his parents, but assuming the worst. After all, if they were alive, either of them, then that meant they’d stopped writing to him, stopped trying to contact him, much less find him again.

      On the one hand, he didn’t want them to be dead. On the other, if they were alive, that meant that they didn’t care enough about him to find him or speak to him, and that would be heartbreaking. I didn’t want them to be dead, either, but that was what he’d believed since he was eighteen, and, for his sake, I’d rather he got closure than find out that his parents had abandoned him, instead.

      I could see the conflict, so I pushed myself to my feet and walked up behind him, setting my hands on his shoulders. He reached up and covered one of my hands with his. “Okay,” he whispered, looking at Ward.

      The medium smiled, his grey eyes kind. “What are their names?”

      Taavi swallowed, and I could feel the tension in his shoulders. “Zuma Camal and Pakal Torres,” he whispered. Taavi had his mother’s last name. Good on his dad for giving him that.

      Ward nodded once, closing his eyes, then he smiled, and I knew he’d found them. I also knew my boss well enough to know that he’d make sure that they weren’t total dicks before he let Taavi talk to them.

      And then they materialized, a tiny woman who had Taavi’s bone structure and wide eyes, and the medium-height, thin man from the photograph, his hair cut exactly the same way Taavi wore his.

      I felt Taavi shake against my chest, and I squeezed his shoulders, trying to give him what strength and support I had.

      “Mijo?” The woman stepped forward, her hands over her mouth and oddly opalescent tears shining on her translucent cheeks.

      “Mamá?” I felt as much as heard the soft sob behind the words.

      I had no idea what anybody said for the entire conversation. It didn’t matter. I didn’t need to understand anything. All I needed to do was be there, to stay with my hands on his shoulders and then, after Ward released Zuma Camal and Pakal Torres to cross back over, to wait for everyone else to leave before Taavi came and buried his face in my chest, sobs shaking his slim shoulders.
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        * * *

      

      I stayed up with Taavi until dawn, listening to him talk about his parents, about the things his father had told him about their people, and about what he knew of the traditions of the Maya. It was Día de Muertos, meant to be celebrated by remembering family, keeping alive the memories of those who had died, and celebrating the lives they had lived and the life you would live because of them.

      Taavi made his enmoladas with mole negro and fried plantains, and the pan de muertos turned out exactly as I’d hoped. Around two in the morning, he got up and made hot chocolate, then toasted some of the pan and spread Nutella over it.

      “Chocolate craving?” I asked him, as he cautiously snuggled up against me, the plate of coco-and-hazelnut smeared bread on his lap, each of us with a mug of cocoa he’d spiced with cinnamon.

      “It’s thematic,” he told me.

      “Because chocolate is Mexican?”

      “It is.”

      It was true.

      I took a sip from my mug. The cocoa he’d made was a lot darker than what I was used to. “What is this?”

      He took a sip of his own. “Cacao, sugar, cinnamon. Mexican chocolate, not that Swiss Miss shit.”

      I laughed, then took another sip. “It’s good.”

      “Of course it is,” he replied, and I smiled into his hair.

      We went through another couple of mugs and one viewing of the movie Coco by the time the sky outside lightened with the rising sun.

      “You always stay up all night? For Día de Muertos?” I asked him.

      “Mmmhmm.” We’d switched places again, and I was mostly lying in his lap, one of his legs bent up against the back of the couch, my head on his stomach.

      “Do you sleep after, then? Like, today?”

      “Not really. Sometimes I take a nap.”

      “Did you want to get up?” I hoped he didn’t.

      The arm draped over me tightened just a little. “No. Not yet.”

      I sighed deeply, snuggling close, Taavi’s warmth radiating into my bones. I rested my cheek against his torso, breathing in the earthy spiciness of his scent. I could stay like this, in Taavi’s arms, forever.

      Literally.

      It hit me like a ton of fucking bricks, and I wasn’t entirely sure what to do with it. Yeah, I’d thought before about how maybe this was it, that Taavi was going to be The One, blah blah blah. But, lying here in his arms, with his warmth against my skin, after everything we’d been through… There was no question. It wasn’t a maybe or a what-if. It was Taavi or it was no one from now until the day I died.

      Maybe even after that.

      Of course, we’d only been dating for like six weeks, and a couple of those I’d spent being a complete asshat, so it was really only like a month. We didn’t live together, although we had for a few months there when Taavi was stuck as a dog, but I didn’t really think that counted. So there was still a lot to get through in terms of relationship stages and milestones before I went and did something stupid like propose.

      But I would. Or maybe he would, because I’m notorious for fucking shit up and freaking out for no reason, but it would happen. One way or another.

      And that made me feel all warm and fuzzy, and I am not used to feeling warm and fuzzy. Pet is warm and fuzzy. Taavi is warm, but he’s not even fuzzy when he’s shifted, so fuzzy just isn’t really much of a thing in my life.

      Except maybe now it was. And not just because of Pet.

      “Taavi?”

      He chuffed softly, the sound soft and almost muffled, like he might have been falling asleep.

      “Move in with me?”

      That got his attention, and he pushed himself up with one arm so that he could look down at my face, his beautiful mismatched eyes studying mine. “You want me to move in?”

      I nodded, my heart in my throat. “You want to go back to school, right? And if you’re in school, then you won’t be working as much, but I make enough at Beyond the Veil to support both of us, and I’d be paying rent here anyway…” I trailed off, my ears turning pink. “Or not, if you don’t want to,” I mumbled, dropping my gaze.

      “Val.” His voice was soft, warm, slightly teasing.

      I looked back up at him.

      “Te amo.”

      I blinked, then opened my mouth to ask what the fuck that meant, but he put two fingers on my lips.

      “I love you,” he whispered.

      I thought my heart would stop me from breathing, it swelled so much inside my chest, causing my eyes to well up. I ran my fingers over the side of his skull, rubbing across the short hair on the sides of his head. I loved the feel of his hair, long and short, in my hands. Loved the warmth of his body and the calluses on his hands. Loved the smell of him, earthy and spicy. Loved his voice, the way he sometimes spoke Spanish instead of English, even though he knew full well I didn’t understand him. Loved the soft chuffs and growls he made, even in human form.

      I loved him. Of course I did. I just—hadn’t actually said so.

      “I love you, too, Taavi,” I told him, bringing one of his hands to my lips so I could press a kiss to his palm.

      “And yes, Val.”

      “Yes?” I didn’t know what he was talking about, my brain unable to process anything but the fact that Taavi loved me.

      He turned his hand to grab mine and delicately kissed each of my fingertips before looking down at me again, lips quirked in a smile. “Yes, I’d love to move in with you.” The next kiss he placed on my lips. “Mi corazón.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EPILOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      It had been a blissful month sharing my life and my space with Taavi, when everything changed. It was nothing he did, nothing I did.

      It was a phone call that came at almost eleven at night.

      “Elliot?” He almost never called without texting first.

      “Val—” His voice broke, and I felt panic surge in my chest. I sat up sharply, Taavi pulling away from me and hitting pause on the movie playing on the tv.

      “What’s wrong, El?”

      “It’s—It’s Dad,” he half choked out.

      “What happened?”

      “They—killed him.” That sentence hadn’t sunk in when he spoke again. “Val, I need you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FOLLOW ME!

          

        

      

    

    
      For updates on new releases and more, you can follow me on:

      Facebook

      Twitter
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      KM Avery is an academic who moonlights as an author, and has a husband, cats, and a love for books, movies, videogames, and the outdoors, at least most of the time.
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