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I stopped outside the police precinct I’d once called home.

The brick facade hadn’t changed much in the two years since I’d walked out. Same cracked concrete steps. Same bent flagpole. Same homeless guy named Jerry sleeping against the wall, though NYPD technically chased him off every morning at seven.

Things used to be simpler. Back when I was a greenhorn detective, the worst thing I dealt with was drug dealers who thought they were smarter than they were. Normal murderers who killed for normal reasons: money, jealousy, stupidity.

Not vampires. Not werewolves.

Not whatever fresh hell waited for me in Max Holmes’s office.

I climbed out and nodded to Officer Gordon heading out for patrol.

“Carter! Heard you were coming in.” Gordon grinned. “Holmes finally got something weird enough to call the Ghostbuster?”

“Who you gonna call?” I asked with a sigh.

The beat cop cracked a grin at my reaction. “Rivera’s running a pool on what it is this time. Twenty bucks says cultists.”

“Here’s to hoping.”

I pushed through the double doors.

The precinct smelled exactly the same. Burnt coffee, floor wax, and that particular brand of exhaustion that seeped into government buildings.

The desk sergeant glanced up from her crossword puzzle. Dolores Washington, sixty-two years old, short, wiry, and razor-sharp. She’d been running that desk since before I made detective.

“Well, well. Look what the cat dragged in.” Dolores set down her pen. “The Wizard of Weird himself.”

“Morning to you too, Dolores.”

“Don’t ‘morning’ me. You know what kind of paperwork I had to file last time you consulted? Three pages just to explain why the crime scene photos showed scorch marks in the shape of runic symbols.”

“That wasn’t my fault.”

“Never is, is it?” She jerked her thumb toward the stairs. “Holmes is in his office. Try not to burn anything down on your way up.”

I took the stairs two at a time. My old desk sat empty near the window, keyboard covered in dust. They hadn’t filled my position yet. Budget cuts, probably. Or maybe nobody wanted the desk of the cop who’d gone spooky.

Holmes’s door stood open. He sat behind his desk, staring at a manila folder like it personally offended him. His salt-and-pepper hair needed a trim, and his coffee mug—World’s Okayest Dad—had a chip in the handle.

“Ed!” Max Holmes stood up, came around the desk. “Good to see you, brother.”

We shook hands, then pulled into one of those quick back-slapping hugs that cops do when they actually like each other.

“You look like shit,” I said.

“You look like you’ve been drinking lunch.” Holmes moved back behind his desk. “Murphy’s treating you well?”

“Well enough. How’s Angela?”

“Remarried. Some dentist from Queens. Makes her happy, so I’m happy.” He gestured to the chair across from him. “Still got that cat?”

“Columbo? Yeah. Fat bastard ate through my couch cushions last week.”

“Sounds about right.” Holmes picked up his coffee, made a face, set it back down. “Listen, we both know I didn’t call you here to talk about my ex-wife’s dental plan.”

“Figured as much when you used the phrase ‘weird shit’ three times in one voicemail.”

“Yeah, well.” He opened the manila folder and slid three photographs across the desk. “Tell me what you see.”

I picked up the first photo. The High Line in Chelsea, one of those gardens they’d converted from old train tracks. Pretty during the day.

The photo showed anything but pretty.

Blood painted the concrete in arterial sprays. The kind of pattern you got when someone opened a major artery and kept moving. But the blood wasn’t what made my gut tighten. The concrete had cracked in spider web patterns radiating out from a central impact point. Metal railings bent at angles that would take a car crash to achieve.

The second photo showed a body. Male, mid-thirties, wearing what used to be an expensive suit. His chest had caved in like someone dropped a piano on him. It was the kind of damage you saw when someone got pinned between two trucks.

The third photo made me set all three down and lean back.

“Those claw marks?” I asked.

“That’s what the ME thinks. Five parallel gouges, about eight inches long. Went through muscle and scraped bone.”

“Except the spacing’s wrong for any animal in the tristate area.”

Max Holmes nodded. “And before you ask, yes, we checked the zoo. All their big cats accounted for.”

I picked up the first photo again. Studied the crack patterns.

“How many victims?”

“Three. All similar injuries. All in the same location.”

“Witnesses?”

“Jogger found them around five AM. Nobody saw anything happen.”

I put the photo down. “You know this wasn’t a normal assault.”

“No shit. Normal assaults don’t look like someone went ten rounds with a freight train.” Holmes rubbed his face. “Look, I know there’s all this stuff going on in this city. Weird underground things that people like me aren’t supposed to know about. I’ve been a cop for twenty years, Ed. I’ve seen things that don’t make the reports.”

“And you want me to what? Wave my magic wand and make it go away?”

“I want you to find out what the hell did this before it does it again.” Holmes leaned forward. “I’ve got three bodies that look like they went through a wood chipper, and the brass breathing down my neck for answers. You’re the only person I know who deals with the weird and wacky and doesn’t bullshit me about gas leaks and mass hallucinations.”

I studied the photos again. My eyes scanned over the damage patterns, then went to the claw marks. There was something about the way the bodies had been arranged—or thrown, more likely. This screamed ENE. It had to be strong. And angrier than a wendigo who hadn’t tasted human flesh in aeons.

“I’ll make some calls,” I said. “See what I can find out.”

Holmes’s shoulders dropped like someone cut his strings. “Thank you. Jesus, thank you. I’ve been staring at these photos for six hours trying to make them make sense.”

“They won’t. Not with normal logic.” I stood up. “I’ll need copies of these. And the ME’s report. And access to the scene if it hasn’t been released yet.”

“Done, done, and done.” He stood too, pulled copies from his drawer. “When you work out what this is...”

“I’ll call you first. We’ll come up with some way to make it stick in a report.”

“You’re a lifesaver, Ed.”

“Thank me once I’ve figured out exactly what we’re dealing with, here.” I tucked the photos inside my jacket. “We still on for Murphy’s tomorrow?”

“Wouldn’t miss it. You’re buying.”

“I’m always buying.”

“Cost of being a high-priced consultant.” He walked me to the door. “Ed? Be careful with this one. Whatever did that, it wasn’t playing around.”

“They never are.”

I headed back down the stairs, waved to Dolores, and pushed out into the afternoon heat. The subway entrance waited half a block down, promising a marginally cooler ride back to Hell’s Kitchen.

That’s when I felt it.

Magic has a taste, a texture that experienced practitioners learn to recognize. This one slid across my awareness —slick, wrong, and definitely hostile. The signature belonged to a Mage, probably Class 2 or higher based on the density. They were maybe thirty feet behind me, matching my pace.

I didn’t have my tracking gear. My magical go-bag was still back in my apartment. But I’d trained at NYOC for two years, and they beat certain habits into you until they became reflex.

Every Mage had a unique magical signature, a fingerprint made of energy. The trick was holding that pattern in your mind without actively reaching for it. Reaching would alert them that I’d noticed. Instead, I let their signature wash over me, memorized the specific frequency of their power. Aggressive, sharp-edged, with an undercurrent of enhancement—probably combat specialized.

I descended into the subway, swiped my MetroCard, and moved onto the platform. The 1 train would take me straight to Hell’s Kitchen.

The magical signature stayed with me, maintaining the same distance.

Professional tail, then. Not some amateur who’d gotten lucky.

The train pulled in with a screech of brakes and that subway stink of scorched metal. I stepped into a moderately crowded car and grabbed a handrail near the door. My tail would have to get closer now, unless they wanted to lose me.

Then there was something else that appeared in my awareness. It overwhelmed the signature from before.

It was ancient, powerful, and absolutely terrifying.

My instincts had been honed since my Awakening, and they were now screaming at me to get the hell off this train.

My hand drifted toward my Glock, even though bullets would be about as useful as harsh language against something this strong. The other passengers continued reading their phones, oblivious to the predator that had just entered their space.

“Hello, Ed.”

I turned my head.

A Chinese woman stood beside me, maybe five-seven, wearing a simple green qipao. Her hair fell to her waist in a thick braid, and her eyes—Damn, her eyes. I avoided them before my mind could tumble away into the depth and knowledge there.

Xiao Qing. Mr. Chan’s right hand. One of the maybe a dozen beings in Manhattan who could end me before I finished drawing my gun.

“Miss Bai.” I tried to be professional, to make no sudden movements. “This is unexpected.”

She smiled. Alarm bells howled away in the back of my head.

“Is it? You’ve been quite busy today. Meeting with police. Examining photographs of unfortunate victims. Mr. Chan thought we should talk.”

Of course he did. Nothing happened in Chinatown without the old dragon knowing. Hell, nothing happened in Manhattan that he didn’t at least hear about. And if he’d sent Xiao Qing instead of coming himself...

“I’m always happy to talk,” I said. “Though the subway seems an odd choice for a conversation.”

“Public spaces have their advantages. People see what they expect to see.” She motioned to the other passengers. “A man and woman having a conversation. Nothing memorable about that.”

She was right. Despite her power signature thrumming away in my skull, nobody gave us a second glance. That took serious control. Most ENEs her age couldn’t help but warp reality just by existing. She was actively suppressing her nature to appear human.

“Mr. Chan wants to know about your meeting with Lieutenant Holmes,” she said.

“I’m sure Mr. Chan already knows exactly what was discussed. Otherwise you wouldn’t have found me so quickly.”

Her smile widened, revealing her fangs. “How refreshingly direct. You’re right, of course. We know about the bodies. We know about the damage. What we want to know is what you intend to do about it.”

“My job. Holmes asked me to look into it, so I’m looking into it.”

“And when your investigation leads you to certain conclusions? What then?”

I looked over her face. Porcelain perfect, absolutely unreadable. But the question itself told me plenty. This wasn’t just about three dead bodies. This was about something that had Mr. Chan concerned enough to send his most trusted enforcer.

“I find whoever did it and help Holmes close the case.”

“Even if that whoever has powerful friends? Even if pursuing this matter might upset certain delicate balances?”

There it was. The real reason for this conversation. Someone important was involved, and Mr. Chan wanted to know if I’d back off when things got complicated.

“I don’t suppose you’d want to save me some time and tell me who killed them?”

“That would be telling, wouldn’t it? Mr. Chan values stability above all else. Three bodies in Chelsea, displayed so dramatically, threatens that stability. He would prefer this matter resolved quickly and quietly.”

“Then we want the same thing.”

“Do we?” She turned those ancient eyes on me fully. “You have a reputation for thoroughness. And something of a reputation for loud excitement when threatened.”

“I can be discrete when necessary.”

“Can you? Your record suggests otherwise. That business with the possessed banker. The incident at St. Patrick’s. The—”

“Those were different circumstances.”

“Were they?” The train began to slow for the next stop. “Mr. Chan expects an update before you report to the police. He wants to ensure his city remains safe.”

His city. Not the city.

“I’ll do my best to be in touch,” I said.

Xiao Qing’s eyes narrowed, but she dipped her head in a nod. “See that you do, Mr Carter. We’ll be waiting for your call.”

The doors opened. A crowd pushed in and jostled for space. Someone bumped into me from behind—an elderly woman with a shopping cart.

“Oh! Sorry, young man. These old bones—”

“No problem,” I said, steadying her.

When I turned back, Xiao Qing was gone. The overwhelming pressure of her presence had vanished between one heartbeat and the next.

“Fucking show-offs,” I muttered.

The old woman gave me a scandalized look. I helped her to a seat, then grabbed a handrail as the train lurched back into motion. My tail from earlier was gone too—either scared off by Xiao Qing or never planning to follow me onto the train in the first place.

The case had just gotten significantly more complicated. Three bodies that looked like they’d gone through a blender. Mr. Chan taking personal interest. A hostile Mage following me from the precinct. And now Xiao Qing delivering veiled warnings about powerful friends and delicate balances.

The train pulled into the 50th Street station. My stop.

I pushed through the doors and climbed the steps into Hell’s Kitchen. My apartment waited six blocks to the north, a third-floor walk-up above a restaurant that made the hallway smell perpetually like pad thai.

I needed to think. I needed to review those photos without Max Holmes in my ear. I needed to figure out why Mr. Chan cared so much about three dead bodies when dozens died in Manhattan every week.

Most of all, I needed to dig out my heavy-duty gear. Because if this case was big enough to warrant personal attention from Xiao Qing, I was going to need every advantage I could get.

My Mana-Core pulsed as I walked, still agitated from being so close to that much power. The energy wanted to be used, shaped, directed at something.

I pushed it down. Not here. Not on a crowded street full of normal people living normal lives.

But soon.

Whatever had killed those three people was still out there.

And whether Mr. Chan liked it or not, I was going to find it.
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The elevator groaned its way up to the fifth floor and protested against every inch of vertical movement. I leaned against the back wall and watched the numbers flicker past on the ancient display. The building dated back to the 1920s, one of those red-brick walk-ups common all across Hell’s Kitchen.

The super kept threatening to modernize, but the rent control meant he’d never have the cash for it.

I exited the elevator and started toward my apartment. The hallway smelled of Vasily’s cooking from 5B and something chemical from whatever the kids in 5D were up to. My digs sat at the end, 5F. I worked the three locks before I nudged the door open. A subtle warding spell slid across my awareness as I stepped through the doorway and locked the door behind me.

I immediately spotted the pile of dishes in the sink I still hadn’t gotten around to cleaning up yet.

I needed to get onto that. Sooner rather than later—I had an inspection coming up.

The apartment itself was nothing special. Seven hundred square feet of pre-war charm. Which meant radiator heat that clanged at 3 AM and windows painted shut sometime during the Carter administration. The main room served triple duty as living room, office, and dining area. My desk took up one corner, drowned under case files and empty coffee mugs. The couch faced a TV that got twelve channels on a good day.

My bedroom was nothing to write home about, either. Bed, dresser, a few shelves, adjacent bathroom. I shrugged out of my jacket and arrived at my real investment—right in the middle of the living room.

I rolled back the rug and exposed the Concentration Circle I’d carved into the hardwood for.

My landlord would lose his mind if he knew about it, but the symbols were necessary. Each rune channeled mana flow and created a controlled environment where I could work with my Core without interference. The circle had cost me three months’ salary and a favor to a witch in Queens, but it beat trying to meditate somewhere outside in the open.

I pulled my anchors out from different cupboards throughout the kitchen. Three objects, each one personal, each one a focus for different aspects of my power.

The brass compass my grandfather carried through World War II grounded my Forceweaving, gave it direction and purpose.

A glass marble from a childhood collection—clear as water, perfect for focusing raw mana into usable energy. It was the Catalyst, the refraction device for channeling raw mana into usable skills within the Core.

The third was newer—a small piece of volcanic rock from Hawaii, still warm to the touch years after I’d picked it up. It resonated with Biomancy, with the primal energy of life itself.

I arranged them in a triangle around me, settled down into a cross-legged position in the center of the Circle, and placed the manila envelope with the crime-scene photographs in front of me.

I crossed my legs, straightened my spine, and closed my eyes.

The Mana Core warmed my chest, slightly left of center. Most people never felt theirs—they never knew that ball of potential energy existed inside them.

Magic was awesome. But it had its downsides—once you became aware of it, once it awakened, you could never ignore it again. It sometimes got a little emotional, demanded constant attention, and always wanted more than you were willing to give.

Reminded me a bit of a few ex-girlfriends.

I pictured the Core as a sphere of liquid light. Channels spread from it through my body, invisible veins that carted power to my hands, my eyes, my muscles. The Academy taught us to visualize it differently—they preferred the image of a reactor, something mechanical and controllable.

But magic wasn’t machinery. It was organic, and didn’t like being caged.

The boiling light spread through my chest as I touched the Core with my mind. It felt familiar, now, after straight weeks of intensive practice.

Nothing like the first time I’d found out that the Core had existed.

My mind did a cursory trip down memory lane and reminded me of the creature in the brownstone, Holmes screaming, my hand reaching out in desperate defense.

The Core had torn open, flooded my body with power. It’d created an uncontrolled burst, turned the creature to ash and nearly killed me in the process.

I still had nightmares about it.

I breathed deep and let the energy flow through the established channels. Forceweaving came easiest, probably because it matched how I thought. Direct force, cause and effect, push and pull. The energy gathered in my hands. All it would take to use it now was to reach out and grab, to shield, to strike.

I could maintain basic Forceweaving all day. Throwing bigger punches had its downsides, but it was my comfort place. Handy to have up your sleeve.

Biomancy took more effort. The energy had to plunge deeper and fuse with muscle and bone. It whispered promises of strength, speed, durability that would shatter human limits.

There were downsides, though. Too much, and it left you shaking and starved when you ran out of gas. I’d learned that lesson the hard way during training. Too many days pushing too hard and waking up in the medical wing with an IV drip and a lecture about knowing my limits.

I used the anchors as focus points for my magic, and aligned it for combat. Biomancy swirled into my Core, ready to enhance speed and strength at a moment’s notice. Forceweaving flooded in afterward, zipped up through my spine, and warmth seeped into my brain stem.

I hadn’t realigned my Core in a while—it felt good to go through the basics again, settle the power exactly where I needed it. There were other branches of power, other anchors I could’ve drawn on—but I was hunting something that liked to get up close and personal.

All I had to do was get an idea of what it was.

I opened my eyes and laid out the crime scene photos I’d left beside me in the circle. Three bodies, torn apart. The damage looked wrong for conventional weapons, and wrong for most ENEs I’d researched or run across.

Claw-like strikes had sheared through bone, and impact craters in concrete suggested superhuman strength. I combed my eyes over the twisted, torn-up bodies, and landed on a broken jaw.

Elongated canines. I checked across the other photos—same thing.

Vampires. The victims had been vampires. From a European line, from what I could tell from the pictures. No sunglasses, older styles of fashion.

Out-of-towners. Recent migrants to NYC.

Mr. Chan’s interest made more sense. Dead vampires meant disrupted business for the thriving ENE immigrant population. Which in turn meant questions about who controlled what territory. Xiao Qing showing up personally meant the old dragon considered this a serious threat to his business.

And his territory.

I ran through the possibilities. Another vampire clan making a power play? Possible. Vampires were strong, but a 3v1 would’ve required an Elder—and those particular fangers didn’t like to mix it up themselves.

Max Homles’s comment about large animals hung in the back of my mind. A werewolf pack? The claw marks could fit, but they traveled in packs. The blood sprays and the directions of travel looked wrong from the forensic photographs for a wolf attack.

I took another deep breath and let my mind wander away from the obvious.

A Mage had followed me from the precinct.

Their aura had been strong, trained, and carried the particular flavor of enhancement that came from hardcore combat magic.

If SENSE had sent a Purifier after newly-arrived vampires, the damage matched up. But Purifiers didn’t operate without authorization, SENSE was a government system designed to facilitate keeping the spooky safe and under wraps, and no SENSE operative had ever passed up an opportunity to give me a hard time.

So I penciled “rogue Purifier” off my list.

The individual who’d followed me bothered me, though. The timing was too perfect—right after I got the case details, right when I was vulnerable and distracted.

Someone knew I’d be at the precinct.

Someone knew I’d take this case.

It reeked of a setup. I wasn’t exactly the most popular guy amongst the ENEs in the city, despite my best efforts to stay cordial with everyone.

Well, this had all the makings of a supernatural murder. Which made it SENSE’s jurisdiction, technically. I was affiliated, sure, but if it was high-profile enough, the actual magic-cops would want to know about it.

I stood, stepped out of the Circle, and moved to the Golden Tablet sitting on my desk in the corner. I swept an old case file away from it, and it flickered on with a wave of my hand. The device looked like an iPad that had been dunked in honey and crystallized.

SENSE standard issue. A combination of magic and technology.

It was my direct line to the agency, for all the good it did for me.

I pressed my thumb to the surface and typed out a message:

“Request consultation with Archmage Darius regarding ENE terminations in Chelsea. Potential rogue element. Priority response requested.—E. Carter, License #NYC-2-4497”

The tablet flashed once and acknowledged the message. I’d be lucky to get a response within a week. Archmage Jason Darius ran the entire Northeast supernatural division, which meant he had bigger problems than a trio of dead fangers.

Still, protocol demanded I report potential rogue Mages. If there was someone kicking around the city who wasn’t affiliated with SENSE, they needed to know.

I checked the time. 3 PM. Murphy’s would be quiet. I needed coffee and information—in that order—but I wasn’t going to hold my breath. Word traveled fast through the supernatural community.

Murphy’s was an old Irish pub adjacent to my apartment building. I’d spent more time there than I would’ve admitted in court, but the beer was good, the company was usually reasonable, and I needed a fresh hit of energy.

I took my coat, stashed my anchors back into their hiding places, and made sure the Golden Tablet was out of sight behind me. I slid out of the apartment, took the elevator down to the lobby, and stepped out onto the street.

A single battered green door and a peeling sign welcomed me into one of the Kitchen’s best supernatural establishments. My eyes adjusted to the gloomy lighting, swept over the usual suspects, and landed on the bartender.

Sean McComb was in his early fifties, all brawny forearms with a well-trimmed beard and a smile friendly enough to settle down even the most pissed-off drinker. He tore his eyes away from a screen beside the bar showing a local game and gave me a wave.

I pulled out a stool at the bar and sat down.

“Ed.” He threw a cloth over his shoulder, swept his eyes over me, and winked. “Coffee?”

“Black. Strong enough to wake the dead.”

“That’s a dangerous request in this establishment.”

Didn’t stop him firing up the ancient machine behind the bar with an industrial grinding sound and flooding the air with the smell of freshly-crushed beans. My eyes landed on a healing scar on the inside of his left arm, and I frowned.

“Rough night?” I asked.

“Thursday.” He shrugged. “Full moon brought out the worst in people.”

We both knew he wasn’t talking about regular drunks. Murphy’s after midnight was a different world. The Riverside pack were mostly solid, but even controlled werewolves could be a handful after pints of Guinness.

“Earlier than usual,” Sean noted. “What’s got you down here?”

“You hear about Chelsea?”

Sean turned away from the coffee machine and set down a takeaway cup on the bar with an unreadable expression.

“Heard there was some trouble. Gas leak?”

“Only if gas leaks have claws and don’t like fangs.” He pushed the cup of coffee to me and gave me a tired look.

“Any of your regular nighttime crowd mention anything?”

“Ed, you know better than to ask. What happens here—what gets said here—stays here. Even if I’d heard something, I’d have to be out of my mind to talk to our favorite troublemaker.”

That drew a smile out of both of us.

It’d been worth a shot.

I nodded and drained half my coffee in one burning gulp. Sean was right. Murphy’s survived because everyone trusted its neutrality.

“Thanks for the coffee.” I left a twenty on the bar.

“Take it easy out there.”

I met his eyes. Sean had been in Hell’s Kitchen longer than anyone. He’d seen the neighborhood transform from Irish mob territory to hipster paradise.

If Sean was warning me, then my paranoia wasn’t unjustified.

“When don’t I?” I rallied back.

I scooped up the coffee and pushed back out into the afternoon heat. The subway entrance opened up across the street. I had fuel, I had balanced magic, and I had a pretty good feeling things were about to get out of hand.

Time to see the scene of the crime for myself.

The downtown platform was mostly empty.

No magical signatures nearby, no sense of being watched.

My tail from earlier had given up for the time being. I didn’t like being tracked, as a rule, and the fact I’d brushed up against such a powerful aura was making me more cautious than usual.

The train screamed into the station. I found a seat in the corner where I could watch both doors and settled in for the ride to Chelsea.

The smart play was to turn around, call Max, tell him to let SENSE handle it. But Mr. Chan expected results, and disappointing ancient dragons rarely ended well.

And, whether I liked it or not, this was what the NYPD paid me for.

Someone was targeting vampires.

And it was up to me to find out who was behind it.
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The High Line sliced through Chelsea, its well-maintained gardens twenty feet about street level. The city had turned the old train system into a pleasant walk over the city. I’d been across it dozens of times as a beat cop, helping tourists or finding evidence of the odd assault here and there.

It didn’t take me long to find the wall of police tape and local precinct officers.

I flashed my consultant badge at the uniform guarding the stairs. He peered at it for a good two seconds and raised his eyebrows before he lifted up the tape to let me through.

The crime scene sat cordoned off near the old rail tracks. Native grasses gave way to concrete planters, and brought me up to two more bored-looking uniforms on the perimeter.

A detective in an off-the-rack suit crouched near the largest blood stain. His fingers were a blur as he logged notes in his phone. I slowed my pace a little, kept my hands in my pockets, and cast my eyes over the scene.

Blood had dried to rust on the concrete. There was a lot of it. The photos Holmes had shown me hadn’t captured the scale of the violence. Three separate pools spread across fifteen feet of walkway.

Each one marked a place where a vampire had died. Messily.

I ducked under the second row of tape.

The detective straightened up and held out a hand to ward me off. “Whoa, whoa. This is a crime scene.”

“Ed Carter. NYPD’s SENSE consultant.” I held up the badge again.

He squinted at it. “Burkhardt. Detective Second Grade.” He had the kind of mustache straight out of the 1970s—bristling and aggressive. “SENSE? Think I’ve heard of them before. Aren’t you that ghostbusters crew everyone talks about?”

I suppressed a chuckle and shrugged. “More or less.”

“What is it you do?”

“We look at the stuff we get called in to look at.”

Burkhardt shook his head. “I’ll give it to you, this looks weird. But if there’s a ghost that can kill people like this, I’ve never seen one…”

I stopped listening and focused on the scene itself.

The first pool sat near the western railing. Deep gouges scored the concrete around it, parallel lines that ran six inches long. Claw marks. The surrounding impacts spread out in a star pattern on the ground—impact points where something heavy had hit hard and often.

“…figure it might have been some kind of heavy machinery. You know how insane the gangs around here can get when they’re trying to prove a point…”

I walked to the second kill-site. No claws, but the railing had a dent in it. I swept my eyes along the twisted metal. Cold iron bent like aluminum foil. Whatever hit this had Class 2 strength, minimum.

The kind of strength that I’d only run into a handful of times before.

“…you listening?” Burkhardt interrupted.

I had to give the guy something. I was here to consult, after all, even if I only really had to talk to Max. I wasn’t going to do my old partner any favors by pissing off the locals from another precinct.

“Yeah, industrial equipment used in a hit? That’s a new one.”

The third set of impacts told a different story. This was the messiest one by far- wide arcs of blood had gushed out and turned the surrounding garden into a modern art display.

I crouched and closed my eyes.

Forceweaving and Biomancy were all well and good if I needed to fight. I’d decided against tuning my Farsight, mostly because I hadn’t lined up a splitting migraine on my afternoon schedule.

The familiar warmth of my Mana Core pulsed in my chest. I drew on it, shaped the energy, and directed it toward my eyes. Farsight was always a bastard to activate, and the physical recoil was a bitch—but if there was any latent magic here, I’d pick it up in a hurry.

The world shifted.

Colors bled out. Everything went gray.

Except for the magical residue. And there was plenty of that.

Violet traces hung in the air like smoke and concentrated around the craters in the concrete railings and pavement. Combat magic. Recent—maybe forty-eight hours old. The signature was an echo of something I’d brushed against before.

Outside the precinct. Yep. I’d found my guy.

“What are you doing?” Burkhardt stared down at me with a glare. “Praying?”

I opened my eyes and let the Farsight fade. The downside kicked in  immediately—that dull throb behind my temples that promised a migraine later.

“I’m thinking,” I told him.

“Well, think standing up. You’re contaminating my scene.”

I stood up and locked the violet traces into my memory. The latent magic was strong enough to stick around for a full two days, which told me that I wasn’t dealing with a SENSE-sanctioned Mage. The attack had been brutal, animalistic. Three vampires killed in the open on public property.

This had been personal for the killer.

Or they’d been following orders to really make a mess.

“That thinking doing you any favors?” Burkhardt asked.

I bit back a reply and reminded myself that the detective hadn’t seen the same things that I had. Three years ago I would’ve been in Burkhardt’s shoes, trying to make sense of all of this.

“It’s getting there.” I pulled out my phone and flicked it over to the camera.

“Hey. Hey! What are you doing?”

“Documenting this.”

“Forensics already went over it, you can’t just—”

“Talk to Lt. Holmes about it,” I said.

The Farsight kickback wasn’t doing my bedside manner any favors.

But I had a job to do.

I started my own photography sweep. The gouges were interesting, and didn’t match up with anything I’d seen from a werewolf attack. Footprints suggested the attacker was right-handed.

The sheer force of impact screamed of Biomancy. Heavy-duty stuff.

Burkhardt stepped into my line of sight, and I lowered my phone.

“Listen, Carter. I appreciate NYPD sending in an alternate opinion, but you’re here to consult. So don’t just stumble around taking pictures like a civilian. Talk to me.”

I closed my eyes for a second and fought off the stabbing pain between my temples.

“I think you’re onto something with the industrial tools,” I lied. “What I saw of the forensics made it look like these guys were punched through with a pneumatic drill. Or something like it.”

A triumphant look crept into Burkhardt’s eyes, and he crossed his arms.

“So what are you bringing to the table, then?”

I looked at him. Really looked at him. Burkhardt had no idea. The mundane world and the magical world existed side-by-side, and most people were lucky enough never to see the overlap.

SENSE preferred it that way.

Less panic, fewer questions, easier cover stories.

But it made investigations hell.

“If I think of something, I’ll let you know.”

My Core pulsed, and a hiss of pain slid out between my teeth.

It wasn’t the normal rhythm. This was sharper and more insistent.

It wasn’t the Farsight, either. I was picking up on someone carrying an ocean of magical juice around. Below us, behind us?

“Carter, you look like you’re about to pass out. You sure you should be here?”

I examined either side of the High Line and tried to pick out the signature. I’d picked it up before somewhere, and I knew it. Cold pressed down into my belly, and I turned back toward the entrance of the crime scene.

“Carter, you listening to me?”

A presence descended on the scene.

Not physical. Magical. Strong enough to make the air feel like soup.

I straightened and turned toward the entrance.

Voices touched the air, and the cops at the perimeter greeted a new figure who’d just come up the stairs.

Of course. Because my day just couldn’t get any worse.

Derrick Vickers ducked under the yellow tape with a million-dollar smile.

The bastard could have walked straight out of a Vanity Fair spread for jumped-up pricks. A perfectly-tailored charcoal suit hung off a powerlifter frame. An ebony walking stick with a silver dragon’s head gripped in his fingertips.

Designer sunglasses kept out the worst of the skyline’s sun.

“Detective Burkhardt,” Vickers said.  “Good to see you.”

His voice carried easily over the space, and the cold vise in my gut tightened.

Burkhardt’s jaw dropped, and he stepped past me. “Mr. Vickers! I didn’t know you were coming.”

“Last minute call. Needed to give a statement over at the Chelsea precinct, thought I’d come and see New York’s finest at work.” His smile widened as it fell onto me. “And those retired from New York’s finest.”

“Vickers.” I said his name like a curse.

“You two know each other?” Burkhardt asked.

“We’ve crossed paths,” Vickers said. “Mr. Carter and I went to the same college. Although I’m curious as to what he’s doing here.”

“Lt. Holmes called him in from across the city. Apparently it’s standard operating procedure for cases like this. I’ll ask you to stay away from the worst of the crime scene, though—”

“Of course.” Vickers crossed the walkway, avoiding the blood stains. His magical signature rolled ahead of him—controlled, disciplined, enormous.

Class 2 minimum, probably higher with the amount of supernatural juice that he and his organization had access to.

Christ.

“What’s the situation?” Vickers asked.

“Gang violence,” Burkhardt said. “Pretty straightforward.”

“What’s Carter’s take?”

“Still gathering information,” I said with a grimace that could’ve almost passed for a smile. “You got clearance to be on a crime scene like this?”

“I’m not contaminating anything.” He stopped next to the largest blood pool. “Detective, would you mind giving us a moment? Professional courtesy.”

Burkhardt hesitated. He wanted to stay—it was his scene, after all— But Vickers had that effect on people. Wealth, power, and magic combined into an aura that could twist people around his fingertip.

One of the laundry lists of reasons that made me hate his guts.

“Sure. Yeah. I’ll talk to the others. Back in a minute.”

Burkhardt gave me an odd look and slipped away between us.

Silence blanketed out. Vickers examined the blood stains with a raised eyebrow before he shot me a sideways glance with that grin of his.

“Not even a ‘hello’?”

“What are you doing here?”

“Three dead vampires,” Vickers replied. “Unregistered, recent arrivals from Eastern Europe. Curious place to put them down, don’t you think?”

“You tell me,” I fired back. “You seem pretty dialed in on the details.”

“Zilra Incorporated pays attention when there’s a ENE bloodbath amongst some of their wealthier clients. Call it an employment benefit. Sure you don’t want help?”

“NYPD asked me to consult.”

“Did they?” Vickers rested his hands on the head of the cane. “You sure you’re not running scared because an old viper reached out to you?”

“Don’t know what you mean. What’s Zilra’s interest in dead vampires?” I asked.

“Trouble like this causes interruptions to business. What’s yours?”

“Doing my job.”

“Your job.” Vickers laughed. “Carter, your job is whatever scraps NYPD throws your way. You make, what, seventy thousand a year? Eighty? You live in Hell’s Kitchen in a one-bedroom apartment above a pub. No car. You’re barely making rent.”

“Yeah, but I sleep great.”

“Do you?” He leaned on his walking stick with a curious expression. “Because I sleep very well. In a penthouse worth three million dollars. After working a job that actually utilizes my skills for a difference in the world.”

“You call harvesting ENEs for parts making a difference?” I asked.

“I call advancing human capability making a difference. I call preparing humanity for the next stage of evolution making a difference.” His voice never rose or lost its pleasant tone. “The harvesting allegations were never proven by SENSE. That’s all conjecture, and you know it.”

My fists tightened in my pockets. I started calculating just how much Forceweaving I’d need to send this smug bastard straight over the edge and into the street below.

We had history. And not pleasant history.

I’d turned down his employer, and he’d never let me forget it.

“Doesn’t mean you’re not guilty,” I told him in a quiet tone. “Just that your people have good lawyers.”

Vickers straightened up with a chuckle. “You remember what they told us at NYOC, don’t you? The strong survive. The weak get left behind. You should remember that.”

Burkhardt ducked back under the tape and strolled over to meet us again.

Vickers took a step back, and the crushing pressure of his magical signature eased off. I let a breath free that I didn’t even know I’d been holding.

“You find anything, Carter, you should let me know. For old-time’s sake.”

“Or what?”

“Or nothing.” Vickers shrugged. “But you’ll be robbing yourself out of one hell of a paycheck.” He turned and walked toward Burkhardt. “Detective! Thank you for your time. If you need anything, please don’t hesitate to call.”

“Of course, Mr. Vickers. Thanks for coming by.”

Vickers paused at the crime scene tape and looked back at me. “Oh, and Carter? That consultant position of yours? I’d make the most of it. I don’t think it’ll last much longer. A little bird told me that your position’s up for grabs.”

He made the gesture to call him, grinned wider, and vanished down the stairs.

“Great guy, isn’t he?” Burkhardt asked me. “How do you know him?”

I used my diaphragm to get my pulse under control.

That’d been close. Way too close.

Vickers almost goaded me into starting a straight up Mage-fight in the middle of consulting hours. The fact that Zilra’s Head of Acquisitions was here in the first place had more alarm bells ringing insistently in my ears.

I took one last look at the crime scene. I had what I needed—photos, magical residue readings, and the knowledge that Vickers was involved.

Which meant Zilra was involved.

Which meant this case was about to get significantly worse.

I held out a hand to Burkhardt, and the Chelsea detective took it. The guy tried to strongman me with his grip, but I had enough in my fingers to make him back off. Something in my eyes told him I wasn’t in the mood.

“So, did you find anything useful?”

I gave him a tired shrug. “I’ll look over it, pass on anything I think of. Appreciate your time, Detective.”

Burkhardt’s eyes followed me all the way off his crime scene.

I took the stairs down to street level two at a time. My phone buzzed. Text from Holmes.

Got your report yet?

Not yet, I typed back. Soon.

The subway entrance waited across the street. I needed to get back to my apartment, align my Core, and figure out what the hell was going on. Mr. Chan wanted answers. Xiao Qing wanted answers. And now Vickers had shown up to fuck with me, right on cue.

This case stank to high hell.

Three dead vampires, one hostile Mage, Zilra involvement, and a magical signature that my Core recognized but couldn’t place.

Plus whatever Vickers meant about my consultant position not lasting.

I descended into the subway tunnel.

The train screamed into the station. I found a corner seat, pulled out my phone, and reviewed the photos I’d taken.

The claw marks, the craters, the cracks, the bent railing.

Biomancy. Supercharged Biomancy, or I didn’t know anything.

The closest I’d seen to this kind of carnage was what happened when a Purifier went up against a few Class 2s. Or some of the training footage from Zilra’s own private army of combat mages.

Conjecture, my ass.

My phone buzzed again. It took me a minute to recognize who it was—Sean.

We got a situation at Murphy’s. Someone’s asking for you.

I stared at the message for a long minute, and a mildly-hysterical laugh rolled out of me as I pocketed the phone.

Three stops to Hell’s Kitchen.

The day couldn’t possibly get any worse after this.
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Murphy’s loomed up ahead of me as I turned the corner onto my street. It normally would have been my first point of call after the day I’d had. Now I was dreading whatever the hell Sean had texted me about.

I pushed through the heavy oak door of the bar and let it creak shut behind me.

Sean looked up from behind the bar, caught my eye, and jerked his head toward the corner booth to his left.

I followed the gesture and stopped in my tracks.

Nari Song broke into a wide grin and gave me an excited wave. Her K-Pop aesthetic was completely at odds with the dive bar atmosphere—oversized pink hoodie, bucket hat,  and expensive leggings. She had her arms wrapped around a girl barely out of her teens.

The usual blur of sudden desire and wariness flooded through me when we made eye contact. I’d expected trouble, but not gorgeous ENE trouble who’d moved across from my office a few months ago.

My eyes dropped to the girl in Nari’s arms.

The girl’s head lolled to one side. Her lips moved in a constant stream of whispered syllables. Nari’s friend looked half-conscious and not at all okay.

I caught fragments of her speech as I approached. A headspinning scent accompanied the broken, whispered syllables. My nerves ratcheted up another notch.

Faerie-speak. Or close enough to it to make me wary.

“Ed!” Nari brightened when she spotted me. “I knew you’d come!”

I slid into the booth across from the two of them and took a closer look at the problem. The girl’s eyes rolled back in her head and showed nothing but whites. Drool leaked from the corner of her mouth. Her hands twitched in an almost dance-like rhythm.

“What do you want, Nari?” I kept my voice down to combat the headache that had been building since the Chelsea crime scene.

“I followed your scent, silly.”  Her nose crinkled when she smiled. “You smell like coffee and old books and magic that needs more practice. It’s very distinctive.”

Just what I needed—another supernatural stalker.

“I’m glad you like it. What’s wrong with your student?”

Nari’s irrepressible smile faded. “She came to my evening class three hours ago and she was fine. Then halfway through the routine, she just... stopped. Started speaking this weird language and trying to kiss everyone. Her name’s Jasmine, and I don’t know what to do for her.”

Jasmine’s head turned toward me. Her blank eyes fixed on my face, and she lunged forward against Nari’s restraining arms. Fingers grasped for my collar.

“Pretty,” she slurred. “So pretty and bright, and I can taste the stars in your—”

I leaned back out of reach in a hurry. “How long has she been like this?”

“Two hours? Maybe three?” Nari adjusted her grip to keep Jasmine away from me. “I didn’t know what else to do. I remembered your office is in my building and you were the only one I could think of. I followed your scent here and... I need you to help her. Please?”

Shit, I was tired.

Three dead vampires. Xiao Qing breathing down my neck. Vickers showing up to gloat. A hostile Mage tailing me. My Core still sang from the violet magical signature at the crime scene.

And now a girl high on what looked like Glamor-laced drugs, babbling Fae nonsense in the back booth of my local pub.

But Jasmine was just a kid. Civilian. Caught up in supernatural nonsense through no fault of her own. And, until Vickers did his best to get me replaced—I was SENSE’s representative in this part of NYC.

“I’ll take a look,” I said. “But just a look. I’m not making promises I can fix her.”

Nari’s entire face lit up in a smile that warmed me all the way down to my toes.

“Thank you! I’ll pay you however you want! Whatever you need!”

The way she said it—breathless and eager—made it abundantly clear she wasn’t talking about cash.

Her dark eyes held mine a beat too long, and her lips parted slightly. The gumiho’s interest in me had been obvious since she’d moved her studio into my building weeks and weeks ago.

I chalked it up to Nari’s nature as an ENE. Gumihos were intense when it came to living out human experiences.

But this was the first time I’d given her enough time to express it.

I filed my own little thrill away under ‘problems to deal with later.’

Gumiho were unpredictable. Powerful. And the last thing I needed right now was another ENE complicating my life.

“I’ll be in touch afterward,” I told her. “Once Jasmine’s taken care of.”

“You’ll call me?” Nari leaned forward. “Promise?”

“Yeah. I promise.”

She practically vibrated with excitement. “We can get coffee! Or dinner! Or breakfast if you want to—”

“Nari.”

“Right. Sorry. Jasmine first.” But her smile didn’t dim.

I stood and moved around to her side of the booth. “I need to get her upstairs. Can you help me to the door?”

“Of course!”

Nari slid out and pulled Jasmine to her feet with casual strength that belied her petite frame. The girl grabbed at me, and her fingers tangled in my jacket.

“Stars,” she breathed against my chest. “Can see them behind your eyes, want to taste—”

I caught her wrists before she could get any higher. Old cop technique. Gentle but firm. I redirected her momentum away from sensitive areas while I got my shoulder under her arm. She fought me the whole way, tried to press closer, to kiss whatever part of me she could reach.

“Easy,” I told her. “We’re going to get you sorted.”

The walk to the door was awkward as hell. Jasmine alternated between dead weight and manic energy. Onlookers gave us odd looks as her babbling increased in volume. Nari held the door while I maneuvered us through. Sean watched from behind the bar but didn’t comment.

He’d seen weirder.

The stairs to my apartment were the real problem. Jasmine decided halfway up that she loved the texture of the wall. She spent thirty seconds running her palms over the faded paint, giggling to herself. I had to physically guide her to each step.

I’d been grabbed, kissed at, and told my soul was pretty seven times before we reached my apartment door. This definitely felt like more of a junkie situation than it did an actual possession.

“Thanks,” I said to Nari. “I’ve got her from here.”

“I can help!” Nari bounced on her toes. “I’m very helpful! And your apartment probably needs a woman’s touch anyway—”

“Nari. I appreciate the offer. But I’ve got this.”

Her face fell for a moment.

Then her bright smile reasserted itself.

“Okay! But you promised to call!”

“I will.”

She gave a little wave and skipped back down the stairs. She left the scent of cherry blossoms and something wild behind  in her wake.

Along with the feeling that I might have just dodged a bullet.

I got Jasmine inside and shut the door with my hip. She latched onto me and tried to wrap herself around my leg. I steered her around my couch and toward the Concentration Circle in the middle of the living room.

I had to stabilize her first before I figured out exactly what was wrong with her.

“Sit,” I told her.

Jasmine dropped down onto the floor. She strained upward for a few seconds and tried to stand. Then she decided the floor was more fascinating. She traced the burned markings of the circle with well-manicured fingernails.

Shit, I was tired. And sore.

I left her in the circle, confident the wards would keep her distracted, and retreated back to the desk. I opened a drawer and pulled out the SENSE-issued cuffs that most of their field division used. They had a strange weight to them, and tiny runes lit up over the steel circlets at my touch.

Cold iron. The real stuff. Not steel, not an alloy. Pure iron that made most Fae-touched things extremely uncomfortable and disrupted magical influence.

The runes worked great against just about everything else ENE, too.

A delirious giggle washed out of my apartment’s newest guest.

I halted at the edge of the Circle, dropped into a crouch, and reached out to her.

“Jasmine.”

Her milky eyes latched onto mine.

“I need you to give me your hands.”

“Pretty hands. Pretty everything. Pretty you.”

She latched onto my sleeve, but that was all I needed. I caught her wrists. Jasmine strained back against my grip, but I’d dealt with plenty of hardened perps before. Nari’s student wasn’t about to give me any trouble.

I closed the enchanted cuffs over her wrists. The effect was immediate.

Jasmine gasped. The milky whiteness of her eyes faded. Her eyes rolled back down, and I caught a flash of pretty brown irises. A rush of terrified clarity swam across her features.

“What... where...”

The timbre of her voice shifted into something far more human.

“You’re safe,” I assured her. “I need you to follow my instructions, okay? This is going to be a lot easier for both of us if you can listen to me. Nod if you understand.”

Jasmine dipped her chin in a shaky nod. I guided her to sit in the center of the Circle.

“I need you to stay still for a bit. Can you do that?”

She nodded. Her eyes latched onto the circle again, and a full-body shudder rolled through her as the drug tried to haul her awareness away from her again.

I went to the cupboards in the kitchen and pulled down three of my elemental anchors. It’d been a while since I’d done an Extraction ritual, and it was the last thing that I wanted on my plate after Chelsea.

But Jasmine was counting on me. Nari, too.

I scooped up the old chunk of crystal quartz the size of my thumb. Cheap tourist-shop junk that I’d used so many times for Farsight that it had developed actual value. I avoided it like the plague—but I needed to ground Jasmine in the real world again.

The volcanic stone from Hawaii joined the chunk of crystal quartz, and I paused as I found the third anchor for the Extraction ritual.

I hadn’t used it in months. If Farsight was rough on the dome, then Tempestry was even more demanding. I held up the glass vial filled with storm water to the light with a grimace. The water had turned dark gray from dissolved ash. Tiny flecks of silver hovered inside the fluid.

Tiny sparks swirled around in the storm-water, and my Mana Core flared up at the sheer potency of the little glass bottle.

I closed the cupboard, tracked back into the living room, and set the anchors down around the edges of the Circle to help focus my magic.

North, east, west. I had no intention of trying four anchors—the last time I’d tried it, I’d woken up in the NYOC’s ICU and stayed there for a few days.

I settled across from Jasmine and let my Mana Core open slightly. Familiar warmth spread through my chest, down my arms and into my fingertips.

“What are you doing?” The fear in her voice made me look up into her terrified gaze.

“I’m drawing the magic out of you,” I said. “Whatever you took or got exposed to, it’s still active in your system. I’m going to pull it out, ground it, and make you feel better, okay?”

Jasmine held up her cuffed wrists and shuddered again. “It hurts.”

“What does?”

“I’m going to sound crazy, but it’s like there’s butterflies everywhere inside. But they’re out of my head, at least.” Her voice seized up. “It hurts. God, it’s hurts so much that it’s nice.”

“I know it feels good,” I said in a gentle tone. “But leaving it in will hurt worse later. We have to get you back to normal, all right? Can you stay as still as  you can for me?”

Jasmine jerked her head in a nod.

I placed my palms on the chalk lines and fed mana into the Circle. The anchors glowed faintly at the touch of my magic—quartz with blue light, volcanic stone with red warmth, and the storm water with violet electricity that rattled the glass bottle.

I began the ritual slowly.

Magic flowed out of me and into a closed loop.

I found the problem immediately—I could feel the energy contaminating Jasmine’s body. Butterflies was a good way to describe it. Psychedelic spirals of Farsight and another foreign magic danced through Jasmine’s aura in weird, random patterns.

The migraine speared into my brain again and made me hiss. I focused my energy away from my own Core and into Jasmine’s body.

I pulled.

She screamed. Her back arched up, and her hands clawed at the cuffs.

The iron held her wrists together while purple motes leaked from her skin. Fluttering little sparks showered out of her eyes, her mouth, and her pores, before they latched onto the edges of the Circle.

“What’s happening?” She gasped. “Stop! Please!”

“I can’t.”

I gritted my teeth and tugged harder at the magical contamination. It resisted, clung to her nervous system, and tore another jagged whimper out of her.

“If I stop, it’ll rebound and you’ll be worse off. Talk to me. Tell me what you remember about how this happened.”

Tears sprung up into her eyes. “I—I don’t—”

“Start with tonight, Jasmine. You went to dance class?”

The coils of fae energy continued to spill free of her.

“Y-yes.” She forced the words out. “Nari’s studio. I love her classes. We were doing the new routine and I felt... weird. Floaty. Happy.”

Sounded like a psychedelic to me—not like a possession attempt.

“Before that. What did you do today?”

More energy pulled free. The storm water in the vial rippled with sparks and pain flared up in the front of my skull.

“Lunch with friends,” Jasmine managed. “Then I went home. Then class.”

“Did you take anything? Pills? Drink anything unusual?”

“No! I don’t do drugs!”

“Not asking if you do drugs. Asking if someone gave you something. Slipped you something.”

Her eyes widened in sudden terror. “Last night. I went to this club in Astoria. A guy offered me a drink.” Spasms rolled up her lithe forearms and her spine arched up again. “He was cute, I said yes.”

“Which club?”

“The Siren’s Call.”

The name almost made me lose control of the Extraction.

Lila’s place. I’d been banned from there almost a year ago after a SENSE operation went sideways. Some blacklisted lunatic had almost set the building on fire.

I forced myself to breathe deep and focus on the ritual.

“The guy who gave you the drink. What did he look like?”

“Foreign. Eastern European, maybe? Nice suit. Weird accent.”

Jasmine’s voice was getting stronger. Good sign. It meant the Extraction was pulling more of the contamination from her system.

“He said I looked like I could use something to take the edge off.”

“And you took it.”

“It was just a drink! I thought—” Her breath caught in her throat, and tears streamed down her cheeks. “I thought it was just alcohol.”

The last of the purple light slid free and grounded into the Circle. The anchors flared up with three kinds of energy. I pushed the last of the fae magic straight into the Tempestry anchor. The internal storm magic ate up the unanchored power.

Extraction complete. Jasmine was free.

I broke the Circle with a gesture and sagged back against my couch. My Core died down to a volcanic, painful hum in my chest, but my frontal cortex throbbed like I’d just dipped it in molten lead.

Jasmine slumped forward to the floor. The iron cuffs kept her hands together but her face pressed into the floor. Her breath came in hard, shaking gasps, but the manic edge had vanished from her movements.

I gave us both a minute to recover. My head pounded away at me and reminded me exactly why I didn’t play around with Farsight that often.

“Jasmine. Look at me.”

She lifted her head. Her eyes were clear and human. Nari’s student looked exhausted and terrified, but her gaze and her body’s movements were her own again.

“What was that?” she whispered.

“Gimme a minute.”

I pulled myself up and went to the kitchen for water. I dug four painkillers out of a drawer, filled two glasses to the brim, and brought them back to her. I set down the glass in front of her and gestured to the cuffs.

Jasmine held out her hands. I touched the edge of the bracelet, and a small dose of Forceweaving opened the cuffs. They fell away from her wrists, and I gave her the painkillers.

“You got dosed with a magical drug,” I said. “I can’t say for sure, but it looks like a new variant on the market. Glamor-based, probably Fae-derived, but synthesized. Closest I’ve seen to that is a Dionysian, but this was fae.”

Jasmine looked at me like I was the crazy one. “I’m going crazy. I have to be. Fae? Dionysus?”

“You’re not crazy. You were drugged.” I swallowed the painkillers and dropped back against the battered sofa. “Stuff like this has been showing up on the streets for years now. Dealers pushing it as a party drug. Makes you feel good, makes you see things.”

I let a deep breath roll out of my lungs. “It’s not designed for humans, Jasmine. Which is why I asked.”

Jasmine cried again. Full-body sobs racked her shoulders.

I waited. There wasn’t really much else I could do.

It took her a minute or two to calm down. She lifted her eyes up to me, and the cuffs dangling from my off-hand.

“Am I in trouble?”

Details about the guy who’d roofied her jabbed at the back of my mind. I swallowed more water and shook my head.

“You were the victim here. You said the guy that gave this to you was European?”

“He was tall. Maybe six feet? Dark hair. Expensive suit—I remember thinking it looked Italian. He had this smile that was... too perfect. You know? Like it didn’t reach his eyes.”

“How’d you figure Eastern Europe?”

“I’m not good with accents, but it sounded Russian or Ukrainian or something.”

Just like Vickers had said at the crime scene.

Had I just stumbled across a lead given to me by a random victim of the supernatural party scene?

I leaned forward. “Did he say anything else? Mention any names?”

“He said his boss wanted to expand the clientele. Said they were looking for new faces.” Jasmine shivered. “I thought he was hitting on me. He was nice, and his eyes—”

“You see him again? Hear from him?”

“No. I left the place with a bit of a buzz, but nothing like this. Woke up this morning feeling weird but okay. Then tonight in class it all just...” She gestured helplessly at the dissipating chalk Circle. “This.”

“The drug must’ve had a delayed reaction. Twelve to twenty-four hours before it fully kicks in.” I finished my water, set down the glass, and rubbed my eyes. “You’re lucky Nari got you here when she did. Another hour and you might have hurt someone. Or yourself.”

Jasmine shivered at the thought. “What happens now?”

“Now I get you downstairs to Sean. He’ll give you something strong to drink and a safe place to sit until you feel normal again. Then you go home, sleep it off, and stay the hell away from the Siren’s Call.”

“Okay.” She gave me a shaky nod. “Thank you. I don’t even know your name.”

“Ed. Ed Carter.”

“Thank you, Ed.”

I waited for her to finish her water before I got up and offered her a hand. She wobbled up to her feet and latched onto my arm for balance. I took her out of the apartment. We took the stairs slowly, one at a time, and Jasmine kept a death-grip on the railing.

Sean glanced up as we pushed into the front door of Murphy’s. He took one look at Jasmine’s pale face and reached for a clean glass without being asked.

“Whiskey,” I said. “Neat. Put it on my tab.”

“She looks like hell.”

“She’s had a rough night. Keep her here for an hour, make sure she gets home safe.” I looked around the bar for a moment. “Nari’s gone?”

Sean poured three fingers of Jameson and slid it across the bar to Jasmine.

“She said she’d wait for your call. Miss—you heard him. Drink slow, don’t go anywhere until I say.”

Jasmine nodded and took the glass with trembling hands.

I turned to leave, but Sean caught my arm.

“What was she on?” he asked me.

“New Glamor variant. Synthetic Fae derivative, I think.”

“Shit.” Sean’s expression darkened. “That’s the third one this week.”

I stared at him. “Third?”

“Had junkies with similar symptoms try to get in a handful of times. She’s the first human, though.”

“Did they say where they were from?”

Sean gave me an oblique look and I sighed.

“Thanks for the heads up.”

“Need something for yourself?”

“You sell sleep in a glass?”

Sean cracked a smile at that and turned back to Jasmine.

I headed back upstairs with a throbbing head.

All signs pointed to the Siren’s Call, then. And to Eastern Europeans with a supernatural connection who were dealing a new strain of Glamor on the street.

Lila hated my guts, and she was very careful to keep her hands clean of anything that SENSE could pin her on. She’d probably throw me out on my ass if I showed up and started asking questions.

But if there was a connection? What if Jasmine’s dosage had been her fault?

Well. That was going to be an uncomfortable conversation.

I reached my apartment and locked the door behind me. My Core still felt depleted, my head still throbbed, but I had something to chase down.

I needed sleep.

After that, I could try my luck at sweet-talking a siren.
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Car horns and the throbbing beat of a mobile running club filtered up through my window and woke me. I got onto my feet, trailed out to the living room, and glanced over the Golden Tablet on my desk. No messages from SENSE.

I checked my phone. No frantic calls from Holmes. No summons from Xiao Qing. Not even any messages from the outstanding invoices I’d put in for a few previous cases.

Just blessed, suspicious silence.

Even my headache from the night before had faded away into nothing.

I did have a  text from Sean confirming Jasmine had made it home safe around two in the morning.  Nothing urgent. Nothing that demanded I haul my ass out of bed and back into the meat grinder.

I let myself be tempted at the prospect of a quiet day.

I could tell Holmes I’d hit a dead end. Let SENSE handle the rogue mage. Let Mr. Chan’s people clean up the vampire mess.

Maybe even finally collect an easy consultant fee and move on to the next case.

Vickers had made his position clear. My job was on the line. The more I poked at Zilra’s involvement, the faster I’d lose my retainer. Maybe my license too.

My gaze fell on the burn marks on the floor where I’d drawn the magic out of Jasmine’s body last night. I pulled the rug over it, straightened up, and let my eyes drift over the rest of the modest apartment.

It’d be so easy to just let this go.

Then again, Vickers had more or less told me to do exactly that.

“Fuck that,” I said aloud.

I wasn’t about to let some corporate mage in a thousand-dollar suit scare me off a case. Especially not when three people were dead and a new drug had found its way onto the streets.

I stripped off yesterday’s clothes and stepped into the shower. The hot water felt good on strained muscles. Maybe I hadn’t slept as well as I’d thought I had. My mind rolled  over Jasmine’s writhing body, and a small smile touched my face.

It’d been worth the migraine. I could play up the cynical private-eye thing all I liked, but I’d left a lucrative career behind with SENSE to actually help people.

I needed to load up for the day and figure out a plan of attack for Lila’s club.

I dried off, pulled my way into a comfortable pair of pants, good boots, and a shirt and tie. I attacked my hair as best as I could with a comb before covering myself in a cologne I’d bought off the shelf and sizing myself up in the mirror.

Dark circles under the eyes. I looked hung-over, but human enough for a meeting with a big player in the ENE scene. Next focus was my concealed-carry. I loaded it up with some silver-tipped rounds—just in case—and tucked it away into my waistband.

A quick walk into the kitchen for my anchors, and then I stood in the center of my Concentration Circle. I refreshed the chalk lines and set out three anchors—the marble for focusing mana, the scrying quartz, and my grandfather’s old compass.

I settled into a cross-legged position and closed my eyes. The familiar warmth of my Mana Core thrummed in my chest. I took a slow breath and reached for the magic.

I needed to refocus my power and figure out what I needed for the day ahead. Yesterday had been a wake-up call. My Farsight needed some serious work, and unless I wanted to continue to weather through splitting migraines, I needed to work on my third eye’s capabilities.

I shaped my intention and used the Catalyst to mold the raw mana into specific patterns.

Farsight first. Magic spilled up out of the quartz, through the circle, into my core, and sent a head-spinning rush of power into the front of my skull. Nausea swam up at the memory of the pain from yesterday, but I held it in place until I was sure it was tuned in correctly.

Hopefully I wouldn’t need it.

Forceweaving was my happy place and took half the time. The magic flowed easily into the base of my skull and nestled itself atop my neck. It’d been my first proper discipline, the workhorse that had saved my ass more times than I could count.

I wasn’t exactly going to win a slugfest against one of the X-Men, but even the ability to push a lock open or create a little space in a hurry was a hell of an ace to have up my sleeve.

I held the alignment for three full minutes and let the magical framework solidify in my Core. A loud growl rolled up from my insides and  reminded me I’d skipped dinner last night.

I scooped up my jacket and headed downstairs.

New day, fresh leads, a hell of a lot of external pressure.

It’d been a while since my life had been this interesting this quickly.

I needed food, fast, and a hefty dose of caffeine to chase the sleep out of my system. I walked two blocks west to the bright yellow food truck on the corner of 48th and 9th.

Rafi’s Rolling Kitchen. Some of the best local fare a man could ask for.

“Morning, Ed!”

Rafi gave me a wave and a grin through dark features held up by a thick neck and a complexion by way of Egypt. A white apron groaned under a near-eternal wash of sauce. Seeing the guy brought a smile to my face.

Smelling his food might’ve had something to do with it, too.

“Usual for you?” Rafi asked.

“Make the coffee a double.”

“It’s always a double.”

“Make it a quad, then.”

“I do that and I’m not sure the cup will be able to hold it.”

I pinned him with a mock-serious glare and dropped my voice into a baritone.

“To survive a war, you gotta become war.”

Rafi’s whole face brightened at the reference, and he turned away to make my breakfast. He poured coffee from a commercial-grade machine and assembled an everything bagel with cream cheese, tomato, and his personal spread of za’atar spice mix.

The smell of it made me ravenous.

“You look shit,” Rafi commented.

“Long night. You should see the other guy.”

“The guy in the mirror?”

I grinned at him. Rafi was good people.

“Can’t make the bastard stay down. Any tips?”

“And deprive myself of a good customer? In your dreams, Ed.”

I paid him, gave him a wave, and started my morning commute.

The walk to my office took fifteen minutes. The bagel took three. I kept up a brisk pace, got my cardio in across Hell’s Kitchen, and wove my way through the morning traffic. My building sat on 35th Street between 8th and 9th, tucked into a block that real estate agents liked to call “up and coming”.

Everyone else called it “still sketchy.” But it had character.

My office’s building was a red brick affair that had probably been handsome in 1955 and just looked out of place amongst the rest of the gentrification. The ground floor housed a copy shop that did decent business with the theater crowd. Second floor was a dentist’s office that I’d never seen open. Third floor was split between my office and Nari’s dance studio.

I went through the street door—glass reinforced with wire mesh—and climbed the stairs. The elevator had been out of order for six months.

Vasily had kept saying he’d fix it. I’d stopped holding my breath.

I hit the third-floor landing and picked up the familiar cherry-blossom scent mixed with sweat. Music thumped from behind the door marked K-Beat Dance Studio. Nari’s bright, sunny tone rose up over the blasting pop music and counted out bars in Korean.

Her voice slowed my step to the office. Nari had mentioned owing me a favor.

I checked my watch. Nine-thirty in the morning. I didn’t want to interrupt her class, but given the situation I’d found myself in, my gut told me I could use the help.

I knocked on the studio door.

The music cut off a second later. The door swung open, and my heart jumped up into my mouth all on its own.

Nari looked like a million dollars wrapped in black leggings and an oversized K-pop sweatshirt.

Her dark hair was pulled back in a high ponytail, and her face glowed with sweat. Those eyes of hers sparkled as they locked onto me, and her expression went from neutral to absolutely delighted in half a second.

“Ed!” She grabbed my arm and pulled me inside.

Nari was strong—far stronger than she looked.

“Jagiya, what are you doing here so early?”

“Came to ask after Jasmine,” I said. “And talk to you about that favor. Am I interrupting—?”

“Not at all, we were just finishing up!”

My eyes fell on three women in their twenties. Their eyes locked onto me with a mix of curiosity and interest. Gazes zipped between Nari and me, and I realized that I’d probably just started one hell of a later conversation. I’d never been inside Nari’s place before. The space was impressively put together—floor-to-ceiling mirrors on two walls, flashing LED lights, and a sound system that could probably level the building.

Nari waved at her students with a knowing grin. “Break time, ladies. Fifteen minutes.”

Nari’s students scooped up water bottles and phones and filed out past me with a mix of knowing smiles and casual ‘hellos’. I held the door open for them, sparked a giggle from the girl in the back, and let it swing shut behind them.

Nari bounced up on her toes in a giddy display of excitement. “You came to see me!”

“You did ask me to call. But I’m following up on Jasmine.”

“Sure you did, sure you did.”

Nari bounced a little closer—too close—and invaded my personal space. I took an instinctive half-step back, but not before she inhaled deeply through her nose and her eyes widened in appreciation.

“You smell amazing,” she told me.

“Thanks. How did Jasmine pull up?”

“I don’t know what you did to her, but she texted me this morning. She’s fine. A little embarrassed, very grateful. I just told her that she was lucky that you were such a sweet guy.” Her smile turned coy. “You said something about a favor?”

I backed up a little more until my back pressed against her doorframe. My knowledge on Korean ENEs were scant, but I knew plenty of other predators that wrapped themselves into a pretty skin to attract their prey.

Nari saw the math in my eyes.

Her shoulders dropped slightly, and her smile dimmed. My gut told me she’d hoped that I’d just jump her bones here, in her glitzy dance studio.

“Yeah. A favor. Figured it’d be right up your alley. But I need this done quiet.”

Curiosity kindled up in her expression. “What do you need?” she asked.

I took a minute to think through exactly what I was asking. I didn’t know Nari outside of a few glancing social contacts. Asking her for help on something this big was a risk, and one that had potential to backfire in my face in the worst possible way.

But I didn’t like being followed. And if Nari could track me halfway across Clinton, then I had a feeling she could probably pick up on a Class-2 Mage who wasn’t good at hiding their aura.

“Someone started tracking me yesterday,” I said. “I’m pretty sure they’re a Mage. Unregistered, not SENSE. I need some space without someone looking over my shoulder.”

Nari’s eyes hardened, and she let out a growl under her breath.

“Does this have something to do with vampires?”

I stared at her. “What have you heard?”

“Jasmine told me about the guy who roofied her,” Nari said. “I did some sniffing around last night about it. Then I heard that my good friend Ed Carter was looking into the killings in Chelsea. Don’t be fooled, Detective, this isn’t just a pretty face.” She beamed at me. “I’ve been around the block. You Mage types are pretty good in a fight when you want to be.”

Maybe not taking out three vampires with the force of a bullet train good.

But yeah, I could scrap when I needed to.

“I think it’s related,” I admitted. “Could you find them?”

Nari’s eyes sparkled. “What makes you think I’m that talented?”

“Call it a gut feeling,” I countered with a smile.

“Keep complimenting me and I’ll do more than just be your bodyguard,” Nari warned me with a laugh. “What can you tell me about them?”

I hesitated again. “Can you keep this quiet?”

“For you, honey? Count on it.”

“What do you know about magic disciplines?”

“Enough to track them by smell. What flavor are we talking?”

“Combat mage. Pretty sure they’re a Biomancer, and I think they’re juicing with something from Zilra.” I slid my phone out of my pocket and pulled up one of the crime-scene photos I’d taken. “Someone that could do this to a European-line vampire.”

Nari leaned in to look at the photos. Her shoulder pressed deliberately against mine, and a hot flush raced down my side and straight to my pants.

Head screwed on straight, Ed. No time for distractions.

Nari let out a low whistle. She straightened up, eyes bright.

“So you want me to track them down. Be your partner.”

“I wouldn’t say partner—”

“We’d make a great team, Ed.” She nudged her shoulder against mine again. “I’m fast, I’m quiet, I can go places you can’t. Plus I don’t like the idea that you’ve got a stalker in your life. I’m not big on competition.”

“You are fucking with me, right?”

Her smile just widened. “Want them gone?”

“Christ, Nari, no!”

Nari laughed at my expression and bounced away from me with a wink. “Okay, then. So you just want me to follow them. No killing, no eating, no getting seen. Except by you.” She batted her eyelashes.

“No confrontations, no heroics. All I want to know is where they’re holed up.”

“Done.” She pulled out her phone. “Give me the description again. What did they look like? Smell like?”

I did my best to give her all the details I’d picked up on with one glance over my shoulder. It wasn’t much, but I laid out what I knew.

Nari typed notes on her phone. Her fingers blurred over the screen.  “Anything else?”

“Be careful. If this is who I think it is, they’re trained to kill ENEs. You’re fast, but they might be faster.”

She looked up at me, and the playful mask dropped for a second. “You’re worried about me.”

“I’m worried about everyone involved in this mess.”

“That’s sweet.” She reached out and squeezed my arm. “I’ll be careful. Promise.”

I nodded. “Thank you, Nari. I really appreciate this.”

I reached for the door handle, and Nari cocked her head.

“Ed?”

I glanced back at her.

“When this is over, can I take you out for dinner?”

Oh, boy. Dinner with an ENE, outside of work hours.

“Find him for me, and you’re on.”

Excitement vibrated out of her hard enough that I felt it through my boots. I stepped out into the corridor, took a deep breath of her scent again, and tried to fight off my jacked-up heart rate.

Nari was trouble. But if I’d played my cards right, hopefully it was trouble for someone else.

I walked across the landing to my office. I fished out my keys for the wooden with frosted glass. My name was stenciled in simple black letters: Edward Carter—Private Investigations.

I closed the door behind me and fired up the lights. The office was one room, maybe four hundred square feet. I’d furnished it on a budget—secondhand desk straight out of a police surplus sale, two mismatched client chairs, and dented filing cabinets. A small window looked out onto the street and gave me a view of the copy shop’s sign and a slice of sidewalk.

But the important stuff was in order. I had wards on the door and window to slow down any less-than-natural visitors. A gun safe sat bolted to the floor underneath a set of shelves piled high with case files. Reference books on ENE biology, magical theory, and New York supernatural history lined the opposite wall.

I sat down at my desk and pulled out my phone.

The number for the Siren’s Call was in my contacts under Lila.

I set down my half-empty coffee on the desk and called.

It rang. And rang. And rang.

No answer. Not even a voicemail.

I hung up and tried again. Same result.

I wasn’t surprised. The siren had probably blocked me after the mess I’d gotten caught up in in her club. Reputation was everything amongst the ENEs in NYC.

I’d have to go in person. Which meant traveling to Tribeca, showing up at her club, and hoping the bouncers didn’t throw me out on sight.

I slid the Glock out of my waistline and checked it again. Full magazine, one in the chamber. I took a spare magazine from my safe and dropped it into place next to my holster.

Nari was looking into the rogue mage. Now it was my turn to dig into the drug connection and the vampire killings. I finished my coffee, read the news on my phone for fifteen minutes, and finally quit procrastinating.

I locked up the office, left the building behind, and headed for the subway.

I had a bad feeling that I was about to owe Lila a favor.
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The subway ride to Tribeca gave me plenty of time to think about the mess I’d found myself in.

Old cop habit parked me in the corner of the car where I could watch both doors. The train rattled through the tunnel while I kept my eyes moving across the other passengers. A woman with headphones nodded along to music beside two teenagers arguing about something on one of their phones. An older man in a suit read the Times with a briefcase on the seat beside him.

None of them looked at me twice.

Regular people, going about their business. I envied them.

I worked through the details of the case in my head. I had someone that I liked for the murders of the vampires, and Nari had said that she’d track him down for me. The vampires themselves had looked like they were from a European line. Then there was the godsend of Jasmine, saying that she’d been drugged by someone matching the victim’s description in the Siren’s Call.

It might’ve been thin, but Vickers’s presence at the crime scene had set off my nose for bullshit. Designer drugs on the street screamed Zilra Incorporated. I didn’t have any hard and fast proof yet. But if I could get Lila to play ball with me, I could find out how the pieces fit together.

The train pulled into Canal Street. I got off and took the stairs up to street level.

Tribeca in the early afternoon was all glass towers and converted warehouses. Money lived here now. Old industrial New York had been scrubbed clean and replaced with boutique coffee shops and restaurants. The cobblestone streets remained as a kind of historical decoration.

An odd rush of affection for the city swelled up in my belly.

New York City wasn’t perfect. In a lot of ways, it was a place of constant contradictions. I knew it better than most when it came to the supernatural element, but my adopted home always had something exciting waiting around the corner.

The Siren’s Call sat on Warren Street in a building predating the gentrification. Four stories of red brick with ornate stonework around the windows. It was the kind of place that survived because it was too expensive to tear down and too historic to touch.

The street-level entrance had a simple black awning with the club’s name in silver script. No neon, no flash.

Lila didn’t need to advertise.

If you knew about the place, you could find it.

If you didn’t, you weren’t invited.

I circled around the main entrance and made a beeline toward the alley on the east side of the building. The regular clientele used the front door. ENEs who wanted privacy used the side entrance.

I fell somewhere in between.

I made a conscious effort not to fall back on old habits and reach for the badge on my belt. I knocked on the reinforced-steel door at the rear of the club, took a step back, and crossed my hands in front of me to show I was unarmed.

Nothing happened.

I knocked again. This time with the toe of my boot.

The door opened six inches. A man’s face appeared in the gap. I recognized him—Hans. Civil War veteran turned vampire bouncer. The head of Lila’s security, and the kind of ENE you didn’t want to mix it up with.

The vampire stayed well out of the muted sunlight blocked off by the buildings around us. I greeted him with a professional smile.

“We’re closed,” Hans said.

“I need to talk to Lila.”

“You’re barred, Carter.”

“It’s about the murders in Chelsea.”

Hans didn’t blink. Vampires could hold perfectly still when they wanted to. It was unnerving as hell.

“You’re barred,” he repeated.

But he didn’t slam the door shut in my face, which I took as interest.

“Three vampires got killed on the High Line,” I said. “European line, recent immigrants. Someone’s going after newcomers, and it landed on my desk.”

“That sounds like a SENSE issue, Carter.” Hans stepped back.

I stepped forward and put my hand on the door before he could shut it on me.

“A college student was dosed with synthetic Glamor in your club two nights ago, Hans. I had to pull the magic out of her before she went rabid and fucked herself to death. A vampire gave it to her, said it was a gift for new clientele.”

The door stopped moving.

Hans’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t like what you’re insinuating.”

“You’ll like it less when SENSE shows up asking questions. Or when Mr. Chan hears that someone’s pushing drugs through Lila’s establishment. I’d like to spare your place the embarrassment of false allegations. Put in a good word for you.”

Hans’s jaw tightened. I’d hit the nerve I was aiming for.

“Wait here,” he said.

The door slammed in my face. I tracked back to the opposing wall and pulled out my phone. No messages from Holmes. No updates from Nari. No concerned mentions from SENSE.

Five minutes passed. Then ten.

If Hans was trying to wait me out, he’d picked the wrong guy.

Long stints of nothing were par for the course in my line of work.

The sound of an engine echoed down the alley. A black Mercedes sedan pulled in from the street.

The car was immaculate. No dirt on the paint, no scratches, windows tinted dark enough that I couldn’t see inside. Definitely not a legal tint, but if any poor traffic cop tried to pull it up, they were in for the time of their lives.

The driver’s door opened, and Lila stepped out.

The titular siren of the establishment wore a navy dress, all vintage forties, complete with seamed stockings and heels that brought her up to about six feet. Her dark hair sat immaculately in victory rolls. A string of pearls caught the light against her pale, shapely collarbone.

A gold locket hung down into a borderline-criminal neckline.

She looked like she’d stepped out of a film noir. And decided the present day wasn’t worth her time. That was the Lila I knew.

“Edward,” she said.

Her voice was the source of the power, and the way she said my name was enough to send a tingle rocketing down my spine. I was better insulated against it than most—thank you, Mana Core—but Lila’s voice was a consistent reminder that I was dealing with a very dangerous, well-connected ENE.

“Lila.” I inclined my head in a show of old-world gallantry.

Her heels clicked on the pavement until she stopped about three feet away. Deep hazel eyes looked me over. Clinical disinterest hid a deep undercurrent of loathing in her features.

“Hans tells me you’re making threats,” she said.

“Appreciate you showing up on such short notice,” I began.

“Save it, Carter. Tell me what you want so I’m not standing out on the street catching filth. What do you want?”

Straight to the point, then.

“I need information,” I said.

“And you thought you’d just walk into my establishment and demand it?”

“I knocked. I was polite.”

Her lips curved into something that wasn’t quite a smile. Or a sneer. “After the last incident, I’m surprised you had the nerve to show your face at all.”

“I had nothing to do with that.”

“A SENSE agent tried to burn down my club. Upset my clientele. Caused tens of thousands in dollars in damages—do you know how hard it is to find someone who can restore vintage furniture?”

“Probably about as hard as it is to convince you that I was there to stop him. He was ex-SENSE, complete crackpot. I stopped him, Lila. I didn’t bring him there to trash your place of business.”

“You stopped him by throwing him through my bar.”

I kept my face completely neutral. I’d pulled my neck using that much Forceweaving, but it’d been worth the visit to the physiotherapist afterward.

“And I’m here to apologize for that,” I said.

Lila’s eyes flashed green-gold for just a second. Untamed magic crashed up against my awareness.

“You’re not welcome here,” she said.

“I’m trying to make amends.”

She laughed. The sound rolled down the alley and made the chips and brick dust tremble out in a wave around her feet. My ears popped, and I gritted my teeth against the casual display of effortless power.

“You said you were here for information,” she said.

“I might not look it, but I know how these things go,” I said. “Payment for damages done has already been taken care of by SENSE.”

“No thanks to you.”

“All thanks to me, actually, but you keep the hatches buttoned down so hard that you probably didn’t hear that part.”

Lila’s brow creased, and she shook her head. “Information costs money, Edward. Or favors.”

Lila studied me for a long moment. The weight of her attention reminded me of the crazy energy I’d dealt with last night. Sirens were apex predators in their own right, just like faeries. They didn’t need fangs or claws. They just needed their voice and sufficient anger to twist your mind into knots.

“You know what I’m like with money,” I replied. “Favors, we can discuss.”

“I have no need to even begin to entertain this,” Lila countered.

I tucked my hands into my pockets and smiled at her. “Let’s skip the games where you pretend that my offer means nothing to you and talk about how we can help each other. I already did my part fixing up the Siren’s Call. Now I’m here to deal in good faith, because it’s my ass if I don’t.”

“And if I should turn you down?”

“I really hope you don’t. Because if I don’t get the information I need, SENSE is going to start asking questions. They’re going to look into everyone who had contact with those vampires. That includes you. Your club. Your clientele. You want Purifiers crawling through your basement asking about your permits and your business licenses?”

Lila’s mouth curled up into a smile.

It wasn’t friendly.

“Come inside,” she said. “We’ll talk.”

She turned and walked toward the steel door. Hans opened it from the inside without her needing to knock. I did my best to ignore the sudden adrenaline dump telling me I’d just narrowly avoided being run over by a train, and followed her through.

The interior of the Siren’s Call looked different with the lights on. The main floor was all dark wood and brass fixtures. A small, opulent stage took up the main area of the club, set up for the live performances that made the Siren’s Call famous.

A long, handsome bar ran along the left wall. Bottles lined up  on a shelf behind it, backlit with turquoise and sea-green light. The place smelled like old wood and spilled liquor and something faintly oceanic.

Probably the imprint of Lila’s magic on the place.

The siren led me through the main floor toward a door behind the bar. Hans opened it for us, and we trailed down a narrow hallway and up a flight of stairs to the third floor. Her office was at the end of the hall.

The room was larger than it looked from the outside. A mahogany desk groaned under the weight of a high-end computer system completely at odds with the rest of the club. An enormous collection of vinyl records sat stacked into shelves on the walls. A small sitting area with Chesterfield furniture took up the far corner.

No windows. One door in and out.

Lila sat down behind her desk and gestured to one of the chairs across from her. I eased myself down into the chair in such a way that I had easy access to the Glock if I needed. Not that it’d help if it came to that.

But it made me feel better.

“Start talking,” she said.

I chose my words carefully. Lila had one hell of a connection to the supernatural underworld. It wasn’t quite to the level of Mr Chan, but trying to play dodgeball with the details of the case wouldn’t do me any favors.

“Three vampires were killed in Chelsea three nights ago. Pretty sure they were recent immigrants, European bloodline. Someone with serious combat training and Biomancy took them apart. On the High Line.”

Lila folded manicured fingers over each other and gave me a wry look. “I fail to see what this has to do with my club, Edward.”

“The victims were all newcomers to Manhattan. They hadn’t registered with SENSE—or Mr. Chan. People like that tend to seek out their own, and I know Hans has always been a big proponent of people from the Continent.”

“And your genius detective skills led you here?”

“The vamp who dosed Jasmine was Eastern European. And that happened here. Vampires tend to travel in covens. Good chance that they might have been at your club before they died. I need to know if you met with them, talked to them about registry in NYC.”

Lila leaned back in her chair and studied me for a long moment.

“Deaths like these are bad for business,” the siren said.

“You’re telling me.”

“What does this have to do with your lost little dove last night?”

I smiled. “Strange coincidence. I’m looking into it. I’m not accusing you of anything, Lila. I know you play it straight enough when it comes to vice. Hard drugs aren’t your MO. But I met a certain someone who tickled me the wrong way, and I’m looking into that angle.”

Lila frowned again. “Who?”

“Zilra’s Head of Acquisitions in town. He was at the crime scene yesterday, sniffing around and seeing what he could find out. Way he spoke made me think he had something to do with the murders.”

“Vickers? What would he care about murdered vampires?”

“Nothing,” I assured her. “Which is what has me looking into this. Dead vampires, then a vampire from the same coven pushing a synthetic Glamor in your club without you knowing about it.”

“Are you accusing me of incompetence?” Lila’s voice pitched up a notch, and my eardrums vibrated.

“Nothing so drastic,” I said through gritted teeth. “I need my ears.”

Lila’s voice hummed out on the chord, just to prove a point, and dropped back into a more normal pitch. “I don’t like the insinuations that you are making, Edward. I really don’t.”

I held up my hands. “I’m not accusing you of anything. But if I can connect the dots, so can SENSE. So can Mr. Chan. You want to get ahead of this before it becomes your problem.”

The odd gold sheen in her eyes faded.

“I didn’t know,” she said quietly. “I run a tight ship. My people know better than to allow that kind of thing. If there was someone idiotic enough to try and peddle their chemicals in my club—”

“They need to be found,” I agreed.

“And punished,” Lila said. “Before word of this gets out any further than it has and compromises my reputation.”

“Why do you think I came to you with this first?”

Lila’s frown lifted, and she pinned me with a piercing stare. “You still haven’t asked me for information, Edward. What do you want from me?”

“Two things. I want you to reach out through your networks and find out everything you can about the victims on High Line. Names, times of arrival, any beef they might have had with the locals as newcomers.” My voice hardened. “Then I want you to pay a small restitution fee to Jasmine. She could’ve died on your watch. Oversight or not, that’s your responsibility.”

A stunned expression touched the siren’s face. “The college girl? Why? What’s your interest?”

“She got caught up in something that she shouldn’t have. She’s going to have nightmares about it for the rest of her life. Faerie magic is no joke, especially not when it’s swirling around in your veins.”

Lila’s frosty smile touched her mouth again. “I see. You’re doing your shining armor thing once again.”

“Call it what you want. That’s what I’m asking.”

“What do I get in return?”

“I keep SENSE out of your business. I make sure Mr. Chan knows you’re cooperating. And I find whoever’s responsible for using your club to push poison before they hurt anyone else.”

Lila drummed her fingers on the desk. “I can look into the vampires,” she said. “But that will take time.”

“How much time?”

“A day. Maybe two.”

“I don’t have two days. Someone else is putting pressure on SENSE to shut down my investigation. I need everything that I can get before Federal gets down here and Zilra starts working their shaft the way they like.”

That made Lila laugh. “You really hate them, don’t you?”

“Vickers and I have history. And you should hate them as much as I do.”

Lila conceded the point with a nod. “This won’t come free,” she warned. “You’ll have to give me something in return. A favor, Edward. One favor of my choosing.”

“That’s a dangerous blank check.”

“I’m not asking for your soul. Just a favor. Something reasonable and not life-threateningly dangerous.”

I didn’t buy it. But there wasn’t anyone short of Mr Chan who was better at finding out gossip amongst the ENEs in New York City. Lila could find out the identities of the dead vampires, and of the guy who’d pushed the drug in her club.

“One favor,” I said. “Reasonable. And you give me everything you find.”

“Agreed.”

“Then you’d best catch the subway,” Lila said. “I need that favor.”

I caught myself before I could curse. “Now?”

“You want this information, do you not? Badly enough to offer me a favor?”

I nodded once. “I do.”

Lila drew a notepad over to her and wrote down an address on it. She tore the slip of paper and handed it to me. My eyes narrowed at the name of the storefront, and I glanced a question up at her.

“One of my clients,” I stated. “This should neatly kill two birds with one stone, if you’ll forgive the implication.”

“What am I looking at? One of your shell businesses?”

“Not mine. But one that owes me a debt.”

“Oh, this day was getting better by the second.”

“How much?”

“Fifty thousand.”

I let out a low whistle despite the sudden nightmare that had fallen into my lap.

“No. It’s not.” She closed the notepad. “I need someone to collect it. Someone who won’t take no for an answer. Someone who can handle himself if things get ugly.” That frosty smile widened out into genuine amusement. “Given that you seem to have a gift for convincing even serpents like me to trade fairly with you, this should be simple enough.”

“Who’s in your debt?” I looked over the slip of paper. “Easy Fix—this is a currency exchange, isn’t it?”

“Yes. My debtor is a young vampire lieutenant. His name is Addison, of the Richelstein Clan. He made a wager with me some time ago, and he is yet to pay up.”

“You want me to shake down a vampire for money.”

“I want you to collect a debt that’s owed to me. What you do to accomplish that is your business. Addison also happens to be a vampire—he might be inclined to help you with your little investigation, if you ask him politely.”

I didn’t know whether to thank her or tell her to kick rocks.

Lila didn’t do favors without strings attached. And she was right that Addison was a good person to talk to. If the three victims all went to Easy Fix, that meant someone at the exchange might know who killed them.

“I’ll pass him on your best wishes,” I said.

Her smile broadened in a way I really didn’t like. “I don’t care how you do it. Just bring me my money.”

She pulled a business card from her desk drawer and slid it across the desk.

“Easy Fix. Broome Street. Tell Addison I sent you. He’ll know what it’s about.”

I pocketed the card and stood up. “One more thing,” I said. “If I find out you knew about the drug operation and you’re setting me up, you and I are going to have words.”

Lila smiled. It didn’t reach her eyes. “You’re welcome to try, Edward. But I’d recommend against it.”

Her words hovered in the air.

I’d gotten what I’d needed. And I’d be back for the information that I needed.

I left her office and walked back down to the main floor. Hans was waiting by the door. He opened it without a word. I stepped out into the alley and heard the steel door lock behind me.

The sun was still up. Traffic hummed on the street.

I pulled out my phone and looked up Easy Fix on the map. Broome Street wasn’t far. I could walk there in twenty minutes.

Time to go shake down a vampire for money and information.

This job just kept getting better.
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Easy Fix sat in a narrow storefront between a bodega and a nail salon on Broome Street. It was a mile’s walk from the Siren’s Call, and the kind of place you’d walk past a hundred times without noticing it. Currency exchange signs plastered the window in six languages. A filth-streaked window displayed an  interior looked about as welcoming as a tax audit.

The perfect kind of place to hide a shell business for turning over supernatural favors and currency. I’d seen plenty of them in the last few years, but I hadn’t stopped here before.

A bell chimed overhead as I walked inside.

The guy behind the counter looked up from his phone. I took in his appearance in less than a second. Mid-twenties, acne scars on his cheeks, cheap dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up. His name tag read “Brian” in faded marker.

His eyes narrowed at my tie and coat, and he flipped the sign from ‘open’ to ‘back in 15 minutes’ on the other side of the glass screen between us.

“We’re closed for lunch,” Brian said.

“You do this with all your customers?” I asked lightly.

He moved to get up from his chair.

I pressed my SENSE consulting badge against the glass with a smile.

Brian’s eyes locked onto the federal shield, and the blood drained out of his expression. I let him read over it and double-check that it was legitimate, and then slid it back into my pocket again.

“I need to talk to Addison,” I said. “Urgent matter, life or death thing.”

Brian’s throat bobbed. “I don’t know who you’re talking about.”

I weighed up the wisdom of telling him exactly who he worked for, and weighed in on the side of caution. No sense in blowing Brian’s mind about the world of the supernatural if he didn’t know it. Brian knew the badge, and I had a pretty good feeling that he’d been told not to talk to someone like me, but I liked to be careful.

“Addison,” I said. “Probably wears sunglasses a lot, likely stays in the back until it gets dark. Probably has some other pale-looking types with him. I know he’s here, Brian, and I really don’t want to have to get a warrant. I just need to talk to him, that’s all.”

Brian’s eyes skipped toward the reinforced door off to my left. “I’m sorry, man, I don’t know an Addison.”

“That’s a damn shame,” I told him. “Just wanted to ask him about High Line. Bit of unpleasantness up there, wanted to make sure that we could clear up some details.”

Brian went even more pale, and his knuckles whitened on the desk.

“I can’t help you,” he said.

“Can’t or won’t?”

“Both.”

I leaned against the counter. “Here’s the thing, Brian. Those three vampires—yeah, vampires, get that look off your face— getting killed means someone’s making waves in Mr. Chan’s city. He’s already asked me to look into it for him. So you can open that door so I can talk to your boss, or—”

Brian tried. He really did.

“Vampires, are you hearing yourself, man? You sure you’re not tripping on something?”

“—or I can make a call to SENSE and have them come down here with warrants and detection equipment. They’ll tear this place apart. Find all the unregistered blood transactions. The tax evasion. The money laundering. Everything.”

“You can’t—”

My smile broadened, and Brian took a step back from the desk.

“I absolutely can. Or you can take me downstairs and let me have a conversation with Addison. Just take the easy option, Brian. I’ll be in and out, no problems, and you can go back to pretending you never saw me.”

Brian stared at me for a long moment.

I could see the fear in his eyes, but I knew he’d cave.

I’d been pretty good at playing good cop back when I’d worked with Max.

“Wait here.” He disappeared through an adjacent door behind the counter. I heard his footsteps descend stairs. Muffled voices filtered up from below.

An argument, by the sound of it.

Brian reappeared two minutes later. He looked even more unhappy than before.

“He’ll see you,” he said. “But if you cause trouble, I’m calling the police.”

I laughed and shook my head. “No, you won’t. You’ll call Lord Richelstein first.”

The name made him scramble for the lock on the door to my left.

Brian gestured me through. I kept my hands by my sides, close to the Glock. A steep set of concrete stairs led down into a basement with exposed brick walls. The place was somewhere between an office space and a nuclear bunker.

Carpet blanketed the floor. Dim lights flickered overhead. My eyes fell on a desk made from dark wood.

A pair of double doors sat closed behind the desk, but I was more interested in the guy sitting behind the slab of mahogany.

The vampire could’ve stepped out of a Wall Street trading floor circa 1995.

Addison wore a charcoal suit with pinstripes, a red power tie, and enough gel in his hair to lubricate an engine. His skin had the telltale pallor of a vampire who didn’t get enough blood. It was the kind of gray that said he was cutting corners somewhere.

He didn’t stand up when I entered.

“Edward Carter,” he said.

His voice carried a Jersey accent that he’d tried to sand down but hadn’t quite managed. I kept my distance from the desk and made a show of looking around at the bare furnishings.

“Nice to meet you,” I said. “It’s Addison, right?”

“If I say yes, do you fuck off faster?”

“That depends on what you say after ‘yes’,” I assured him. “I don’t want any trouble, and I’m not here to mess with whatever little gig you have going on under the surface. I’m here for a pickup and a little information. If you’ll oblige me.”

Addison leaned back in his chair. His eyes had a strong red tint, and I could tell immediately that my politeness wasn’t rubbing off on him.

“You’ve got yourself quite the reputation around these parts,” the vampire said.

“Hadn’t heard,” I assured him.

“Something about a busted-up SENSE guy at the Siren’s Call? And didn’t you have something to do with a big explosion out at Riverside Drive?”

The name of the place made my jaw tighten, but I just bared my teeth at him in a smile and hooked my thumbs in my belt.

“You’ve got a weird way of helping people,” Addison continued. “I mean, if what Brian told me was anything to go by, you just threatened him until he let you down here without a warrant. Not that you’re a cop anymore, though, right?”

Addison’s smile widened, and fangs glittered at the corners of his mouth.

“Consultant.” He rolled the word around in his mouth. “That’s not the same as SENSE. You’re lucky you got down here in the first place. What do you want?”

“Following up on an Eastern-European coven who came by in the last week. Wondering if you knew any of them, if they came by here to talk to you.”

“I help a lot of people with currency exchange. It’s my job.”

“These four probably stood out. Fresh immigrants. Probably didn’t know the local customs. Definitely didn’t know their way around the locals.”

Addison picked up a pen from his desk and rolled it between his fingers. “What makes you think they came here?”

“Because Lila told me they did.”

Addison stiffened at the mention of the siren’s name, and I grinned at him. “She also mentioned you owe her fifty thousand dollars. Something about a wager that you lost.”

The pen stopped moving. Addison’s eyes narrowed to slits, and his lips pulled back further from his teeth. Just enough to show off his fangs in their entirety.

“That’s between me and her,” the vampire snarled.

“Well, she asked me to collect. I’ll take the information about the coven as a gesture of goodwill from you and your clan, though, and we can all move on with our lives without having to worry about this conversation.”

“So that’s what this is.”

He set the pen down and stood up. He moved fast. Vampire speed put himself between me and the desk in the space of a heartbeat. The Glock jumped into my hand out of raw instinct. I turned to face him and dropped the smile.

“The great Edward Carter, SENSE consultant and former cop, reduced to playing errand boy for a siren.” Addison spread his hands out and bared his fangs. “Put the gun down before I lose my temper.”

“If it’s all the same to you, I like holding it. Makes me feel better.”

He stared at me for a long moment, and his eyes gleamed. A wall of greasy inner magic bled across the space between us, smacked against my awareness, and failed to invade my mind. A look of confusion bled over his face for a split second, and I gestured with the Glock toward the desk.

“You’re not the first to try,” I said. “Call me washed-up all you like, but I know what makes you guys tick. I get it—you’re thirsty—but let’s just skip past the dick-measuring here. You won’t kill me, because it’s a bad show of faith to Lila. And of all the people you don’t want to piss off—I think she’s the first.”

Addison’s hands dropped to his sides, and he gave me a strange look.

“I thought you SENSE types were all gung-ho cowboys.”

“You’re thinking of the Purifiers,” I said. “And I like them as much as you do.”

I lowered the pistol down to my side. Addison showed off another blur of speed, appeared on the other side of his desk, and I tracked his arc through the room. The vampire was fast—wicked fast—but that little display of power had cost him some of his blood reserves.

Addison dropped back into his chair and put on a bored expression. “We’ll get to Lila. What do you want to know about these vamps?”

“Tell me about them.”

“What’s there to tell? They were European line. Probably Czech or Polish based on the accents. Fresh turns, maybe ten years old. Full of themselves and completely clueless about this great country of ours.”

I frowned. “How so?”

“I thought you were read up on this. Continentals and American vampires are practically different species. The Europeans are all about bloodlines and aristocracy and ancient grudges. They think being turned makes them nobility. They expect humans to bow and scrape and offer their throats like it’s still the fourteenth century.”

“I do like American vampires better,” I told him.

“That’s because we’re smart and we play by the old dragon’s rules.”

“Did they come here?”

Addison tapped his fingernails on the desk a few times. “They wanted to convert euros to dollars. Standard transaction. I gave them the rates. They asked about blood suppliers. I gave them the approved contacts. Red Cross rejects. Medical waste. The legal channels. SENSE ones, y’know?”

“Did they take the information?”

“They laughed at me.” Addison’s voice went flat. “Said they preferred their meals fresh. Asked if I knew any good hunting grounds where SENSE didn’t patrol.”

Christ. No wonder they’d ended up dead.

“What did you tell them?” I asked him.

“I told them to register with SENSE. Follow the Blood Laws or they’d be ashes within a week. They told me to fuck off and left.”

“And then?”

“And then I reported them to the boss. My boss, not NYC’s. Gave them the descriptions, the accents, everything I had. That’s how we do things when unregistered fangers start making noise about hunting.”

That matched what I knew about vampire politics. The families policed their own to prevent SENSE crackdowns. Unregistered vampires who hunted humans caught the attention of the Purifiers fast—which didn’t end well for the vampires.

“Seems odd that they didn’t check in sooner,” I said. “Given that they spoke English, at least.”

Addison shrugged. “You’d have to ask them. I’m not responsible for every newcomer who decides to make this country home.”

I frowned, but I gave him a nod. Addison’s information was about what I’d expected—not immediately useful to the case, but it gave me plenty of background about where the victims had come from, at least.

“Do you have any idea where they might have gotten their hands on some synthetic Glamor? A new strain, something that’s just shown up in the past week or so?”

Addison’s expression went carefully blank.

Alarm bells started ringing.

“No idea,” the vampire said, a beat too late.

“You sure? They came by here. That’s not the kind of product that they have over on the Continent, last I checked.”

Fury kindled in his eyes again, and he straightened up in his chair.

“You’re really just going to come down here and start accusing me of fucking everything, aren’t you?” Addison demanded. “I told you what you wanted to know, messenger boy.”

I slid my finger inside the trigger guard of the Glock.

“You’re reaching,” Addison continued. “You’ve got no proof of shit. If this is Lila’s idea of a fucking joke—”

“Am I reaching?” I countered. “You seem pretty upset at the accusation. You’ve got a nice little operation here, Addison. Legal front upstairs. Currency exchange for the vampire community.” I nodded to the double doors behind him. “Mind if I take a look? Just to make sure.”

“Get the fuck out of my face.”

“Don’t reach for that drawer,” I warned him. “Where’d you get the drug?”

“Lila sent you down here to collect a debt. That’s all. You start poking around in things that don’t concern you, and people are going to get upset.” Addison’s hand dipped off the surface of the desk. “I’ve told you what you want to know. Get the fuck out. And tell Lila to send someone who’s got some actual respect.”

It was a 50-50 on whether or not I’d hit paydirt. I’d just insulted Addison’s reputation and his good name—his frustration could’ve stem from that. But I’d gotten his hackles up in a real hurry when I’d mentioned the Glamor.

“Addison—”

Wood groaned under the vampire’s grip, and my Forceweaving lunged up to my will. The air in the basement shifted. Addison’s innate magic flared up out of his eyes and crashed against my awareness.

“You don’t know who you’re dealing with,” Addison said.

“Enlighten me,” I replied. “I came here to deal in good faith—”

Something detonated upstairs. Brian’s scream shrieked above our heads, and the sound of breaking glass crashed against the door behind me. I tore my eyes off the vampire and covered the stairs with the Glock.

“What the hell—”

Another impact. Louder this time.

Brian’s voice came through the door in a scream of agony.

“Addison! Open up, please—”

A heavy sound like a stapler echoed out, and Brian’s voice vanished.

Suppressed rounds. Had to be. Instinct started me moving before I even decided to. I lunged toward the stairwell, stacked up on the left side, and glanced back at Addison. The vampire snatched some kind of custom semi-auto from the drawer, and his eyes locked onto mine.

“This isn’t over,” he snarled at me.

The door at the top of the stairs started to scream. Metal scraped against concrete, and something snapped. I risked a peek up the stairwell and saw a gloved hand peel through the reinforced steel like it was aluminum.

I ducked back into cover, took a deep breath to calm my nerves, and pulled my weapon up into a high rest against my chest. I couldn’t tell from down here—another vampire? Werewolf?

Addison raised his gun toward the stairs.

The first attacker appeared out of my line of sight, and a shotgun exploded at the top of the stairwell. Addison kicked the desk up in a show of superhuman strength, and the doors behind him showered the air with wooden splinters.

I forced myself to breathe and retreated back a few steps.

I had to stay concealed, wait for exactly the right moment.

Two pairs of footsteps descended the stairs in a rush, and I caught my first glimpse of who had come after me.

Human. Male. Early thirties. Tactical vest loaded with silver stakes, vials of holy water, and what looked like religious symbols from half a dozen faiths. He carried a tactical pump-action with a silver knife jutting from the barrel.

Professional vampire hunters. I opened my Farsight for a split second, but I needn’t have bothered.

The same violet residue I’d found at the High Line crime scene swam out from the invader in a localized tempest of augmented Biomancy.

The same energy I’d felt outside the precinct.

The same power that had been following me.

I’d found my Rogue Mage.

The man’s eyes swept over the desk, the room, and he let out a bark of laughter.

“Hiding?” he demanded. “Really?”

The Rogue Mage shouldered his shotgun and swung around to the left. His eyes fixed on me in a blur of confusion and sudden recognition.

Time slowed, and his finger tightened around the trigger.
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I threw a Forceweaving thread at the shotgun barrel.

The weapon jerked six inches left. The blast went wide.

Silver buckshot tore chunks out of exposed brick four inches above my face.

I fired back, but my aim was better. Three rounds straight into his center mass.

The bullets hit and ricocheted off his chest like I’d fired at a steel plate.

One sparked off the concrete ceiling. Another buried itself in the wall behind me. The third skipped across the floor and spun into the far corner.

Biomancy—advanced enhancement. The bastard had reinforced his skin past anything I’d seen outside of SENSE Purifiers. Who the actual fuck was I dealing with?

Addison’s weapon roared to life behind the upturned desk. Full auto. The vampire sprayed the stairwell in a wide arc, full auto, and spent casings jetted out around him like brass hail.

The attackers scattered. The man snatched hold of someone behind him—a slighter, female figure—and threw her back up into the stairs. Addison’s rounds turned the room into a shooting gallery, and I dropped down to a knee out of raw instinct.

Addison didn’t care who he hit. He just wanted everyone in front of him dead.

The male hunter racked his shotgun and boomed a laugh out into the room while I forced myself to breathe through my slamming pulse.

“Back door!” I shouted. “Now!”

The vampire’s face twisted into something that belonged in a horror movie. Fangs extended past his lower lip. His eyes bled to full crimson.

“You have any idea who you’re fucking with?!” Addison bellowed. “I’m Richelstein Clan! The fucking second he hears about this, you’re all fucking dead! You think you can come in here and shoot up my shit like this?!”

The door behind him burst open, and two pale figures with AK-74s blazed into the room. My eyes widened in sudden horror, and I lunged backwards to get as far away from the stairwell as I could.

“Wait!” I howled. “Just wait!!”

They didn’t listen. The entire basement turned into a roar so loud that it turned into white, singing noise in my ears. Brick dust and cordite and gunsmoke filled the space as Addison’s people rained absolute hell up the stairs toward the invaders.

A silver canister arced down the stairs.

It bounced once. Twice. Rolled to a stop three feet from where Addison stood.

“Addison! Get back!”

He didn’t listen. Probably couldn’t have heard me if he’d tried.

The canister detonated.

Not an explosion. A spray. Hundreds of tiny projectiles burst outward from either side of the pipe-bomb in controlled cones. Silver-laced flechettes blazed out either side, crashed into the limbs of Addison’s goons, and dropped them screaming to the carpet.

Addison caught the worst of the spray.

The flechettes tore through him. Silver burned vampire flesh on contact. His torso opened in dozens of places at once. Blood sprayed across the wall and doors. He twisted up, tried to get away from the explosion, and collapsed back against the mulched door behind him.

Addison stopped moving.

I swept my eyes over the others in a desperate rush. One fledgling had taken three projectiles to the throat. He choked on his own blood, and the assault rifle clattered down the concrete beside him. The other had caught a broadside on his right arm and ribs. His fanged mouth opened up in a silent scream.

Everything had gone to hell in under ten seconds.

I processed the scenario between heartbeats.

Professional equipment. Biomancy enhancement strong enough to stop small arms fire. Coordinated tactics.

And that fucking magical signature hanging in the air like smoke.

The people I’d been hunting had come to me.

“Cover!” I shouted at the wounded fledgling. “Get to cover!”

The one with shoulder wounds tried to claw his way behind the desk.

The one with throat damage just gurgled and bled out on the concrete.

I needed to know how aggressive these hunters were.

How far they’d push against me.

So I gave them an opening.

I dropped my head and sprinted straight past the stairwell to the other side.

The male hunter took the bait.

He came down the stairs fast. Biomancy-enhanced speed. Not quite vampire-fast, but close enough. His boots hammered concrete in rapid percussion. I twisted, rammed my shoulder against the wall at the other side of the stairwell, and raised my Glock.

A wide, manic grin spread across his face.

His partner followed half a second behind. A blonde ponytail whipped up behind her, and that same crazy smile touched her face as she set her cheek against the stock of her own shotgun.

They’d done this before. Multiple times.

I fired, fast and hard.

Three shots. Same target zone. I aimed for the leader’s center mass, the same spot where I’d put the first three silver-jacketed rounds.

First round bounced off him and disappeared into the ceiling.

Second shot stuck and reeled him back a step.

Third shot broke through. Blood bloomed around the entry wound.

The final bullet round found something vital. Lung or heart or something that made him stumble.

The leader grunted. His shotgun dipped toward the floor.

The woman screamed. “Grimm!”

So that was his name.

She pivoted toward me in a rush and swung her shotgun around.

I channeled every bit of authority I’d learned in the academy. Every command voice I’d ever used on the street.

“Drop the weapon! On the ground! Now!”

She ignored me. A fresh spray of rounds tore out from behind the desk—one of Addison’s men had gotten his hands on a fallen rifle. The bullets tore past the woman, and Grimm spat something under his breath.

The young woman charged the wounded fledgling behind the desk without so much as breaking a step.

My Forceweaving thread snapped out. I caught her ankle mid-stride.

She went down hard. Face met concrete with a wet crunch. Her shotgun clattered away across the floor—down, but not out, and I was outnumbered—

I swung my Glock back toward Grimm.

Too slow.

The man covered the distance between us in a blur. He hit me like a freight train, far too much muscle and enhanced mass behind the impact.

We went down together. My Glock skittered away across the floor.

I disengaged as best I could and rammed an upkick into his face.

Grimm tore a silver knife out of his harness, snarled at me, and lunged down at me with everything he had.

I threw up a Forceweaving barrier between the knife and my throat.

The blade stopped six inches from my jugular. My brainstem pounded at the strain as I held two hundred pounds of magical muscle off me with just the force of my will.

The blade descended. Inch by painful inch.

I redirected my wall of will. Shoved sideways instead of holding him up.

The knife skidded left. Missed my neck. Scored a line across my shoulder instead. Blood welled up but my adrenaline masked the pain.

Grimm impacted the concrete beside me with a snarl and slashed out at me again. I got both of my feet up this time, hit him with both feet, and unbalanced him enough to scramble backward and get some distance.

Grimm followed me and raised his dagger up in an ice-pick stab.

The bastard just wouldn’t stay down. I deflected his second stab with a wide, shallow rush of telekinesis and bounced him off the carpet to my right. As I did so, I spotted a lump of plastic and metal off my left.

I wrapped a thread of magic around the butt and hauled it to my hand in the most desperate rip of power I’d ever used. Grimm hauled himself up in a crouch with a snarl.

My pistol smacked into my palm. I brought it to my chest, old habits dying hard.

I punched the Glock outward and fired three times.

Point-blank range, straight into his weakened chest where I’d made him bleed earlier.

All three rounds punched through reinforced skin. Grimm dropped back onto his ass and ankles. His eyes went wide.

The kind of look that said he’d thought his Biomancy made him untouchable.

He kicked his legs out from under him and dropped back. He pressed a hand to his chest, and blood leaked between his fingers in dark streams.

“Tessa!” he bellowed. “Exfil, now!!”

I caught the faintest whiff of magic in the air. Not Forceweaving. Not Biomancy.

Farsight. But a different flavor—one illegal school designed to compel individuals to follow instructions.

“Go!” Grimm’s shout turned into a cough. More blood bubbled past his lips.

Tessa appeared from behind the desk, covered from head-to-toe in vampire blood. Gore dripped from her fists. She took one blank look at the man who’d brought her there, and the faintest look of terror raced across her face.

She hauled herself off the floor and sprinted for the stairs. She vaulted over Addison’s corpse without breaking stride and hit the stairs.

I picked myself up to my feet. Grimm’s deaths-head grin widened, and he dropped back like a sack of bricks. My shoulder burned like hell as I swarmed up the steps after the fleeing Mage.

The front of Easy Fix was a slaughterhouse. The glass screen crunched underfoot, and I halted at Brian’s corpse. The clerk had been shot in the legs, twice, and executed with a bullet to the back of the head. Tessa had already vanished, and I heard screams and shouts outside on Broome St.

I had to slow down. The Rogue Mage was juiced on Biomancy—I wasn’t going to be able to catch her on foot. The police would be here soon—they could put out an APB on her, and I still had Nari tracking them.

For all the good that had done Brian and Addison.

Think, Carter. Why the hell had they hit Addison’s joint? What the fuck had I missed? I holstered the Glock, forced my frustration behind a mental wall, and retreated back down into the basement again.

Grimm was gone. He’d bled out. His Biomancy had made him tough as hell, but there were upper limits to what magic could do against 9mm in close-quarters.

“Fucking hell,” I swore under my breath.

Nari hadn’t warned me. But that wasn’t her fault. These two were better than I’d expected. Trained beyond what street-level vigilantes should have access to. Enhanced past what normal Biomancy allowed.

Equipped like they had money behind them.

Professional vampire hunters operating in Manhattan without SENSE authorization. Without Mr. Chan’s knowledge. And I was caught up right in the middle of all the bodies.

A raspy cough pulled my attention away from the corpse.

Addison.

I crossed to where the vampire lieutenant had fallen beside the doors. The silver flechettes had shredded his torso into a bloody slab of meat. A quick sweep told me that Addison’s guards had already died from the silver poisoning.

I dropped down to a knee beside the vampire with a snarl.

“Where’s your emergency blood supply?” I demanded.

Addison’s eyes focused on me. Barely. He was on his way out, just like the other vamps.

“Too deep,” he muttered. “Silver’s in my system. I’m done.”

The terror in his reminded me that he’d once been human.

“The Glamor,” I said. “Who gave it to you?”

Addison’s mouth quirked. Might have been a laugh. Might have been a death rattle.

“Bulldog,” he wheezed. “Never quit.”

“Addison. Focus. Who brought you the drug? How long have you been doing this?”

“You’re—” He coughed up blood. “You’re the detective. You figure it out.”

The vampire’s hand fumbled in his jacket pocket. Shaking. Fingers barely working. I reached into his suit pocket and found a small brass-stamped key.

Train station locker.

He pressed it into my palm.

“Penn Station,” he choked. “Locker 247. Payment from the man in the suit. Said it was from Zilra. New business opportunity. Expansion into the college market. Clean money from clean sources.”

His breathing rattled. “Tell Lila—”

He stopped breathing. Just like that.

Three centuries ended in a basement shootout.

I stayed crouched there for ten seconds and let the scene sink in.

The basement reeked of blood and cordite and death. Three dead Richelsteins. One dead Rogue Mage that had died before I could get any answers.

And I was standing in the middle of the crime scene covered in blood. I swore, pulled myself up to my feet, and moved through the doors at the rear of the basement. A secondary room stretched out in front of me. Steel benches, scales, small sheets of translucent dust on wide trays, and tiny little baggies for drugs.

I slid one of the tiny bags of powder into my pocket.

If I was going to link this to Zilra, I’d need evidence.

Synthetic Glamor. Addison had been running his own little side-gig out of Easy Fix. My phone was in my hand before I made the conscious decision to call.

Zilra. Fucking Zilra had approached Addison. And the idiot had reached out to the new immigrants to push his shit out onto the street. Through Lila’s club, probably as the biggest middle finger that he could manage to the siren.

I dialed Holmes.

Two rings.

“Carter, what the fuck—”

“Max, I need you to send units to Easy Fix on Broome Street. Currency exchange. Multiple casualties. Supernatural elements everywhere—you need to be careful about who you send in here to clean this place up.”

Distant sirens wailed through the phone connection. Already responding to reports of gunfire. Someone had called it in.

“Jesus Christ, Ed. Are you hit?”

“I’m fine. But I’ve got something I need to handle before you all get here.”

“Ed, don’t—”

I hung up, stepped past Addison, and circled around Grimm’s cooling corpse. Habit made me check my Glock. The postcombat insanity was kicking in. I almost felt like I was floating, watching myself move.

I climbed the stairs and left Easy Fix behind me.

I walked out into afternoon sunlight, covered in blood, and squinted against the midday sun. Fuck, what a mess.

Sirens were getting closer. Three blocks away. Maybe four at most.

I walked in the opposite direction and shucked my way out of my coat as I went. I pulled out my dress shirt to cover the Glock, and moved quietly. I was calm and unhurried. I was just another pedestrian on a Thursday afternoon in Manhattan.

Penn Station was six blocks south and two blocks west. Eyewitnesses would put me at the scene, but I had to know what the hell Addison had given me. I made good time to the subway—less than ten minutes—and kept my head down.

The station was packed with commuters. Thousands of people flooded the platforms and corridors. I wove my way through them, caught a handful of stares from the blood soaking through my shirt, and followed my muscle memory.

I found the lockers on the lower level near the Long Island Rail Road platforms.

Rows of identical metal boxes. Combination and key access both available.

Locker 247 was in the third row from the left.

I slid the key home, turned it, and the lock clicked open. I found a sports duffel inside—heavy enough to remind me that I’d caught a knife across the arm. I leaned in and unzipped it just enough to see inside.

Cash. Stacks of hundred-dollar bills bound in bank wrappers.

I wasn’t an expert, but I was pretty sure it was north of fifty grand. Maybe more.

I zipped it closed. Slung the bag over my shoulder, locked the box behind me.

My phone buzzed. Holmes was calling back.

I didn’t answer.

The Siren’s Call was in Tribeca. Thirty minutes by subway if I caught the right train.

I had a debt to settle. And questions for Lila about exactly how deep her connections ran in this mess. I swiped my metro card and gave anyone who looked too hard at me the evil eye. They backed off quickly enough.

The train pulled into the station. I stepped aboard and found a seat in the corner where I could watch both doors.

Messenger boy. Now likely a wanted man for obstructing police procedure.

Zilra, dead vampires, Lila, and a still-breathing Rogue Mage who’d escaped.

God, what an absolute clusterfuck. I didn’t have long to get Lila her money—and if she didn’t have the information that I’d asked her for, I had no idea what I was going to do.

But it wasn’t going to be pretty.
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The subway ride to Tribeca felt like it took a year.

I’d burned through forty percent of my reserves in the fight at Easy Fix. Another twenty getting back to Penn Station and retrieving the money without collapsing. I had a little left in the tank, and I used it to dig into my untuned Biomancy. The magic wasn’t optimized, but I hauled warmth up from my Core and used it to close the wound on my shoulder.

It wasn’t perfect, but it stopped the bleeding, at least.

Warren Street station looked exactly the same as it had this morning. Different world, same subway tile. I climbed the stairs, one at a time, and almost laughed at my own patterns. The police would be a mile up the road, tearing through the Easy Fix to figure out what the hell was going on.

Max would be looking for me, but he knew I wasn’t stupid enough to return to the same suburb, which worked in my favor.

The Siren’s Call sat three blocks south. I covered the distance on autopilot.

Hans leaned in the deep midday shadows at the side entrance. His eyes tracked me as I appeared in the alley, and he stepped in front of the door to block my way.

“Mr. Carter, Miss Aetos is not expecting you.”

“She’ll want to see me.” I lifted the duffel bag. “Got a delivery.”

Something in my tone made him stiffen up.

I was too tired for this.

“This is Lila’s payment for services rendered. You can either get the fuck out of my way, or I’ll set it on fire right here in the alley. Take your pick.”

The vampire’s expression didn’t change, but a small shadow of fear flickered behind his eyes. I couldn’t tell if it was my tone or the look I had about me, but he opened the door and waved me through.

“Wait in the bar.”

I walked straight toward the stairs. Two other bouncers detached themselves from the wings and moved to block my way. Hans zipped in front of me with the kind of speed that came from a well-fed vampire.

“Mr. Carter—”

“She’ll want to hear this directly from me.”

The guy on the left pointed to the bag. “Open it.”

“No.”

“Then you’re not going anywhere,” the bouncer told me.

The guy sounded human. He didn’t rub my core the wrong way.

“You really don’t want to get in my way right now. I’ve had a long day. I talked to your boss, I’m implicated in a multiple homicide, and it’s on her. Get the fuck out of my way before I make you.”

The three bouncers exchanged glances.

Hans reached for the bag anyway, and the last of my patience snapped.

I hit him square in the side of the knee with a blade of Forceweaving. Not enough to break bone, but enough to make him stagger. Hans let out a feral snarl, and I caught the second bouncer straight in the throat with my left hand. He staggered back, and I dropped the duffel to the floor on my right.

The last guy caught hold of my left arm. I twisted to pull him in closer, drew the Glock with my right hand, and shoved it up under his chin.

Hans and the choking security guy froze.

I looked at him. “Are we doing this?”

“You’ve really got a deathwish, Carter.”

My finger tightened on the trigger, and I smiled at him.

Hans held my gaze for five long seconds. My temporary hostage trembled under the grip, and we played mental chicken for a long beat until Hans decided that I was just crazy enough to pull the trigger.

“Miss Aetos is in her private quarters. Third floor. Last door on the right.”

I walked past him, climbed the stairs. Each step sent a throb of pain up through my arm. I holstered the Glock as I went—no sense in coming in too hot, and pushed my way past Lila’s office and up onto the third floor.

I found the last door on the right and kicked it open.

The door swung open on a converted apartment that served as Lila’s personal space. Hardwood floors. Floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking Warren Street. A curse in Greek met my ears, and I turned toward the sound.

Steam rolled out from a doorway on the left.

I followed it into a bathroom half the size of my apartment. The centerpiece was a massive claw-foot tub filled with what smelled like saltwater. Candles lined every horizontal surface. Something that looked an awful lot like kelp floated in the water.

Lila sat up in the tub with an astonished expression on her face. She crossed her arms over a generous, gorgeous bust, and stared at me.

“Edward?”

I dropped the duffel bag on the tile floor. It landed with a heavy thud.

“Fifty thousand. Give or take. Addison paid up after all.”

Lila sat up. Water sluiced off her shoulders. She made no move to cover herself.

The siren was pure sex wrapped in Mediterranean skin. Tiny, flesh-colored scales trailed away from my vision as she detached herself from the surface of the water. I didn’t know if she was trying to catch me off-guard, but the suddenness of my entry was rude, even by my standards.

I backed off.

“What happened?” she demanded.

“Addison’s dead. Professional hit squad came through Easy Fix about two hours ago. Killed everyone in the building.” I leaned against the doorframe and crossed my arms. “They were hunting vampires. Had the same magical signature as the Chelsea murders.”

“Jesus Christ.” Lila’s eyes dropped to the bloodstain on my shirt. “You’re hurt.”

“Just my feelings.”

“Let me call somebody—”

“I said I’m fine.” I gestured at the duffel bag. “You’ve got your money. I want my information. Everything’s gone to hell, and I want to know exactly what you do about the vamps killed on Highline.”

“I heard the sirens. Are you on the run?”

I shrugged. “I’ll talk to the authorities once you give me what you promised.”

Lila slid out of the bathtub, shining skin and long, dark curls. She lifted a silk robe from a hook on the wall and wrapped it around herself.

“You said that they’re all dead.”

“Same people as High Line. Did you know Addison was behind that Glamor?”

“No.” The word came out hard and certain. “I run a club, Ed. I provide neutral ground and entertainment. I don’t get involved in whatever side businesses my customers run.”

“So you didn’t know about it.”

Lila’s eyes went flat and hard. “Do I strike you as the kind of person to lie?”

“When it suits you. Addison wasn’t your biggest fan. My gut tells me he pushed someone out into the Siren’s Call to fuck with you. Try and get you to catch some heat, take your foot off his neck.”

Lila tied off the sash at her waist. “I’ve already sent my people out to ask questions. I’ll need some time to get the intelligence that you asked me for.”

I was running on pure adrenaline and hellish focus. I’d only been here a few hours ago, and I wasn’t thinking straight. I rubbed my eyes and retreated back out of the bathroom.

The siren took the bag, threw it onto a chic little sofa, and stepped in front of me before I could get the hell out of her quarters.

“Edward, you look ready to collapse. Let me call somebody.”

“I’m fine.”

“You keep saying that. It’s not getting more convincing.” She reached out and touched my arm. “Stay here. Let me feed you, hide you if you need. I swear to you, I had no idea what Addison was doing. Or that he was about to be targeted. If I’d known—”

I waved off her budding apology. “Let me out, Lila.”

“I have a medic on standby, good quality—”

“Can’t. Got work to do.”

“What work? You can barely stand.”

I met her eyes and found genuine concern on her face. Maybe it really was for me. Or maybe it was the potential blowback she was about to get from sending one of NYC’s only SENSE affiliates straight into an unintentional death trap.

Lila might not have liked me. But my gut told me she hadn’t set me up.

“Thanks for the concern. I mean it. But I need to go.”

“You’re scared. And you’re running on fumes.”

“I look scared to you?”

“You’re scared of what Mr. Chan will do if he connects you to this mess.” She crossed her arms. “As am I. If he finds that I almost got you killed—”

“I’ll tell him it wasn’t your fault.”

Lila studied me for a long moment. Something in my eyes made her stand to the side.

“Very well, Edward. I will be in touch shortly with the information that you requested. You’ve done me a great service today, and that is not something that I will lightly forget. Consider me in your debt for the trouble I caused you.”

Another favor. Fantastic.

Maybe I could use it to buy myself a holiday away from this mess.

“I’ll remember that,” I warned her.

“I know,” Lila assured me. “This should go without saying, but your ban has been lifted. Should you require anything, simply call.”

I left before she could say anything else. Hans watched me descend the stairs without comment. The two bouncers I’d knocked around death-glared me all the way to the side-entrance. I ignored them, stopped in the alley, and checked my phone.

Six missed calls from Holmes. He was going to give me hell for not calling him back. But he knew where to find me, and I needed a drink something fierce.

Hell’s Kitchen was eight stops and a transfer away.

I got out of the subway, went up the stairs, and made a beeline for Murphy’s. Midday had bled into late afternoon, and passers-by gave me strange looks as I pushed through the heavy oak door.

The interior was half full. Early evening crowd. Construction workers finishing up their first pints off to my right. A couple of regulars I recognized from previous visits. My eyes fell to the rear booth, and my stomach seized up.

Max Holmes’s eyes locked onto mine, and he gestured to the seat in front of him.

Two pints of untouched Guinness sat on the table, next to a pair of handcuffs.

Oh, boy. The last thing I needed was a night in the tank, but I’d earned it after taking off from an active crime scene like that. I moseyed my way over, kept my hands in easy sight, and settled down across from him.

“Max.”

Holmes didn’t say anything for ten seconds. He just looked at me with the kind of expression I’d seen him use on suspects a thousand times in transit.

“You want to tell me what the hell happened at Easy Fix?”

“Professional hit.”

“I got that from the crime scene.” His voice was flat. “What I didn’t get was why you were there. Or why three different witnesses saw you leaving the building covered in blood.”

“I was following up on a lead.”

“A lead that resulted in four dead bodies and enough fucking chaos to get me a call from the mayor. What the fuck kind of lead were you chasing?”

“High Line. The only human at the base of the stairs was the killer.”

Max’s eyes went wide. “You’re fucking with me. You have any proof?”

I let the silence answer for me. He pushed a pint closer to me, and I took a grateful pull of the dark beer. It flooded down over my tongue, and I let out a small, appreciative sigh.

“Do you have any idea what this looks like from my end?” he demanded.

“Rhetorical question, right?”

“It looks like my former partner and current consultant is running around Manhattan playing cowboy while bodies pile up. And it looks like I’m going to have to bring him in for questioning before this turns into a complete clusterfuck. I’ve got you at the scene, you’re injured, multiple corpses—”

The words hit harder than I expected. Maybe because they were fair.

“Max—”

“You called me from the scene. Told me to send units. Then you disappeared before anyone could get your statement. Do you have any idea how that looks?”

“Like I had somewhere else to be.”

“Like you’re guilty of something.” He leaned forward. “Talk to me, Ed. What the hell is going on?”

I met his eyes. Saw the genuine concern underneath the anger.

“I’m trying to prevent a war.”

“Between who?”

“Everyone.” I rubbed my face with both hands. “I’ve got information coming in about the victims. I’ll put it through to you the second I have it. It’s linked up with some new spooky drug that’s being pushed out onto the streets. I like Zilra for it.”

Max’s eyes widened. “The pharmaceutical fucks? The ones you hate?”

“That’s them.” I nodded to the handcuffs. “You going to take me in?”

Max took another pull of beer and set down his glass. “That depends. You think SENSE can pull your ass out of the fire?”

I thought about it. Yeah, the local element could reach out and tell the NYPD that I was following up on something. They still hadn’t gotten back to me about the killings. Radio silence could’ve been a lack of admin, or it could’ve been genuine weaponized incompetence.

“ I’ll talk to them about it. Can you give me tonight to get onto them?”

Holmes drummed his fingers against the table. “That depends on what you know, Ed.”

I glanced around the bar. “Here’s not the place.” I stood up. “Come upstairs. I’ll make you a drink and tell you everything I can. You can watch me reach out to SENSE, if it makes you feel better.”

“Ed—”

“Please, Max. I know how this looks. I know you’ve got every reason to drag me in right now. But I’m asking for a few more hours. Let me tell you what I know, show you that I’m not trying to destroy your career. You’ve always been good to me where it counted—all I’m asking is for a little time.”

He studied me for a long moment.

Then he stood up and finished his Guinness.

“Your apartment. Now. And this better be good.”

I led him out of Murphy’s and up the stairs to my building. Every step felt like climbing Everest. Another pounding headache had started up from where I’d pushed my Forceweaving to the limit.

We reached my door. I unlocked it and stepped inside.

The apartment looked exactly like I’d left it. Concentration circle still set up in the living room. Case files spread across my desk. Empty coffee cups in the sink.

Holmes closed the door behind us and leaned against it with his arms crossed.

“Talk.”

I looked at him. He was pissed—but it wasn’t the kind of pissed directed at me, which made me feel leagues better about the entire situation.

“Give me ten minutes to get my head straight. Then I’ll tell you everything I know.”
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I grabbed two glasses from the cabinet and pulled out the bottle of decent whiskey I kept for situations like this one. The kind where you needed to talk to a client about  a loved one who’d passed away. Or who was cheating on them.

I usually didn’t open it for NYPD cases. But this had been one of those days.

Max settled onto my secondhand sofa and watched me pour. His eyes lingered on my shoulder for a moment, and he grimaced.

“You look like hell,” he said.

“But I feel so much worse.” I handed him his glass and took a long swig from mine.

The burn helped clear my head.

“Give me a few minutes to get set up. I’ll talk while we go.”

Max’s eyes tracked me as I crossed in front of him and flipped up the carpet to reveal the Concentration Circle. My old partner jerked his boots away from the edge of the circle and almost pulled them up onto the sofa with him. I fought off a laugh at the reflex and grinned up at him.

“I hate this shit,” he said.

“Which part?”

“I’ve seen what people can do with mumbo jumbo like this, Ed.”

“Good thing I’m certified, then, isn’t it?”

I finished my whiskey on the way back to the kitchen, found the right anchors I needed for a small Farsight Ritual, and took a baseball-sized glass orb from its little plinth beside the kitchen window.

Max stared at me as I made my way back to the Circle and set out a Biomancy and Farsight anchor.

“Doesn’t stop it scaring the fuck out of me.”

“That’s good,” I assured him. “Means you’re one of the smarter ones.”

I sat cross-legged in the center of the Circle and set the sphere in front of me. I took a deep breath, let the whiskey’s burn down and into my Mana Core, and found the last of my focused and stored mana.

Farsight was always a bastard to work with, and I’d already burned through most of my reserves at Easy Fix.

“What are you doing?” Max asked quietly.

I cracked an eye open and smiled at him. “You want answers or not?”

Max edged over to the other side of the sofa and nursed his whiskey. “That’s why you brought me up here. Least you can do is explain the process, so I have something put down on my report.”

“You are fucking with me, right?”

Max fired back a ghost of a smile, and I closed my eyes again.

“So what are you doing?” he asked me.

“It’s called a Farsight Ritual. I’m using magic and this crystal ball to find the source of an aura that I’ve interacted with in the last 12 hours.”

Max’s academic interest took over, and he stared down at me. “What’s this got to do with the case?”

I closed my eyes again and focused on my breathing. The familiar warmth of my Mana Core flickered in my chest like a guttering candle. Not enough left for anything fancy, but Farsight didn’t need power as much as it needed concentration.

“The killer who went after the vamps on High Line attacked Easy Fix earlier today. I put him down—self-defense, before you ask—and now I’m trying to find someone else who was at the scene.”

Max’s eyes widened. “It wasn’t just one?”

“Two of them,” I said. “Although I’m pretty sure the accomplice is under some kind of magical whammy right now. She wasn’t in control of her actions.”

I heard Max’s boots hit the ground as I focused in on Tessa’s signature, and pushed Mana out into the quartz to focus on the last stream of magic I’d pulled together.

“You’re saying she was coerced?”

“It looked that way. Can’t be sure until I find her.”

“And you can just... find her? Like GPS?”

“I can get an idea of where she is right now. Not the exact location, just what her aura is touching. Think about it like having eyeballs into the space she’s occupying. She’s your star witness to all of this.”

“Right.” The cork came out of the bottle of scotch.

I blocked out the apartment. Blocked out Max’s presence and my own exhaustion. I found the quiet space inside where my Mana Core sat like a small sun in my chest. The warmth spread through my meridians as I reached for the discipline I hated most.

Farsight.

My consciousness stretched outward, and the sensation made my stomach lurch. I focused on the crystal sphere and felt my awareness pour into it and expand outward in concentric circles. The apartment fell away. The building fell away.

I searched for that violet signature. That twisted, wrong-feeling magic that had clung to the crime scene and poisoned Tessa’s aura.

There.

I pushed my vision closer. Through walls and windows, across rooftops and streets. The city blurred past until I found her.

Tessa sat curled in a corner of an apartment. Her knees drew up to her chest. Tears streaked her face. She rocked back and forth in a slow, repetitive motion that sent ice down my spine.

But the apartment itself—

I pulled my focus wider. Hardwood floors. Exposed brick. Floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the East River. Modern furniture in an expensively-refitted apartment with wide windows and a hell of a view.

What the hell?

I didn’t know a lot of Rogue Mages who had the money for penthouses.

SENSE and regular supernatural society kept them on the run, constantly.

Tessa’s violet signature pulsed around her like a bruise. Wrong. All wrong. The magic felt foreign, like someone had grafted it onto her Core instead of letting it grow naturally.

My head throbbed. I’d pushed the Farsight as far as I could. Any longer and I’d give myself another migraine. Which, given the pressure I was under, wasn’t going to make me any better at finding exactly where Tessa was.

I pulled back.  The apartment snapped back into focus around me. My body sat exactly where I’d left it, but my muscles had gone stiff and my vision swam.

“Christ,” I muttered.

Max leaned forward with a refreshed whiskey glass between his palms. “What did you see?”

“She’s in a penthouse somewhere.”

“Penthouse?”

“That’s what I said.”

“So your girl’s got money.”

I forced myself to my feet, ignored the sudden tilt of the room, and scooped up my glass of scotch from the floor. I dragged my desk chair over to sit across from the sofa and settled down on it with a grimace.

“Start talking,” Max said.

I took in a deep breath, another mouthful of single malt, and drew the details of everything that had happened in the past three days together into my head.

“Ed—”

“I’m getting there, give me a minute.”

Start from the start. I needed a good enough grounding to convince Max not to pull me in for questioning. It would’ve been a hell of a lot easier if SENSE had just decided to actually throw in behind me, but that was a problem that I could deal with later.

I opened my eyes and met my old partner’s hard stare.

“You’ll find the guy responsible for all of this dead at the scene in Easy Fix. He’s the one in the body armor next to the shotgun. His name was Grimm, although I doubt that was his actual name. He was targeting newly-arrived immigrants into NYC, making a mess of them wherever he could find them.”

“High Line.”

I raised my glass. “High Line.”

“What was his motive?”

“That’s what I’m chasing down here. You get the occasional unsanctioned vampire hunter here and there—people who get dialed into the spooky, have their family killed, decide to take matters into their own hands.” I sipped at the scotch and let it roll over my tongue. “Most of them aren’t juiced on Biomancy with artificial stimulants to keep their magic moving.”

Max gave me a blank look but didn’t say anything.

I started to say, “I’ve explained this to you before—”

“After the case was resolved and SENSE took the paperwork for their archives,” Max countered. “You play your cards pretty close to the chest where they’re concerned.”

I sighed. “Okay. SENSE has Classes for each supernatural entity—ENEs—all the way through their area of influence. Which, in the States, is pretty much everywhere. Class 1 is your standard supernatural nasty. Inconveniences, mostly. Brownies, low-level fey, maybe a fledgling vampire. Class 2 is where SENSE usually gets involved and sends a proxy or a trained Mage like me to take care of it. The kind of creatures or people who could cause a mass-casualty event.”

“Supernatural mass shooters?”

“Not the parallel I was going for, but sure.”

Max frowned. “What’s Class 3?”

Xiao Qing. I kept the ENE’s name out of my mouth, though, and shot Max a smile. “Class 3 is when SENSE sends in their own super-cops to take care of it. They’re a city-wide menace. Think multiple explosives stashed in Wall St, something like that. We’re not at Class 3, thankfully, but I’d put Grimm and his accomplice at a pretty solid Class 2.”

“Which is why Easy Fix looked like a slaughterhouse.” Max shook his head. “You normally bring SENSE in on things like this. I’ve been waiting for them to give me a call and cover your ass, but it’s been radio silence.”

“I reached out to them, trust me.” I shook my head. “I think someone’s stalling them, trying to fuck with my status as consultant. And as egotistical as it might sound, I think all of this is a setup to get me removed from Affiliate-Mage status in the NYPD.”

Max stared at me for a long minute.

He knew my tells. Max knew when I was lying.

“What makes you say that?” he asked me.

I reached into my pocket, took out the little drug baggie I’d snagged from Easy Fix, and tossed it down into the center of the Concentration Circle. Max flinched at the motion, and I sat back into my desk chair.

“New drug’s made its way out onto the streets recently,” I explained. “And it looks like the guy at the head of Easy Fix was using the immigrants to push it out to others in the scene. I haven’t heard anything about it until two days ago, so I figure it’s a recent development.”

“You took that from the scene?”

“If you’re going to give me a lecture on tampering with evidence—”

“It’d be easier not to lecture you if you weren’t wanted in for questioning about this entire clusterfuck,” Max interrupted. “Jesus Christ, Carter. This a fucking nightmare. So it’s all a gang dispute?”

I tried not to think of Burkhardt from High Line, and my mind landed on Vickers instead. The smug, smiling bastard straight from Zilra Incorporated had shown up at exactly the right time to throw me off, try to goad me into making myself look even worse and less incompetent.

“No. I think it’s a big, loud distraction so that Zilra can make a little money on the side and push their shit into the ecosystem in NYC.” I nodded to the smidge of powder. “I’ve seen what that can do to people, and it’s finding its way into the hands of regular civilians.”

Max stared down at the Circle and worked his jaw up and down. “This is conjecture,” he said, quietly. “You know none of this will stick. I know you’ve had your problems with Zilra in the past, but if they’re really behind this, I’m going to need something better than your say-so.”

I nodded. “You need evidence. Eyewitnesses. Something more than my word for it. That’s why I need the girl. I get hold of her, and I think she’ll talk.”

“Still doesn’t get your ass out of the fire. You need to talk to SENSE about this.”

“What do you think I’m doing if you let me stay home tonight?”

Max gritted his teeth. “I can give you another twenty-four hours. Tops. Sandbag my boss, if I have to—but if you don’t have SENSE getting involved, or if you try any more cowboy shit—”

“I know what happens,” I said. “I wish I could say it normally isn’t like this, but—”

“But it is like this, Ed. You’re asking to cover for you while you nose around for someone who might very well be a mass-casualty threat. Who’s still walking free around the city.”

“Yeah.”

Max drained his whiskey and set it down on the arm of the sofa beside him.

“I’ve got a lead,” I said. “First real one in this entire mess. Tessa’s in that apartment because someone with money paid up for it and put her there. Grimm had expensive gear and someone to juice his magic—that’s the kinda stuff that points to Zilra, Max.”

“You can’t prove that.”

“Not yet. But I will.”

“I’m telling you right now—if you go after Zilra without ironclad proof, they will destroy you. Not arrest you. Not sue you. Destroy you.”

The weight of his words settled over the room. I knew he was right. Zilra had crushed bigger threats than me. They had resources I couldn’t match and connections that went straight to the top.

But I also had something they didn’t expect.

“I’m not going in half-cocked,” I said. “I’ll make it stick. Legal. By the book. Everything documented.”

Max studied my face. “You’ve got a plan.”

“The start of one.”

“And what if she won’t talk?”

“She will.” I thought about the tears on her face, the broken way she’d been rocking. “She’s scared and alone. Someone used her. If I can break whatever mind music she’s being entranced with—she’ll talk to me.”

Max rubbed his face. “You’re going to need SENSE involved. This is too big for just NYPD. You still don’t have a location and I can’t get a warrant at a time like this.”

“I’ll get SENSE onboard,” I assured him. “Then the headache goes away.”

“You’d better, Ed. Last thing I want to do is have to read you your rights.”

I slid up to my feet and helped him up off the sofa with a firm grip.

“It won’t come to that,” I said. “Thanks for hearing me out.”

“24 hours. Bring me something from SENSE, or the girl, or rock-solid proof that Zilra’s behind this shit. Otherwise it’s going to be obstruction.”

I grimaced, nodded, and showed him to the door.

No pressure or anything.
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Max left. The door clicked shut behind him.

I locked the door, gathered up my anchors from the Circle, and pulled the rug over the burned runes in the floorboards. I slid my holster and gun out of my waistband and set it down in the kitchen before I started rinsing off the dishes.

My Golden Tablet flared to life from my desk.

The sudden thrum of magical energy made me jump.

Gold-tinged light sparked out of the closed drawer, and I scrambled to dry my hands and race across the apartment. I pulled the Tablet out of the drawer, set it down on top of a set of case files, and took a deep breath. It wasn’t just a message—someone was trying to beam in with Farsight and talk to me.

The Tablet pulsed insistently on the desk.

I still didn’t have anything concrete. But I’d sent out a message to Darius about the murders. If he was reaching out to me to tear strips off my face—

“Fucking hell, Carter, get it together.”

I pressed my palm against the warm metal and fed it a trickle of Mana. The connection opened. Instead of text or an audio message, I felt the familiar tug of someone requesting Farsight access to my location.

Sarah.

I’d expected the Archmage, not NY’s regional handler.

A quick sigh of relief slid straight out of me, and a small smile touched my face. Sarah and I had history working together, and she knew just how difficult it was to get your career threatened by our governmental overlords.

Sarah would hear me out. If nothing else.

Temporarily deputizing me as a SENSE investigator was the best-case scenario, but I’d hope for the best and plan for the worst. I accepted the flow of energy whipping around my fingertips and stepped back from the Tablet.

The air in front of me rippled. Sarah’s face materialized in the space above my desk, translucent and ghostly. She looked tired—dark circles under her eyes—hair pulled back in a messy bun. Still in her work clothes even though it had to be past midnight in Philadelphia.

“Carter,” she said.

“Kim. It’s good to hear your voice, Sarah.”

Sarah rolled her eyes up to the ceiling. “Who were you talking to?”

“Nobody.”

Her eyes narrowed. “I Farscried into your apartment two minutes ago. You were talking to someone. Adult male. Six-one, two hundred pounds. Who was the cop? What was he doing there?”

“The guy I’m consulting for. He needed a good reason not to lock me up, and I gave it to him.” I saw the flood of sudden frustration start up in her and smiled. “He’s the one who brought me into this in the first place. He’s read in where he needs to be, relax.”

Sarah frowned. “Who is he?”

“Former partner,” I said.

Sarah’s shoulder relaxed, and she shook her head. “Max Holmes, isn’t it?”

“I’m flattered that you remember even that much.”

Sarah fixed me with that flat stare of hers. “We graduated together, Ed. We worked cases together for two years. I keep tabs on you. Darius threw your message down to me because he’s too busy with some wendigo infestation upstate. I reviewed the official reports, and this triple homicide looks like the beginnings of a complete clusterfuck.”

I pulled my chair back over to my desk and shook my head. “You don’t know the half of it.”

Sarah’s hologram used a pen to push her glasses higher up onto her nose. “Enlighten me, then.”

I met her eyes and saw the genuine concern underneath her irritation.

Sarah wasn’t trying to jam me up. She was trying to help.

“First tell me why you’re the one who reached out and I’m not getting my ass cooked by Darius. Then I’ll dial you into what’s happening here.”

Sarah’s jaw tightened. “Darius kicked your case down the pipeline, and it only came up once I got a message from D.C. Someone filed a complaint about you. Operating outside your purview as a consultant. Multiple violations of your license restrictions.”

My stomach dropped. “Let me guess,” I growled. “It was an anonymous tip from a concerned citizen.”

“Registered Mage who wished to remain nameless. Yeah.”

Vickers.

“The higher-ups are talking about opening an investigation. They want me to come in and performance-manage you. Make sure you’re staying in your lane.”

“If they picked up the phone more often, I might even call that fair,” I muttered. “What did you tell them?”

“That I’d handle it.” She rubbed her eyes. “Ed, what the hell is going on? I’m getting pressure from every direction. They want me to strip your license or at minimum suspend you pending review.”

“Multiple murders of unregistered vampires coming in from Europe. And it’s all circling around a new street drug,” I said. “Synthetic Glamor derivative. Targeting newcomers to the supernatural scene. I’m trying to draw up some connections that will actually stick for a prosecutor.”

“And?”

“Zilra’s involved.”

Sarah went very still, and her eyes locked onto mine. “Please tell me that you’ve got something to go off.”

“Just a gut feeling, Sarah.”

“That’s not proof, Ed.”

“I know.” I tucked my hands into my pockets. “I’ve got a sample of the drug itself, which is a start. Any half-decent investigator should be able to trace it back to Zilra, but the main concern of the NYPD is the homicides.”

“I got a memo from Tribeca Precinct about wanting you to come in for questioning around some kind of underground shootout in a hidden lab.”

“It’s been a busy day.”

“So you were at the scene?”

“I was there when Addison and his people were ambushed, yes. Class 2 Biomancer, juiced up on something potent enough to make him a handful. Pretty sure he was using illegal Farsight enchantments, too.”

“Proof, Ed, I need evidence—”

“I can give it to you. If SENSE can get the NYPD off my ass for a few days.”

She stared at me through the Farsight connection. I could see her calculating the risks. The political pressure from D.C. versus the potential case against Zilra.

Sarah didn’t need to tell me that I was asking her to take a massive risk on her meteoric career rise through the ranks of SENSE. I could see it painted on her face, as plain as day.

“How much time?” she asked finally.

Oh, thank God for people I could count on.

“Forty-eight hours,” I said.

“I thought you were going to ask for something insane, like a month.”

“Probably should have,” I said.

“I can give you thirty-six. That’s it. After that, I have to file a report. And if you’re not showing progress—real progress, not hunches—I’ll have to recommend suspension.”

Thirty-six hours.

I’d worked under tougher pressure, but not against such insane opposition. I knew better than to mention Mr Chan or Xiao Qing’s interest in the case. That’d open up another entire can of worms that I wasn’t willing to explain.

SENSE, believe it or not, were rather sensitive when it came to who their people talked to about what kinds of situations.

“Thank you,” I said. “I mean it, Sarah. You’re saving my life here.”

“Don’t thank me yet.” Sarah’s image flickered again. “Ed, listen to me. Someone high up wants you gone. Not just sidelined. Gone. They’re building a case to revoke your license permanently. And I think our mutual friend is bending the right ears to make it happen.”

“About that—I think he might be trying to get my nose out of all of this in the first place.” I shook my head, muttered a curse, and met Sarah’s holographic eyes. “Any advice for how I should take this?”

“Make it stick. Fast. Legal. By the book.” She met my eyes. “And Ed? Whatever you’re planning with your witness and your lead—be careful. Zilra doesn’t play fair.”

“Neither do I.”

“I know. That’s what worries me.” Her image started to fade. The connection was taking too much energy. “Thirty-six hours. Don’t make me regret this.”

“I won’t.”

“You better be. Because if this goes sideways, I can’t cover for you. Not from D.C.” Her form started to dissolve. “Thirty-six hours, Ed. Make them count.”

Sarah vanished.

The Tablet cooled and went dark on the surface of the desk.

I let out a long breath and turned back to the kitchen to finish cleaning up. SENSE was breathing down my neck. The clock was ticking. And if I couldn’t get Tessa to cop to the murders—or at least prove that she’d been influenced by mind magic, or had a connection to Zilra—then both the NYPD and SENSE were going to have a field day beating me into the dirt.

Probable legalities. Likely some kind of prison time.

But I had the Glamor sample.

I had the beginnings of proof that Zilra was behind all of this.

And I had an idea of Tessa herself—the one person who could blow the lid off Zilra’s operation if she testified. The one person who could potentially connect Grimm to Vickers and the whole rotten enterprise. And if I was completely off-base, then she could at least point me in the direction of who was behind all this.

I just needed to get to her before anyone else did.

Thirty-six hours. Not enough time to build a proper case.

Not enough time to do this the right way.

But maybe enough time to grab Tessa and get her talking.

I looked at the whiskey bottle. Looked at my Concentration Circle.

My shoulder throbbed. My Mana Core felt like someone had scraped it hollow with a spoon. The Farsight session left my head pounding like someone had taken a hammer to my skull. I needed real sleep to recover from the magical backlash.

Did I have the time for it?

My instincts told me Tessa wasn’t going anywhere. From what I’d seen of the girl, she’d been an emotional wreck. If she was coming out of a trance, she’d stick to what was safe. And a penthouse probably felt like Fort Knox after what she’d been through.

It wasn’t perfect, but it was enough to justify a nap.

I grabbed my phone and set an alarm for four hours.

I headed for the bathroom, turned on the shower, and let the hot water run until steam fogged the mirror. I peeled off my shirt and examined the wound Grimm had opened up in my shoulder.

Deep enough to scar. Not deep enough to hit bone. I’d gotten lucky. The Biomancy had sealed the wound and stitched the skin back together well enough, but it was ugly, and it was going to leave a hell of a mark.

I stepped under the spray and hissed as hot water hit torn flesh. Blood swirled down the drain. I grabbed the soap and scrubbed dried blood from my skin. I scrubbed the gunshot residue, drug remnants, anything that could tie me to the crime scene from earlier.

I grabbed a towel and dried off. The guy in the mirror looked like death warmed up. Two days into this mess, and I’d already had to use Farsight twice. The second round hadn’t been as bad as the first after I’d attuned the right energies, but it was still hell on my nervous system.

I brushed my teeth, stifled a yawn, and rolled my aching shoulders.

Just a few hours of sleep. And then I could find out what the fuck Nari had been up to while I’d been busy being shot at.
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The alarm dragged me from dreams of violet light and screaming vampires. I fumbled for my phone, silenced it, and swung my feet over the edge of the bed. Distant sounds of my home suburb rolled through the windows.

Traffic on 48th Street. Someone’s TV through the wall. A siren in the distance.

Home. All I wanted to do was lay down and lose the rest of the night in sleep.

But my time was short, and even four hours had been enough to fill up my magical tank to regular capacity again.

I checked my phone as I made my way over to the dresser. 1am.

Seemed about the right kind of time to go and find Tessa.

I dressed in a normal-enough outfit—clean t-shirt, jacket, waistband with the Glock and a spare magazine, a light coat to ward off any undue attention.

I slid the small crystal ball into my jacket pocket.

My Mana Core had regenerated all the way up to 100%.

I locked the door behind me and took the stairs down to street level.

Murphy’s was still open, but I crossed the street to avoid a conversation or a confrontation with any of the patrons. I had to get to my office building and see about a gumiho.

I walked west toward 9th Avenue. The streets were quiet, occasionally broken up by a few taxis cruising past. A homeless guy huddled in a doorway. A couple stumbled out of a late-night bar with laughter in their eyes and fingers linked together.

Normal people living normal lives.

My shoulder ached. My head still pounded from the Farsight Ritual from earlier. But I felt alive. Alert and ready. I was starving, but I could get some food after I found out whether or not Nari had chosen her studio as her dwelling.

I hated to admit it to myself, but I was looking forward to seeing her again.

It took me ten minutes to get across Clinton and up to where I needed to be.

I used my key to get into the building. Checked my flanks, just to make sure that I wasn’t being followed. No violet energy traces, no prying eyes drilling into my back. At least not that I could see or feel. I took the stairs, as quietly as I could, and heard a soft, rhythmic thumping upstairs.

I cleared the stairs, then found the source of the noise.

Nari was still blasting K-pop music from her speaker system. At 1am in the morning. I bit back my smile, sidled up to the door of her studio, and rapped on it with two knuckles.

The music cut off immediately. The door flew open.

Nari stood there in black leggings and an oversized hoodie that fell off one shoulder. Her dark hair was pulled into a messy ponytail. No makeup, and still a damn good sight for sore eyes. The gumiho lit me up with an incandescent smile and sent a bolt of warmth all the way down to my toes.

“Ed!” She grabbed my arm and pulled me inside. “I knew you’d come! I could feel it!”

“Feel it?”

“Well, I could smell you on your way over.” She closed the door behind us and bounced over the smooth wooden floor. “To what do I owe the pleasure? Is it about the case we’re working on?”

Old habit had me check the corners of the studio. It was empty except for the two of us. Mirrors reflected endless copies of Nari poised on her toes. Low blue LED lights bathed the two of us and reminded me of an aquarium.

“Don’t you sleep?” I asked.

“Sleep? When there’s so much to enjoy? Are you out of your mind—” Nari cut herself off, sniffed at the air, and zipped to my side. “Someone hurt you. Silver blade. What happened?”

Warm fingertips pressed against my shoulder, and I bit down on a curse.

“Had some unpleasantness earlier today. I was hoping you could help me find out where it came from.”

Nari’s eyes widened, and she met my gaze. “Oh, no. I swear, I did what you asked and followed them—”

I caught her hand and gave it a squeeze. A subtle thrill rolled the entire way down her spine, and her lips parted in a little ‘o’ suggestive of something else entirely.

“I believe you, Nari,” I assured her. “I just need to know where you tracked them to. I’m on a hard time limit here, and if I can’t find out where they’re holed up—”

“Something went wrong.” The gumiho shook her head. “Please tell me this doesn’t have anything to do with that mess over at Addison’s place.”

“You know Easy Fix?”

“Of course I do. It’s where half the immigrating fangs show up.” A look of horror touched her face. “I found them. I meant to tell you, but I found them. Did that push them, did they—”

I gave her hand another squeeze and shook my head. “It’s not your fault,” I assured her. “They were going to kill again, regardless of whether or not they saw you. You said you know where they’re hiding?”

Nari shook her head. “I wasn’t as careful as I could have been, and if I’d just stuck with you—”

“Nari, it’s okay. It’s over. I need you to focus for me, okay?”

She lifted her eyes to mine again. A blaze of anger shone behind her irises.

“What happened?” the gumiho demanded.

“Addison’s dead. So are his guards. So is one of the people that you tracked.”

Nari went very still. “There were two. What happened to the other one?”

“Got away. I tracked her using Farsight, but I don’t know where she’s holed up.” I took a deep breath. “I was hoping that you’d found where they were, at least.”

“Give me some credit,” Nari said. “I know exactly where she’s hiding. The only problem is that I can’t get in there and tear her limb from limb—”

“Focus,” I cautioned her. “Where were they staying?”

“A penthouse in Sutton Place. One of those old places that they renovated recently. It’s all studios and city views now.”

A deep huff of sudden relief rolled out of me. “Got an address?”

Nari’s eyes sparkled at my sigh of relief, and the sudden wave of frustration lifted from her body language. She bounced up on her toes again and beamed at me.

“Sure do. I’m guessing that you want to go after her tonight?”

“What gave it away?”

“The time, for one. You humans like to sleep this time of night.”

I chuckled. “Some of us, anyway. Yeah. I’m going after her tonight. And I was hoping that you could come with me.”

Bright pink energy hummed out from behind Nari and silhouetted her in a radiant aura. Something stirred in her hair, and I caught a brief flash of fox-like ears for a quarter second.

“Oh my god yes!!”

Nari’s magic lashed up against my senses and made me take a step back. I’d seen her excited before, but not like this. The power rolling off her was potent—easy Class 2, pushing a Class 3 threat.

“On a very short leash,” I said. “This is a recovery operation. Not a hunting trip. I need her alive.”

Nari’s aura dimmed, and she nibbled on her lower lip. “What if she fights back?”

“We improvise. We need her alive so we can find out who’s behind this.”

“Okay, but what if—”

My stomach chose that moment to growl. Loud enough to echo off the mirrors and fill the empty dance studio. A delighted grin touched Nari’s face, and she grabbed my good arm and wrapped herself around it.

“You know what? I just realized that I’m doing you another favor. Which means that you owe me in return.”

“True.”

“Then if you want me to saddle up with you, you owe me dinner. Come on, jagiya. You can’t go all hard-boiled on an empty stomach.”

I stared down at her. Let myself enjoy her scent, the feeling of her strong, smooth limbs against me. I was wired way too tight, and Nari was right—I was starving.”

“Done. You know a good place that’s open at three in the morning?”

“I know the perfect place.” She bounced away from me, snatched up a brightly-colored backpack, and whipped a jacket over her shoulder. “The Midnight Pantry on 2nd Avenue. Best ENE food in Manhattan. And the owner owes me.”

This was either the beginning of a beautiful partnership, or the start of my fall into far worse shit. I weighed up the pros and cons for about half a second, and a smile touched my face.

I couldn’t really dig myself any deeper. And having someone to watch my back—someone with real power—was a nice feeling.

“Lead the way,” I said.

* * *

Of all the places I’d expected to be tonight, in a  subway car with Nari pressed against my side hadn’t been at the top of the list. The gumiho rested her head on my shoulder and hummed something that sounded like a K-pop song.

“You’re in a good mood,” I noted.

“I get to spend time with you.” She looked up at me. Her eyes caught the fluorescent light and flashed amber for a second. “Plus, I’m hungry. And you’re buying me food. What’s not to love?”

I couldn’t help but smile down at her.

“You’re telling me you can’t afford it with the kind of clientele you pull?”

“I changed my mind. You asked for my help. That means you buy.” She grinned. “Don’t worry. I’ll make it worth your while.”

The train pulled into the station. We slid out of the carriage and I followed Nari’s bouncing stride up the stairs and up to street level. She paused at the top of the stairway, scented the air, and held out a hand to me.

I took it, and she half-dragged me along with her.

Nari had boundless energy. And her enthusiasm was downright infectious.

“So,” she said. “Tell me about this girl. The one we’re going after.”

“Not much to tell. Young. Maybe late teens, early twenties. Enhanced with Biomancy, all the way up to Class 2.” I swept my eyes over the street around us. “She was working with a guy named Grimm who used compulsion magic to control her.”

“Was?”

“He might’ve caught the wrong end of a gun at Easy Fix.”

Nari didn’t react with shock. She just nodded.

“Good. People who use compulsion magic deserve worse than death.”

“You’ve dealt with it before?”

“A long time ago.” Her smile dimmed a little. “Before I came to New York. Someone tried to bind me with a ritual. Wanted to use me as a weapon.”

Highly illegal and unsanctioned magic. Binding ENEs carried heavy penalties, even without the kind of heat that SENSE could bring down on a summoner.

“What happened?”

“I killed him and everyone he worked with. Burned down his house. Salted the earth so nothing would grow there again.”

The casualness of her tone made me raise an eyebrow.

“That’s pretty metal,” I said.

“Read up on your history, Ed. We don’t take kindly to people who desecrate our shrines.” Her smile widened. “I was angrier, back then.”

“You’re not angry now?”

“Oh, I’m still angry. I’m just better at finding outlets for it.” She smiled up at me. “Come on. Food first. Then we can talk about your Rogue Mage.”

The Midnight Pantry occupied a narrow storefront between a closed dry cleaner and a bodega with bars on the windows. I’d heard of the place before, in passing, but I usually tried to avoid unnecessary contacts with too many ENEs at once. Korean lettering adorned the signs and menus outside.

The place was empty.

Nari pulled me inside. The smell hit me immediately. Garlic. Ginger. Chili paste. Sesame oil. My stomach growled again, louder this time.

An older woman behind the counter spotted Nari and called out in rapid Korean. Nari fired back in the same tongue, and the woman laughed and waved us toward a table in the back corner.

“She says you look too skinny,” Nari translated as we sat down. “She’s going to make sure we eat properly.”

“I could destroy some chicken.”

“Good.” She pushed a menu across to me. “You won’t find any better.”

“Any recommendations?”

“Everything. But especially the galbi. And the bibimbap. And the japchae. And the kimchi jjigae. And—”

“How much do you normally eat?”

“A lot.” She grinned. “I have a very high metabolism.”

That figured.

The older woman came back with a pot of tea and two cups. Nari rattled off what sounded like half the menu in Korean. The woman nodded approvingly and disappeared into the kitchen.

“What did you order?” I asked.

“Enough for both of us. Plus some extra for me.” She poured tea into both cups. “Don’t worry. You’ll like it. I have excellent taste.”

I took a sip of tea. It was hot and bitter and exactly what I needed to sharpen up my mind against the incoming evening. My eyes strayed back outside, and Nari jostled my arm with a laugh.

“We’re alone. I would’ve picked up on anyone following us.”

“Old habits,” I said, and turned my eyes back to my date. How did you end up in Hell’s Kitchen?”

“Long story.” She cradled her cup in both hands. “Short version? I did Mr. Chan a favor about five years ago. He gave me protection in Manhattan as payment.”

“What kind of favor?”

“The kind I don’t talk about.” She smiled. “Even with handsome officers who buy me dinner.”

“I’m not a cop anymore.”

“No. But you used to be. I can tell.” She tilted her head. “You move like a cop. You think like a cop. You just don’t wear the badge anymore.”

I took another sip of tea and just smiled. “Old habits die hard, I guess. What were you doing before New York?”

“This and that. Moved around a lot. San Francisco for a while. Los Angeles before that. Seattle. Portland. Anywhere with a big Korean community where I could blend in.” She traced the table with her finger. “It’s easier now, with the K-pop thing. People just thought I was weird before that.”

The older waitress brought us out steaming bowls of rice. Small dishes of banchan—kimchi, pickled radishes, marinated spinach, spicy cucumber. A massive platter of grilled short ribs. A stone pot full of bibimbap with an egg on top, and a small mountain of fried chicken.

Nari dug in immediately. I tried to keep the sauce off my shirt.

“So,” she said between bites. “Tell me about your past relationships.”

I nearly choked on my rice. “What?”

“Your past relationships. Girlfriends. Wives. Whatever.” She grinned at my expression. “Can’t expect to interrogate me for free and get away with it. I want to know what my competition is like.”

“Competition?”

“I’m trying to court you the traditional way. But you humans make it very complicated.” She stabbed a piece of galbi with her chopsticks. “So I’m doing research. Learning what you like.”

“By asking about my exes?”

“Exactly!” She beamed at me. “So? Tell me.”

I decided to drink the tea. I had to give it to Nari. The gumiho was straightforward about what she wanted. There was a charm to it—I didn’t have to play guessing games about what Nari was thinking.

“There was someone. A few years ago. She’s an assistant District Attorney now. Rachel Martinez. We dated for about two years.”

“What happened?”

I gestured at the restaurant around us. “The supernatural world happened. Magic. I went to NYOC.”

Nari gave me a blank look. “NYOC?”

“SENSE school,” I said.

“Ah. So, what was it? She couldn’t handle you being all magic and stuff?”

“I tried to explain it to her once or twice.” I shrugged. “Can’t really blame her. I don’t imagine a lot of women are into guys who can move things without touching them or know how to fight vampires.”

“Their loss.” Nari paused. “Do you still love her?”

I shook my head. “No. That ended a long time ago.”

The gumiho studied my expression for a long moment. “Good. Anyone since then?”

“A few dates. Few nights with people, here and there. Nothing serious. It’s hard to explain to people what I do for a living.”

“What do you tell them?”

“Private investigator. Security consultant. I keep it vague.” I met her eyes. “I can’t exactly say I hunt monsters and work with vampires.”

“No. I suppose not.” She took another bite of food and gave it a thoughtful  chew. “So you don’t work directly for SENSE, right? You do your own thing?”

“I’m a consultant. And technically, yes, I can represent them when they want me too. But I’m pretty sure they’ve got me marked in my files as ‘radioactive’.”

“Why?”

“Conflict of interest. They think I’m too soft on the locals.”

Nari set down her chopsticks and put her hand over mine. “That’s what I like about you. You don’t treat ENEs like we’re subhuman invaders. I’ve had to deal with SENSE before, and they’re always treating us like WMDs or something.”

“Which is why I go out of my way not to piss off the walking nukes.”

“Not everyone thinks that way.” She squeezed my hand. “I’m glad you’re around, you know. Everyone tells me that you’re rock-solid. Tough, if they mess with you. But your heart’s in the right place.”

“Hate to break it to you, but I’m asking you to be my bodyguard for the night. I’m not doing it purely out of altruism.”

She laughed. “I don’t mind. I’m more than happy to pair up with you. I’ve liked you ever since I caught your scent.”

There it was again. That open, effortless openness about her feelings.

“This is the part where you say it back,” Nari teased.

“Plead the fifth,” I managed.

“Ed, you are adorable. And incredibly out of practice.”

“Out of practice?”

“With dates. With flirting. With women who actually want you.” She made little circles on my palm with her thumb. “I can be patient, up to a point.” Nari pulled her hand away from mine and returned to the banquet between us. “Okay, talk to me about what we’re doing tonight. What’s her name?”

“Tessa. She’s the star witness to the murders. If I can break the compulsion on her, I’m hoping she’ll tell me who set her up to do this.”

“You don’t think it was just her having a bad day?”

I shook my head. “I know Farsight when I see it.”

“And what if you can’t break it?”

“Grimm’s dead. The conduit of the magic’s already broken. I can untangle the rest if I can get her somewhere safe and quiet.”

Nari demolished three more bowls with the appetite of a dockworker coming off a double shift. I turned my attention to the feast between us and worked my way through the protein first. I needed to be sharp and lean, not running on a gutful of carbs.

I watched the gumiho as I ate. Nari was a lot of things, but she was unapologetically herself. Whether or not I wanted to admit it, I liked the way she moved. The way she talked. That naked, unapologetic enthusiasm for life.

Maybe it was magic. But it felt a hell of a lot more like her.

Nari tipped up a bowl of soup and slurped it down.

“See something you like?” she teased.

“Thank you.”

“What for?”

“Agreeing to help me.”

Nari put down the bowl, and her expression softened. “I’d help you anyway. Even without the dinner. Even without the flirting.” She set down her chopsticks. “You’re fun. And a lot of interesting things like to happen to you.”

“Let’s hope the things keep it in their pants tonight.”

“No promises,” the gumiho said with a laugh.

I checked my watch. 2:30am. “We should get moving.”

“Right behind you, o captain.”

I shelled out for the dinner, and the two of us headed back into the subway.

Nari nestled close to my side.

Tonight just kept getting better and better.
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The subway to Sutton Place took twenty minutes. Nari pressed against my side the whole way. She rested her head on my shoulder and let out a happy sigh.

“Nervous?” she asked.

“I’d have to be crazy not to be,” I admitted.

“Good. That means you’re smart.” She looked up at me. “But you don’t have to be. You’ve got me along with you.”

“You found the place—I’m guessing you didn’t manage to get inside?”

Nari shook her head with a smile. “It was warded. I could’ve tried to break through, but you asked me to keep a low profile. You’ll be able to handle that, right?”

I thought over what I’d seen of Grimm and his magic. Brash, loud, and highly destructive. Creating warding Rituals took a gentler touch.

“We’ll see when we get there,” I said.

The train pulled into the station. We got off, slid out into the quiet streets of Sutton Place, and made our way up toward the apartment building. Nari and I took a moment to exchange phone numbers.

I checked my watch. Close to 3am. Pretty much the perfect time for breaking and entering. I just hoped that Tessa was holed up above us in the penthouse, and she hadn’t taken a train straight out of the city.

Smart money would’ve said to do it. But people enthralled by Farsight typically didn’t make the smartest decisions, and if Grimm really did have Zilra backing, Tessa would hopefully be waiting for an order from whoever had ordered the vampire killings.

Hopefully.

I pushed the doubt out of my mind and halted a block away from our target.

“I need you to stay out of sight,” I said. “Easier if I can talk my way inside solo.”

Nari gave me an energetic nod. “I’ll follow you up.”

“I said—”

The gumiho bumped her shoulder against mine. “I didn’t say anything about going up inside, dummy. Don’t worry, they won’t see me. You need anything, call out. I’ll hear you.”

We held each other’s gaze for a long moment, and another strange swell of gratitude slid up and out of me. I’d felt pretty damn alone on this case, pressed in on all sides. Nari had freely offered her help with the low price of a dinner.

She was good company. I just had to make sure I could keep her supernatural nature on a leash. Nari broke the stare with a dazzling little smile and started off toward the rear of the building.

I took a deep breath and walked into the lobby. It was a chic space with bare hardwood furniture and tastefully-exposed lights.

The late-night clerk glanced up from behind the front counter with a confused look. He barely looked out of his twenties. Slicked-back hair and wide-framed glasses.

“Can I help you?” he asked.

Polite tone, with a little steel behind it.

I pulled out my wallet and showed him my old NYPD consultant badge. “Yeah. I’m here to talk to the people up in Room 43 about a possible triple homicide.”

I handed him the badge and watched it turn over in his hands.

He frowned and handed back the badge.  “Nobody told me anything about a murder. And you don’t look like a cop.”

“Consultant,” I said. “I’m just here to ask a few questions, that’s all.”

“Weird time to do it,” the clerk countered.

I smiled at him and leaned against the counter. “This is pretty time-sensitive. I like that you’re taking your job seriously—you’ve obviously got a good eye for security. You notice anything strange about the people up in 43?”

“I don’t discuss private business of our clients,” the clerk said. “Company policy. I can let you up, but if you disturb anyone—”

“If there’s a disturbance, I want you to call the cops and ask for Lieutenant Max Holmes from Precinct 15,” I said. “He’s the one who hired me for this case.”

Name-dropping Holmes chased away the last of the suspicion in the kid’s eyes.

The clerk hit a button behind the desk and opened up the elevators on the other side of the lobby. I shot him an appreciative smile before I stepped into the elevator.

I let out a breath and checked my Glock. Silver-jacketed bullets, still ready for the absolute worst possible situation. I checked my pocket and came up with the glass sphere I’d stashed there earlier.

A strange throb rolled out from the front of my brain, and down into the clear glass in my hand. It was a new sensation, almost like stretching out a sore, stiff muscle. A brief mental touch against my Mana Core told me that I was still brimful of magic.

Weird feeling. I really had been slacking off on Farsight.

I pushed the thought aside. I could worry about it later, when I didn’t have SENSE, the NYPD, and Mr Chan breathing down my neck.

The elevator halted, doors opened and admitted me into a short hallway with handsome wooden floorboards and rugged red bricks. I willed a little magic into the sphere and held it up in front of my sightline.

A hot spear of energy cut into my mind, focusing my magical awareness into a flashlight-esque spread into the hallway. I found what I was looking for a second later.

Wards surrounded the doorframe, and soft silver smoke eked out from under the front door of apartment 43. I withdrew my Farsight—needed to keep a head clear of pain—and moved over to the door. I eased myself down onto a knee, set the sphere onto the ground, and used it again to get a feel for the wards.

Protection magic definitely hadn’t been Grimm’s specialty. The wards only surrounded the base of the door—barely better than a line of salt. Good for keeping out lower-class ENEs, like vampires, and enough of a barrier to make it obvious if something more powerful was trying to get inside.

I reached out with a small tendril of Forceweaving, slid it under the door, and tickled the runes carved into the carpet on the other side. I went slowly, probed away at the small, cheaply-made Ritual, and scored a light mark across the main script of runes.

The ward fizzled out and vanished from my awareness.

I stood up, tucked the orb away, and pulled out my Glock.

That was the easy part taken care of.

I texted Nari.

In position. You watching the exits?

Her response came back in less than a second.

Got it all covered. If she runs, I’ll get her. Good luck!

I put my phone away. Took a deep breath.

Then I put my hand on the door handle.

I felt the bolt mechanism resist for a moment, then sent a thin thread of Forceweaving through the gap to press the internal latch aside. The satisfying click echoed in the empty hallway.

The door swung open.

I brought my Glock up to a high axis and  let it lead me into the dark apartment. No lights. I eased the door closed behind me. My eyes adjusted to the darkness. The apartment smelled wrong. Not lived-in, more like a storage unit. The air tasted stale and recycled.

The main room stretched out before me. Expensive, unused furniture clustered around the main living area. A wide kitchen with gleaming marble benchtops caught my eye. I kept my footfalls soft on the carpet and swept the space.

I looked for everything. Booby traps, claymores, even a whiff of backup offensive magic. Grimm had struck me as the paranoid type underneath the unhinged killing fury.

Two doors led off the main room. I moved toward the first one and pressed my ear against it. Silence. I used a touch of Forceweaving to keep my fingerprints off the handle, stacked up on the side of the door, and peeked inside.

The smell hit me first. Gun oil and silver polish.

Every wall was covered in weapons.

Stakes arranged by length and wood type. Silver knives in graduated sizes. Crossbows with specialized bolts. Holy water in reinforced containers. Garlic bundles hung from hooks like grotesque decorations. I tore my eyes off the entire armory and swept through the rest of the room.

A workbench dominated one corner. Tools for weapon maintenance spread across its surface. Half-assembled stakes. Bottles of blessed oils. A grindstone for sharpening silver.

But the corkboard on the far wall was the real kicker.

Photographs. Dozens of them. Vampire faces stared out at me. Red string connecting them in a complex web. Notes scribbled in tight handwriting. Addresses. Movement patterns. Known associates.

I recognized the organizational structure immediately. The Five Families. Richelstein’s entire operation laid out in excruciating detail.

Someone had done their homework.

I stepped closer. The photographs were professional quality. Surveillance shots taken over months. Maybe years. Each vampire had a dossier attached. Strengths. Weaknesses. Feeding patterns. Favorite hunting grounds.

Three faces had been scratched out with black marker. Hard enough to tear the paper.

The Chelsea victims.

My stomach turned into a fist of ice.

Other faces had circles drawn around them. Red marker. Different thickness indicating priority.

Addison’s face had three circles scrawled around it.

I checked over my shoulder, closed the door silently behind me, and slid my phone out of my pocket. I took pictures. Wide shots of the whole board. Close-ups of individual vampires. The connections between them. The notes.

Inadmissible evidence in a court of law. I didn’t have a warrant. But SENSE would be interested in a two-man hit squad who had the entire mostly-legal vamp network of NYC on a corkboard full of crazy.

I swept my eyes over the weapons and narrowed my eyes.

I examined the stakes. Good quality wood. Properly shaped. But nothing special, no magical enhancements. Just sharp pieces of wood designed to be driven into a torso by enhanced Biomancy.

The silver knives were the same. Well-made and properly maintained, without any of the small enchantments or attunements that a properly-trained Mage would want if he was serious about killing vampires.

Nothing here was strong enough to take down Richelstein, or even any of his lieutenants. The silver-tipped ammunition was one thing. My eyes wandered over basic bomb-making equipment on the workbench. Grimm—or Tessa—had put together their own anti-vamp grenades.

The entire room reeked of domestic terrorism. Home-grown grudges.

Someone had sent these hunters after vampires knowing they’d need Biomancy enhancements just to survive the first engagement. Knowing they’d need drugs or rituals to boost them high enough to compete.

Nothing about the place screamed Zilra.

I took more pictures. Made sure I captured everything. Then I ghosted back outside. I hadn’t heard anything from the rest of the penthouse, and I had the sudden sunken feeling that I’d missed Tessa. That she’d just picked up and run.

I closed up the room full of weapons and moved to the next door.

The door to the next room stood ajar. I approached it slow, gun raised, ready for anything.

I pushed it open with another tiny dose of Forceweaving.

I found a small bedroom, dominated by a queen bed with black sheets. The furniture was minimal—dresser, nightstand, chair.

But the decorations screamed college student.

Band posters covered the walls. Punk and metal, names I didn’t recognize. I eased my way in a little further. Slow, soft footsteps. I found cosmetics on the dresser. Black eyeliner, purple lipstick.

Tessa’s room.

I took a deep breath and let my senses bleed out over the room.

Violet energy. The same signature from the High Line. From outside the precinct. From Tessa at Easy Fix.

I knelt beside the bed and looked underneath. A small ritual circle had been carved directly into the hardwood floor. Fresh enough that sawdust still clung to the grooves. Ice bled down into my belly and hardened into anger.

Farsight Ritual. Basic, but more than enough to create an anchor in an impressionable mind sleeping above it. Fucking hell—no wonder Tessa had lunged at Grimm’s first order. He’d set up magic to seep into her while she slept.

I photographed the circle, then scuffed out the runes and took a small skull charm brimful of Farsight energy. I slid it into my pocket, beside my glass orb, and took a step back to look over the room again.

I checked the rest of the room. No signs of recent habitation. The bed was made. No dishes. No trash. The bathroom connected to the bedroom was spotless.

I moved to the kitchen and opened the refrigerator.

Leftover takeout, half-eaten, and half-empty bottles of spirits. Grimm had a drinking problem, then—maybe Tessa, too. Hunting vampires on an insane crusade under mental control had to have a psychological toll.

I pulled out my phone and texted Nari.

Girl’s not here. Keep an eye on the exits.

Her response came immediately.

Ready for anything. Got the wards down? Want me inside?

Negative. Watch the exits. Text if anyone approaches.

Okay okay. Be careful!

I pocketed my phone and looked around the apartment one more time. Made sure everything was exactly as I’d found it. No disturbed dust. No moved furniture. No sign anyone had been here.

Was Tessa in the wind? Or was she coming back from a late night food run?

I checked my watch again. I could afford a few minutes.

The main bathroom connected to the penthouse offered the best hiding spot. I slipped inside and closed the door most of the way. Left a crack I could see through.

I settled down on the edge of the bathtub and let my magical senses wander outward again to get a feel for the energies in the apartment.

My Core pulsed inside my chest, tickled my Farsight, and wandered back into my Forceweaving. That same new stabbing sensation from earlier. I’d worked with magic for years and developed my different schools of energy as best as I could.

This was new.  My Core wasn’t acting up, exactly, but it was responding to the energies inside the apartment.

What the hell was happening to me?

I pushed the question down. I could worry about it later, after this was done.

The minutes stretched. I counted my breaths. Kept my hand on my Glock. Watched the thin slice of visible apartment through the crack.

Five minutes became ten.

Ten became fifteen.

I was on the borderline of getting up when I heard it.

The front door opened.

Light, careful footsteps came off the floors outside and onto the carpet.

I slowed my breathing, eased my way up to my feet, and covered the slice of apartment I could see through the door.

A figure moved into view.

Small. Maybe five-three. Slender frame wrapped in a leather jacket. Short blonde hair with dark streaks. Combat boots that had seen better days.

Tessa.

She moved through the apartment and swept it with fast, searching glances of someone with professional paranoia. I forced my Mana Core down into a slow throb, and Tessa’s eyes locked onto the bathroom.

She stopped.

Her head tilted, and her nostrils flared.

“I know you’re in there.” Her voice came out in a warning snarl.

I checked the angle. I had her covered, but I couldn’t take a shot at her, not if I wanted to get her to testify against whoever had set up this entire operation.

I needed to talk to her, not present a threat. I holstered the Glock, pushed the door open, and made my way into the kitchen.

We stared at each other across the apartment.

She was younger than I’d expected, not even drinking age. Dark makeup made her gray eyes look huge in her pale face.

She looked like a kid playing dress-up as a goth superhero.

Tessa held herself with the kind of energy that told me she was ready for violence.

She spoke first. “You were that guy. At Easy Fix.”

“That’s right.”

“You killed Grimm.”

I didn’t take  my eyes off her. No point in lying about it.

I nodded once. “He didn’t give me much choice.”

Her jaw clenched, and her hands balled into fists.

“Do you have any idea what the fuck you did?” Tessa demanded.

“Let’s start with unregistered use of Biomancy and Farsight to control your mind, and we can get into the crusade against vampires after that.”

She flinched, and a small, terrifying bolt of hope touched my belly.

“Shut the fuck up. You don’t know anything about it.”

Easy, Carter. Easy.

“I know a few things. Starting with the fact that Grimm pushed you into this. And someone’s bankrolling all of this for you. You’ve felt his influence bleeding out, right?”

She stared at me with a blend of terror and pure hatred.

Not a good combination.

“Tessa,” I said quietly. “I’m not here to hurt you.”

“Then why are you here?”

“Because I need your help.”

She barked out a laugh and took a step forward. I forced my hand away from my pistol and kept my eyes locked on hers.

“My help. Right. Because I’m super helpful. That’s why Grimm’s dead and everyone at Easy Fix is dead and I’m standing in this shithole apartment. I couldn’t save him, I couldn’t do what we were supposed to do—and now the fucking cops are here.”

I added a nice dose of self-loathing to Grimm’s mental magic.

“What the fuck is your game?” Tessa demanded. “Why did you follow me here?”

“Because the people who used Grimm are going to come after you next,” I said. “I think I now who’s behind this, and they don’t like loose ends. You need my help, Tessa. Grimm pissed off a lot of powerful people, but that doesn’t mean that it’s your fault.”

Her expression didn’t change. But I saw her swallow.

“I can take care of myself,” Tessa snapped.

“I’m not disputing that. You’re a hell of a handful, and the last thing I want to do is fight you, alright? I just need you to talk to me. I can help explain what the hell is going on.”

“You’re saying I don’t get it? This whole magic thing?”

“How long have you been using Biomancy?” I asked.

Silence stretched out between us.

“A year? Two?” I said. “I’m guessing Grimm awakened you. Fed you his version of training. Used compulsion magic to make you his weapon.”

“He saved me,” she said.

The words sounded hollow. Like she was trying to convince herself of a reality that she knew was coming apart at the seams.

I’d seen it in perps before.

“He used you,” I said. “There’s a difference.”

Her hands started to shake. She balled them into fists.

“My brother died,” she said. “Vampires killed him. Drained him in an alley and left him like trash. The police said drugs. Everyone said drugs. But I saw the marks. I knew what happened.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t.” She glared at me. “Don’t give me that sympathy bullshit. You’re just like them. You’re SENSE, right? Your entire thing is making sure that freaks like that can prey on people, get exactly what they want. That’s why you were at Easy Fix.”

“I was at Easy Fix looking for you.”

“Yeah? So why’d you protect those pieces of shit?”

“I protect innocent people from becoming collateral damage,” I said. “Human and ENE alike. You can’t throw down against every supernatural beastie. They’re organized, just like us, and they’re people too. Killing them just pisses them off.”

She laughed again. “You really believe that?”

“We can get into the philosophy about it if you want. But I’d rather do it out of here, somewhere safe, where we can both talk.” I held up my hands. “It wasn’t your fault that everything went to shit. I’m trying to offer you a way out of this mess.”

Tessa’s expression wavered. “What’s your angle?” she managed. “What do you get out of it?”

“I get whoever gave Grimm his information. Who supplied the weapons. Who told him which vampires to hit.” I lowered my hands. “I keep the balance, I get paid, and you get to be safe.”

“Why should I help you? What’s to say you’re not just going to kill me, right now?”

“If I wanted you dead—really, seriously wanted you dead—you think I would’ve waited for you to come inside? Or that I’d want to talk to you about any of this?” I shook my head. “I’m trying to help, Tessa. That’s all I want to do.”

“What’s your name?” Tessa demanded.

“Ed Carter. NYPD consultant.”

Her eyes widened at the name, and her nostrils flared.
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Tessa bolted for the weapons room.

Had my name been part of a set of instructions from Grimm?

Or was my reputation really that bad?

I threw my hand forward and willed a wall of invisible force between her and the doorway behind her. The Forceweaving construct snapped into existence. She hit it at full sprint and bounced back off it with a cry of surprise.

“Don’t,” I warned. “You don’t want to do this.”

She scrambled backward and launched herself sideways. Telltale violet energy sang in the air around her. Tessa pivoted and lunged toward the kitchen countertop.

Knife block. Should’ve secured it earlier, but I’d been too focused on trying to talk her down. Avoid a situation exactly like this one. Tessa lunged upward and aimed her hands at the marble surface.

I snapped one of the barstools up off the floor, just fast enough to catch her by surprise. Her hands slipped, her foot caught into the sink, and she crashed down in a heap between the sink and the rest of the kitchen. I darted forward, seized the block of knives, and hurled it over my shoulder.

Tessa was on her feet in less than a second.

I backed off and raised my hands. “Tessa, I’m not trying to hurt you—”

“Screw you!”

She came straight at me, low and fast. Basic takedown technique, with plenty of muscle and anger behind it. I whipped up a wedge of Forceweaving, bounced her off a wall of invisible air, and knocked her against the counter to my left.

I backed up. Conventional wisdom said to go for my gun.

If I presented a threat like that, it would just drive her more feral.

“Tessa.” I bled some of the old well-trained authority in my voice. “I don’t want to do this. Please. Calm down, relax. I’m not trying to—”

“I didn’t ask for this!” Her voice cracked. “I didn’t ask for any of this!”

“I know,” I said. “It’s the conditioning, in your mind. Fight it. Dig deep.”

Tessa hauled herself up again and tore through the space between us.

Her curled fingers crashed against another small wall of willpower. It whizzed past my nose, and I fired off a straight push-kick into her belly to knock her flat on her ass.

I could see the fear behind the anger. Focus drifting in and out of her eyes.

Real, bone-deep terror that made my chest tight.

“Tessa,” I said quietly. “You’re scared. I get it. But fighting me isn’t going to help. It’s not going to stop the voices, the nightmares, and it’s not going to bring your brother back.”

“Nothing will!” Tessa shouted. “I’ve got nothing! No one! You killed him, and you’re going to kill me, and if I don’t, they’ll come for me!”

“I can protect you.”

“You? You’re going to protect me? You don’t even know me.”

“I know enough.”

“Yeah? What do you know?”

Tessa kicked back up onto her feet and locked her eyes on me. Her chest rose and fell, and discolored bangs hung either side of her face. She halted her attack, long enough to give me something to work with.

“I know what it’s like to have power you didn’t ask for. I know what it’s like when someone tries to use you as a weapon. And I know what it’s like to be alone and terrified and not know who to trust.”

My phone buzzed in my pocket.

Tessa’s eyes snapped onto it, and she stared up at me with a new flare of pure fury. The front door swung open, and the smell of cherry blossoms and sweet musk colored the air. A small, athletic figure in an oversized hoodie materalized behind Tessa with a tiny bloom of pink magic.

“Everything okay, jayiga?”

Tessa spun, lifted a foot, and drove a full back kick straight toward the gumiho. Nari warded off the kick with a picture-perfect block, and countered with a high roundhouse.

The blow caught Tessa behind the ear, just hard enough to rattle her brain without caving in her skull. Tessa staggered. Her hands came up too slow. Her Biomancy-enhanced reflexes couldn’t compensate for the fact that she’d just taken a kick from something that outclassed her in every meaningful way.

Something flared up behind Nari and a tail appeared from her lower back.

Blue-white energy crackled along its length and made my head swim.  The tail registered as something that existed halfway between physical reality and pure energy. I could see it with my eyes. Feel it with my magic.

Tessa hurled herself straight at Nari with her fingers curled into claws.

Nari wove around the attack and snapped off a perfect little kick combination that rolled Tessa back on her heels. The gumiho shoved her tail forward. The magical construct crashed into Tessa’s chest, right beside her heart, and a crackle of alien magic billowed out between the two of them.

Tessa hit the hardwood floor face-first, out cold.

I moved in before Grimm’s thrall could recover. I dropped my knee onto her spine between her shoulder blades. Not hard enough to break anything. Just hard enough to pin her in place.

My iron cuffs were already in my hand. I’d palmed them the moment Nari appeared. Old cop habit. Always have your restraints ready.

The cold metal snapped around Tessa’s wrists.

Tessa’s magical signature guttered like a candle in a hurricane. The violet Biomancy energy bled out of her aura, swirled out into the tiny runes cut into the cuffs, and grounded out into the air. The enhanced strength and speed vanished in the span of a single heartbeat.

She went completely limp beneath me.

“Sorry, kid,” I muttered.

Nari’s tail vanished. The blue-white energy dispersed into nothing. She cocked her head to the side and smiled at me. Bright and cheerful.

“Sorry, I tried to tell you—”

“Thanks for the assist,” I said. “What the hell was—”

Nari held up a sudden hand and cocked her head.

Her nose wrinkled.

“Company,” she said. “Police. Already in the lobby, on their way up. Tessa didn’t call them, did she?”

I shook my head. “Told the guy downstairs to do it if there was trouble.”

I hauled Tessa up. Her head lolled against my shoulder, and Nari darted to her other side to keep her full weight off me.

“Can you hear what they’re saying?” I asked.

Nari’s head tilted a little further. “Something about BNE?”

Oh, fucking hell.

The kid on the front desk might have called someone else before the police. Someone who could have painted me in a far worse light—and I only really had one guess as to who that might be. I cradled Tessa’s head down and slid her unconscious form up onto the kitchen bench.

“We need to get her out of here,” I said.

“I can’t carry the two of you of here,” Nari fired back.

“Can you carry her?”

“You trying to hurt my feelings?” She laughed.

“Can you get her out of here? Take her to your studio, keep an eye on her?”

Nari’s expression shifted. The playful energy drained out of her face like someone had pulled a plug. She stepped closer and put a hand on my chest. Right over my heart. Her fingers splayed across the fabric of my shirt.

“I can take the cops,” she said. “They’ll never even see me.”

“That’s not what this is about.”

“Then what is it about?” Her voice dropped. Became quieter. More intimate. “You getting arrested? Trying to punish yourself?”

“Give me some credit,” I said. “Someone got to the phone ahead of me. They take me in, process me, that gives you all the time in the world to make sure Tessa’s safe. And you can take her.”

“And what if they charge you?” Nari demanded.

Her hand tightened on my shirt and bunched the fabric in her fist.

“Ed,” she started.

“I need you to do this,” I said. “Please. If you can’t keep her in your studio, get her to Lila and tell Lila I’m calling in that favor. Keep Tessa safe. I’ll handle the rest.”

Nari stared up at me.

The fox spirit wanted to protect her territory and wanted to eliminate the threat. Wanted to grab me and vanish into the night where nobody could touch us. Something about that possessiveness washed straight through me and the sudden tension between us just told me that, despite the situation?

Yeah. I liked her. More than a little.

“You’d better get yourself out of this, because otherwise I’m coming for you,” Nari growled. “And I don’t care who I have to go through to make you’re okay.”

“I got it handled,” I assured her. “I used to be a cop, remember?”

“Favor for a favor,” the gumiho whispered.

She rose up on her toes. Her free hand curled around the back of my neck, and she pulled me down toward her.

Nari kissed me.

Not gentle, not soft. Desperate and fierce and tasting like Korean food and cherry blossoms. An involuntary growl rolled out of me, and I kissed her back. My hand found the small of her back, pulled her closer against me.

I let myself savor the feeling of it, if only for a second.

She broke away first. Her breath came hot against my mouth.

“I’m serious,” Nari said. “You better get yourself out of there.”

“I’ll be fine,” I said. “Go.”

Nari licked her lips, savored my taste for a moment, and then that irrepressible, adorable smile made her eyes sparkle again.

She scooped Tessa up like the kid weighed nothing at all. Blue-white energy flickered around both of them. The cherry blossom scent intensified until it made my eyes water. Nari slung Tessa’s unconscious body over her shoulder, and a blur of bright pink magic carried the two of them straight through the half-ajar door.

I breathed out, once, and forced my brain back into gear.

The local police were about to pick me up, and I needed to make their job as easy as possible. I had no idea who’d called this in, but if this place was paid for by Zilra.

Well. There was a certain Head of Acquisitions that I knew would love to see me locked away for a few days.

I pulled my Glock from its holster and set it on the kitchen counter. The spare magazine followed it. I unclasped my belt, left all of my anchors out in a neat, orderly fashion to make bagging them for evidence easier.

Footsteps pounded into the hallway outside.

I moved to the center of the room, nice and easy, shucked out of my jacket, and placed it on the ground next to me. I interlocked my fingers behind my head, and waited.

I had to hand it to the local cops—they handled the situation like pros.

The younger partner secured me on the floor and read me my rights. The older partner swept the rest of the rooms. They wouldn’t know what to look for, but that was a SENSE investigation waiting to happen. The young guy gave me the benefit of the doubt, at least, and let me sit on the couch.

“Edward Carter?” the first officer said.

“That’s me.”

I stood. Slow and careful. No sudden movements.

The second officer moved in from my left and gave me a proper look at his face. He was older and graying at the temples. He recognized me. I saw it in his eyes the moment they focused on my face.

“Carter?” he said. “Ed Carter? Holmes’s investigator?”

I nodded, but didn’t offer anything up.

“What are we looking at?” the older guy asked.

“Long story.”

“I bet. You know this is going to look bad,” he said. “Breaking into an apartment. No warrant. No probable cause. What am I supposed to think?”

“Lawyer,” I said with an apologetic shrug.

The older officer peered down at me and gave me that half-shrug, half-sigh that came with being in the same situation a thousand times before.

I’d been on both sides. I knew what it was like.

Two more officers arrived. Then a sergeant. Then someone from the detective squad who looked pissed off about being dragged out of bed at five in the morning. They photographed the apartment, bagged evidence. Took statements from the doorman and the couple in the apartment below who’d heard the fight.

Nobody got rough. They treated me with the kind of professional courtesy that came from recognizing my name. Even rocked back on my heels, I’d given them more questions than problems to answer.

They transported me to the 17th Precinct in Midtown East. Booked me. Processed me. Took my fingerprints and my photo and put me in a holding cell that smelled like piss and industrial cleaner.

Then they left me alone on a cold bench in an empty room.

At least I’d have some time alone to think.

Starting with a pretty obvious question.

Who had told the local cops my name, and accused me of a crime?
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I sat on the bench for a good hour and ran through my options.

Max was the obvious call. My old partner could get me out faster than anyone else, pull strings with the desk sergeant, maybe even make the whole thing disappear with the right paperwork.

But I’d already put enough on his plate. The Easy Fix massacre. The Chelsea murders. Every time I dragged Max into my mess, I shaved a little more off his career. And his trust in me. I was already out on a limb with this mess.

Sarah was the other play. If she vouched for my part in the investigation, this became a federal case. SENSE jurisdiction trumped local PD every time. The booking sergeant would hand me over to her, and I’d walk out the door with a consultation invoice instead of an arraignment.

But Sarah had already stuck her neck out. That anonymous complaint about my license had come from someone high up, and she’d promised to handle it. Calling in another favor felt like asking her to bet her career on mine twice in the same week.

I leaned back against the concrete wall and closed my eyes.

I turned the case over in my head again, looking for the loose thread.

Three European vampires, dead on the High Line. Grimm and Tessa, enhanced with Biomancy and pointed at immigrant ENEs like guided missiles. Addison’s operation at Easy Fix, connected to Zilra through a man in a suit. The synthetic Glamor, same chemical signature as what had nearly killed Jasmine. Vickers, showing up at the crime scene like he owned the place.

Which, technically, he might have.

Zilra owned properties all over Manhattan. Real estate was a great way to launder money and provide operational bases. If they owned Tessa’s building in Sutton Place, that explained how someone had called in my name before the doorman even picked up the phone.

Security cameras were my first guess. I hadn’t picked up on any other Farsight rituals or triggered wards on my way into the Sutton Place penthouses.

I opened my eyes and stared at the ceiling.

Vickers had been following this case from the beginning.

Not just following—orchestrating.

The murders had drawn attention and created chaos in the ENE community. The drug operation felt like an experimental drive to see just how easy it was to distribute through established networks.

And here I was, sniffing around and getting caught in the middle of everything.

Vickers had already tried to scare me off. Or recruit me. A little independent investigation via Nari had pushed Grimm to move up his vampire-hunting schedule.

I felt the familiar itch at the base of my skull.

Someone was working magic nearby.

At the edges of the precinct building, at the very least.

I closed my eyes again and reached for my Mana Core.

The holding cell wasn’t ideal for magic. Too much iron in the bars, too much ambient fear and misery polluting the air.

But I’d done Farsight in worse conditions. Under pressure.

I focused on my breathing. Four counts in, hold for four, four counts out. My Core flared up, and warm weight in my chest glowed at the touch of my will.

I’d used maybe sixty percent since the fight at Tessa’s apartment.

I wasn’t at full strength, but I had enough to work with.

I shaped the intent in my mind. Not the full ritual, just a quick peek. A ghost of Farsight, barely worth the mana expenditure. I didn’t have my Anchor to narrow down my vision. I gave my already-tuned magical senses a little extra boost.

My awareness stretched beyond the concrete walls.

I found the source of the magical disturbance a few seconds later and narrowed in on it. It was a familiar tempest of power, one I’d already run into this week.

A huge, soupy wave of barely-concealed power designed to impress and intimidate.

Vickers had just walked into the building.

I opened my eyes, and a tired grin touched my face.

My old nemesis was here, which meant Zilra cared enough about this situation to send their Head of Acquisitions. In person.

That was interesting.

Vickers didn’t handle small problems. He handled situations that required both legal expertise and the willingness to turn someone’s kneecaps into powder.

I stood up and worked through a few stretches to ease the stiffness in my joints. Tessa had really put me through my paces. I hadn’t slept much. My will and my nerves were stretched out and frayed.

I had a pretty good idea of what Vickers had arrived to talk about.

Which meant that I knew exactly who I needed to call.

The desk sergeant appeared twenty minutes later.

“Carter,” he said. “You got your phone call.”

He let me out of the holding cell, and I followed him down the hallway to a small room with a desk, a chair, and a landline that looked like it predated the internet.

The sergeant pointed at the phone and stepped outside.

He left the door open, per regulation.

I picked up the receiver, went through my mental address book of different ENE contacts, and found the one I wanted. The clock on the wall told me that I’d lost almost two hours—it was pushing close to 5am.

The phone rang three times before someone picked up.

“White Snake Tai Chi Academy.” Xiao Qing’s voice was warm and pleasant and still sent a shiver down my spine. “How may I help you?”

“It’s Ed Carter,” I said. “I need a favor.”

That warm tone turned frosty in an instant.

“Mr. Carter. How unexpected to hear from you at this hour.” A pause. “And from a police station, if I’m not mistaken.”

I resisted the urge to ask how she knew.

Xiao Qing had probably heard about my arraignment before Vickers had.

“I’m being held at the 17th Precinct,” I said. “Breaking and entering, though the charges are questionable. I need representation.”

“I am not a lawyer, Mr. Carter.”

“No,” I agreed. “But my gut tells me you know your way around the law better than I do. That, and you asked me to be in touch about the murders on High Line.

Silence on the other end.

Not dead air—I could hear her breathing, slow and measured.

“I have proof,” I continued, “of who may be behind the killings. And a potential witness who could blow open what looks like a conspiracy to unbalance the order in Manhattan.”

More silence.

Then, softly: “You have been busy.”

“It’s one of my best qualities.”

“And this witness—they are secured?”

“Yes.”

“By whom?”

I hesitated. Xiao Qing didn’t need to know about Nari’s involvement, and mentioning Lila would raise questions I didn’t want to answer.

“By someone Mr. Chan would approve of,” I said.

A low sound of amusement came through the receiver.

“How delightfully mysterious, Mr. Carter. I will be there shortly.”

The line went dead.

I hung up and returned to the hallway. The desk sergeant escorted me back to holding. I settled back onto the bench, watched the cell door clang shut behind me, and closed my eyes.

Vickers was somewhere in this building, probably working his personality and standing with the watch commander. I had a good feeling I’d be called up for a conversation sooner rather than later.

Vickers wasn’t the only one with interested parties looking over his shoulder.

They moved me to an interrogation room half an hour later.

The space was exactly I’d seen a thousand times before — a scarred table bolted to the floor, two chairs on opposite sides. A camera and microphone from the 90s sat in the corner of the room to observe the conversations inside.

The officer gestured to the seat, and I took it without an argument.

“Sit. Your lawyer’s on the way.”

“That’s all we’re waiting for?” I asked.

The officer gave me a strange look. He closed the door behind him.

I settled back into the chair to wait. I’d been on both sides of the table more times than I would have liked to admit, but the gumshoe gig definitely helped with patience.

The camera’s red light flickered once. Twice. Then went dark.

A wide, thick aura of pure power battered itself against the edges of my magical radar.

The door buzzed, swung open, and Derrick Vickers walked in.

He’d gone with a different suit this morning— an immaculate charcoal number with subtle pinstripes and a pocket square folded into a perfect presidential.

His ebony walking stick tapped softly against the linoleum as he crossed to the table. I held down my urge to say something and just met his eyes with a smile.

He didn’t sit. Vickers just stood there and looked down at me.

“Carter,” he finally said.

“Vickers.” I said the word like a curse.

His smile didn’t reach his eyes.

I folded my hands on the table in front of me, ready to whistle up an ad-hoc spell if I needed to. Hopefully I wouldn’t—but this bastard seemed to have more than a healthy interest in following me around.

“Camera’s off. You transmute the electronics, or just sweet-talk the watch commander?”

“Does it matter?”

“Call it professional curiosity,” I replied.

Vickers set his walking stick against the table and pulled out the opposite chair. He settled down onto the chair like a king taking his throne, and mirrored my posture. His magical energy swam out from him in an undisciplined flare of power.

“A bit of both, actually,” he said. “The equipment in this building is woefully outdated. A simple transmutation, really—just convinced the circuitry it would rather be inert than functional.”

The fact that he had the balls to admit it surprised me.

“Breaking and entering charges,” I said. “Bit heavy-handed, don’t you think?”

“Is it?” Vickers removed his glasses and cleaned them with his pocket square. “You were found in a private residence without a warrant, without SENSE authorization, and without the owner’s permission. Seems rather straightforward to me.”

“Zilra owns that building.”

“Zilra owns many buildings in Manhattan, Carter. We’re an investment firm.” He slid his glasses back onto his nose and met my eyes. “But yes, that particular property is one of ours. Which makes your presence there all the more problematic. You don’t take advice very well, do you?”

I shrugged. “Why are you here, Vickers?”

“To make you an offer.” He leaned back in his chair. “A standing offer, in fact. Have you given it any more thought?”

“You made me an offer? I didn’t hear it under all the condescension.”

“Carter, you wound me. I’m offering you a legitimate position with competitive compensation and benefits. Nothing condescending about it.”

“And it’s just a coincidence you’re making the pitch while I’m in lockup for breaking into one of your buildings?”

“Context is everything.” Vickers smiled. “You’re at a crossroads, Ed. Your SENSE consultant position is hanging by a thread. Your private investigation license is under review. You’ve made powerful enemies and precious few friends. And now you’re facing criminal charges that could put you in prison for two to five years.”

He paused, all for dramatic effect.

I couldn’t wait to see the look on his face when my lawyer showed up.

“Zilra could make all of that go away,” he continued. “One phone call. The charges disappear. The complaints to SENSE vanish. Your license gets renewed without question. And you’d walk out of here tonight with a signing bonus that’s more than you’ve made in the last six months combined.”

I said nothing.

“Someone with your skills shouldn’t be scraping by as an idiot gumshoe in Hell’s Kitchen,” Vickers said. “You could be making real money. Doing real work. Making a real difference.”

“SENSE had pretty good incentives out of NYOC,” I said. “That wasn’t enough to make me stay.”

“That’s because SENSE is a bureaucratic nightmare run by political appointees who’ve never seen real combat.” Vickers leaned forward. “We’re different. We understand that results matter more than paperwork. That sometimes you need to break a few eggs to make progress.”

“Is that what you call murdering unregistered immigrants? Progress?”

Vickers’s expression didn’t change. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Three European vampires. Dead on the High Line. Ring any bells?”

“I was at that crime scene in my official capacity,” Vickers replied. “Zilra has contracts with SENSE to provide consultation on certain matters. Much like your own position, as it happens.”

“How about Easy Fix?” I continued.

“A tragedy. Rogue elements operating without oversight. SENSE will handle the investigation, I’m sure. Supposing that they don’t appoint a Registered Mage to handle it quickly and quietly. SENSE does like to contract, after all.”

“So are you offering a job, trying to take mine, or trying to put me in jail?” I asked. “I’m getting my wires crossed here.”

Vickers closed his eyes and sighed.

“You’re worried,” I said.

“Worried?”

“About what I found in that apartment. About who I talked to. About what I know.” I smiled. “Otherwise you wouldn’t be here personally, trying to recruit me while I’m vulnerable. You’d send one of your junior associates with a form letter.”

Vickers’s jaw tightened.

Just a fraction, just for a second.

There it was.

“Your ass is already nailed to the wall, Carter,” he said quietly. “Zilra owns that building. We have the best lawyers in the country. You broke in without cause, without authorization, and you assaulted an occupant. That’s felony breaking and entering and assault. You’re looking at real time.”

He stood and scooped up his walking-stick with a little flourish.

“All you have to do is take my offer. Sign on with Zilra. Make as much money as you want, and leave all the dumb low-level shit to someone else.” He moved toward the door. “Think about it.”

“Why me?” I asked.

Vickers paused with his hand on the doorknob.

“Why am I so special?” I continued. “You’ve made this pitch twice now. The crime scene, and now here. Why do you care so much about recruiting one burned-out ex-SENSE consultant?”

Vickers turned to face me and gave me a nonplussed expression.

“I would’ve thought it was obvious,” he said. “You truly don’t know?”

I frowned at him.

“Because you’re rare, Carter. Genuinely rare.” His expression shifted. “Do you remember your Awakening? The Riverside Drive Incident?”

I still had plenty of nightmares about it. My face hardened.

“Something from beyond our reality broke through,” Vickers continued. “Not  a bloodline ENE. This was a genuine outside threat. It killed two people and would have killed more if you hadn’t been there. And when it attacked you—when it tried to tear your mind apart—your Mana Core didn’t just awaken. It erupted.”

He leaned against the doorframe.

I stared at him. I hadn’t heard anything like this from SENSE.

I’d looked into the creature that had come after me. Most of the NYOC staff had said the incident had been explosive—but not unique.

What did Zilra know that I didn’t
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Vickers’s eyes gleamed at my sudden interest. “They didn’t tell you?”

“Enlighten me,” I said.

“Natural Core Mages are one in ten million,” he said. “Most mages are awakened through trauma, training, or artificial means. But you? You were born with it, dormant, waiting for the right trigger. When that thing attacked you, your Core defended itself with enough force to incinerate a Class Three entity and blow out every window on the block.”

My mouth felt dry.

A Natural Core Mage?

Mana Cores sat within everyone. It usually took an absolute hellish blend of magic and trauma to Awaken. Extreme euphoria could do it, too, but those were far more rare.

I played up my curiosity and stared at him.

“SENSE snatched you up within hours because they knew what you were,” Vickers continued. “They saw potential for a weapon. But they wasted you. Bogged you down with politics and procedure and all the nonsense that comes with government work.”

He swung his stick up and pointed it at me.

“Zilra could unlock what you really are,” he said. “We have enhancement programs, boosting alternatives, training regimens that SENSE doesn’t even know exist. You’re operating at maybe thirty percent of your actual capacity. Imagine what you could do at a hundred percent.”

I had no idea what he was talking about.

I wouldn’t have even entertained this shit if I hadn’t felt strange fluctuations in my Core over the last few days. Something tugged at the edge of my awareness, and I smiled at him.

“Magic is awesome,” I said. “But it’s no substitute for brains.”

Vickers’s expression hardened. “Excuse me?”

“Using mind-magic to get into an interrogation room with me?” I smiled. “That’s stupid, Vickers. There are cameras everywhere in this building. Someone’s going to notice that they went dark the same time you walked in. Until you’re actually hired, SENSE is going to ask questions. And when they do, they’re going to start looking at Zilra a lot harder than you want.”

“Old technology fails all the time.”

“Sure. When someone with Class 2 Tempestry fucks with the electronics. In the middle of an active investigation.” I leaned forward. “That’s a federal crime, Vickers. SENSE takes a very dim view of mages interfering with mundane law enforcement. You just handed them cause to open an investigation into Zilra’s entire operation.”

His hand tightened on the head of his walking stick.

The presence at the edge of my awareness took center stage, and Vickers finally felt it, too. He pushed himself up onto his feet, and turned toward the door.

It buzzed open.

Xiao Qing walked in.

She wore a simple black qipao dress with jade embroidery. Dark hair pulled into a simple long braid fell over one shoulder, and her eyes zeroed in on my latest would-be employer.

Vickers looked like I’d just kicked him in the balls.

“Mr. Carter,” Xiao Qing said warmly. “I apologize for the delay. Traffic was unfortunate this time of day.” She turned to my oldest enemy. “Mr. Vickers. What a pleasant surprise to see you here. I wasn’t aware Zilra Incorporated had business with the 17th Precinct at this hour.”

Vickers recovered quickly—I had to give him that.

“Miss Bai.” He inclined his head in a nod of respect. “I was simply checking on Mr. Carter’s wellbeing. As a colleague and former classmate.”

“How thoughtful.” Xiao Qing’s eyes glittered. “I’m sure Mr. Carter appreciates your concern. But as his legal counsel, I’m afraid I must ask you to leave. Client privilege and all that.”

“Legal counsel?” Vickers’s voice was carefully neutral. “I wasn’t aware you practiced law, Miss Bai.”

“I don’t. But I am familiar enough with legal proceedings to serve as representation until proper counsel arrives.” She slid past him and joined my side of the table. “Now, if you’ll excuse us.”

Vickers didn’t move. “Mr. Carter isn’t being represented by an actual lawyer,” he said. “That’s highly irregular.”

I would have happily kneecapped someone for some popcorn.

The expression on Vickers’s face was priceless.

“Is it?” Xiao Qing tilted her head. “New York Criminal Procedure Law, Section 210.15, subsection 3. A defendant has the right to representation by counsel of their choosing, or by any person they designate to speak on their behalf during initial proceedings. Provided, of course, that the person in question is not themselves under investigation.”

“I am not under investigation, Mr. Vickers. Are you?”

Vickers’s knuckles whitened around his walking stick.

“What exactly is Mr. Carter being charged with?” Xiao Qing asked.

“Breaking and entering,” Vickers said. “Assault. Possibly assault with intent to cause grievous bodily harm, depending on the victim’s testimony.”

“The victim being?”

“The lawful occupant of apartment 43 at 200 East 57th Street.”

“And the owner of the property?”

“Zilra Incorporated.”

Xiao Qing’s expression didn’t change. Vickers’s eyes locked onto me.

“How interesting,” she said softly, “that Zilra would press charges against someone investigating a series of murders that have disrupted the supernatural community of Manhattan. One might almost think you had something to hide.”

“We have nothing to hide,” Vickers said tightly. “Mr. Carter broke into private property without cause. That’s a crime regardless of his alleged investigation.”

“Alleged?” Xiao Qing raised an eyebrow. “Mr. Carter is a licensed consultant for the NYPD. He was pursuing an active investigation into the deaths of three individuals found on the High Line. In the course of that investigation, he discovered evidence connecting those deaths to the occupant of apartment 43. He then contacted local law enforcement and waited on scene to provide a statement.”

Vickers’s eyes jumped between the terrifying ENE beside me and my smile.

Xiao Qing paused.

“Or are you suggesting that Mr. Carter broke in with criminal intent? Because if so, I would very much like to see the evidence supporting that claim.”

Vickers opened his mouth. Closed it.

“The cameras—”

“Malfunctioned,” Xiao Qing finished. “Yes, I’ve been informed. How unfortunate that the building’s security system failed at such a crucial moment. Though I’m sure a forensic examination of the equipment will reveal the cause. Wouldn’t you agree, Mr. Vickers?”

Vickers’s jaw tightened.

“Furthermore,” Xiao Qing continued, “I find it quite curious that a senior executive from Zilra Incorporated would personally visit a police precinct at five in the morning to check on someone arrested for breaking into one of their properties. One might wonder why you’re so personally invested in this case, Mr. Vickers.”

“I—”

“Unless, of course, Zilra has some connection to the events Mr. Carter is investigating. The murders. Perhaps even whispers about the enhanced individuals targeting immigrant ENEs.” She smiled. “Do you have any connection to those events, Mr. Vickers?”

The silence stretched out to a breaking point.

“I have nothing further to say,” Vickers said. “Zilra will take this matter up with SENSE directly.”

“Please do,” Xiao Qing said pleasantly. “I’m sure they’ll be fascinated to hear about your interest.”

Vickers gave me a death glare that told me that this wasn’t over.

The expression on his face was priceless.

I hadn’t seen him put that hard in his place in years.

The door closed behind him with a soft click.

Xiao Qing turned to face me. I avoided her piercing gaze.

“You used me,” she said.

Not a question. A statement of fact.

I lifted my eyes to hers and nodded. “Yes.”

“To intimidate Zilra’s attack dog. And to amuse yourself.”

No point in denying it.

“You got me.”

“I am not in the habit of being used as a weapon to frighten corporate entities, Mr. Carter.”

“I’m sure you’re not in the habit of a lot of things, Miss Bai. But you did ask me to give you information on the case.” I nodded toward the door. “I figured that included interested parties along with potential witnesses. And suspects.”

She studied me for a long moment.

Her smile scared me more than her stare.

“I suppose I shall make an exception in this particular case.” She moved to the opposite chair and settled easily into it. “Vickers’s presence here is confirmation of Zilra’s involvement. His reaction to my questions is evidence of guilt. Well played.”

It’d been close. A hell of a gamble.

One that I wasn’t sure would pay off just yet.

“Thank you.”

“Do not thank me yet.” The smile vanished. “Mr. Chan is growing impatient. We have established that Zilra is likely involved, but ‘likely’ is not enough. We need proof. Hard evidence. Or a witness who can testify to their crimes.”

“I’m working on it.”

“Work faster.” Her eyes glittered. “The ENE community is unsettled. The Five Families are demanding answers and calling for blood. Mr. Chan has maintained peace, but that balance is fragile. If it breaks because you cannot deliver up a mover behind this—”

She didn’t finish the sentence.

She didn’t need to.

“How much time do I have?” I asked.

“Less than you think.” She stood. “Come. Let us see about arranging your bail.”

* * *

Xiao Qing worked fast. One call to a very pissed-off Lt Holmes and one DAT later, and I was outside the Precinct. I took in a deep breath of the fresh air, then found a black Town Car waiting at the curb outside.

Xiao Qing paused on the sidewalk and turned to face me. “You have forty-eight hours,” she said. “Bring me evidence or bring me a witness. Something concrete that SENSE can act upon. Something that will allow Mr. Chan to resolve this matter properly.”

I’d gotten a lot of time limits lately. I was down to my last forty-eight hours for three different people—less, where Max was concerned.

“I’m under a lot of pressure here. Any chance I can push it further?”

Her expression didn’t change.

“Mr. Chan will resolve it improperly if you’re shown to be incompetent.” She gestured to the Town Car. “I’ve called you a cab. Go home. Rest. But do not rest long.”

She left the subtle threat hanging in the air. I stepped off the curb, nodded to the driver, and turned to thank her.

Mr Chan’ second-in-command had already vanished.

I got into the back of the cab and slid my phone out of my pocket.

Three missed calls from Nari. Two text messages.

The first read: Tessa is secure. Lila is PISSED but I handled it.

The second: Where are you? Call me.

I dialed.

Nari picked up on the first ring.

“Ed! Are you okay? I felt something weird a couple hours ago, like someone was pulling on magical threads near you, and I tried to trace it but then it went all fuzzy and—”

“I’m fine,” I interrupted. “Where are you?”

“Siren’s Call. Lila has Tessa locked up in one of the basement rooms. She’s secure, Ed. Iron cuffs, warded door, the whole thing.” A pause. “We need to celebrate.”

“Celebrate?”

“For a job well done! We got her, Ed. We got Tessa, and you’re okay, and we make a really good team.” Her voice dropped into something lower, more intimate. “I was thinking we could celebrate properly. Just you and me. Maybe dinner first. Maybe skip dinner.”

My brain, which had been running on adrenaline and spite for the last six hours, finally caught up with the implications.

The kiss in Tessa’s apartment. Nari teleporting away with that look in her eyes. Her text messages.

Oh.

“I’ll be there soon.”

“Really?” Pure, undiluted delight filled her voice. “You mean it?”

“Really.”

“I’ll be waiting.”

She disconnected.

Forty-eight hours to find evidence or a witness.

Tessa was the witness, and she was currently locked in Lila’s basement under guard. I had the pictures in my phone of the Zilra-owned apartment, the vampire-hunting gear, and the clear corkboard of the Five Vampire Families painted as targets. My head throbbed from the magic I’d pushed throughout the night.

Which meant I had time for dinner first. Breakfast. Whatever.

The city rolled past the windows, waking up to another day of chaos and possibility.

I leaned back against the leather seat and closed my eyes.

I needed to let off some steam. Figure out my next move.

And find a way to reward Nari for all the good work she’d done last night.
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The cab dropped me outside the Siren’s Call twenty minutes later. The club looked just as I’d left it yesterday. An unassuming shopfront, surrounded by the locals. I tipped the driver ten bucks, stepped out of the car, and checked my flanks.

Nothing out of the ordinary. Shit, I was tired. I waded through the early morning traffic, stepped into the alleyway, and banged on the side entrance. The door cracked open, and I spotted Hans in the gloom beyond.

“I was wondering when you’d show up.”

His tone was anything but friendly.

“I’m guessing an apology from yesterday isn’t going to make you feel any better about any of this?”

Hans held the door open and stayed well out of the way. “Not a chance,” he assured me. “She’s expecting you, and she’s not happy.”

“When is she ever?”

I walked past him into the empty club. The smell of stale cigarettes and spilled liquor hung in the air. Chairs sat upside-down on tables. The floor gleamed from a recent wash, and a blended haze of past supernatural activity clouded the whole place. Too varied and distant to make out anyone in particular.

My eyes swept the space, and I found Lila near the bar.

The siren had settled for a deep aquamarine silk robe this morning. An impatient look swam across her face, but it was nothing close to the borderline-homicidal glare that I’d picked up from her when I’d kicked her door down and threatened her security team.

“You have thirty seconds to explain why there’s a gumiho and an unconscious teenager in my basement,” she said.

“Good to see you too, Lila.”

Lila flicked her hand dismissively. “Now, Carter. Before I lose my patience.”

“I brought you the fifty thousand dollars in cash,” I reminded her. “I’m the only thing that’s keeping SENSE from drawing a connection between synthetic Glamor, Addison, and this club. And you said that you owed me a favor, didn’t you?” I strode over to the bar and eyed off the coffee machine. “I figured you’d understand. Given the circumstances.”

Lila let out a long-suffering sigh, but her eyes softened.

“You caught me at a bad time last night. We were closed. Your little friend almost tore through Hans to get inside. I barely caught three words of what she said.”

“She’s  like that,” I agreed.

Lila followed my stare to the machine, shifted the robe a little higher on her shoulders, and pulled a glass from under the bar. Her hands flew over the machine, and less than two minutes later, I had a steaming cup of fresh joe in my hands.

“Thank you,” I said.

“Don’t make me ask a second time,” Lila warned me.

“You’re all cuddles this morning.” I took a short sip of the coffee and let out a borderline-orgasmic growl of appreciation. “The girl downstairs is Tessa. She’s the one who killed the vamps on High Line.”

“She did that?”

“Wasn’t her fault. She was being mind-controlled by a dead mage named Grimm. Same guy I shot dead at Easy Fix. She’s  our star witness, and I’d take it as a professional courtesy if you let me talk to her first.”

Lila leaned forward on the bar. It was an innocent enough gesture, but it gave me a damn fine eyeful of her neckline and bust.

Focus, Carter.

“Done. So, two Rogue Mages?” Lila asked.

The hostility had melted into curiosity. Lila might have liked to act as if she was above me, but I was giving her golden information, and she knew I didn’t have to.

“I think Zilra’s behind it. Pretty sure they’re the ones who tried to set up a drug operation through Addison.”

“You’ve got proof?”

“Enough of it.”

“And the gumiho?”

“Nari helped me catch Tessa. I know she’s a handful, but I appreciate you taking her in when you were closed. It helped. Seriously.”

Lila scooped up a wine glass and poured out a measure of sparkling white. “How long do they need to stay here?”

“Few hours. Maybe less. I need to break the compulsion on Tessa and get her talking. Once I have her testimony, I can get SENSE involved properly. Then she’s out of your hair.”

“And if SENSE decides to raid my establishment anyway?”

“They won’t. I’ve got friends there who owe me favors. And if they do show up, you’ve got plausible deniability. You didn’t know who she was. You were doing me a favor as a consultant working an active case.” I met her eyes. “You can thank me by keeping all of this quiet.”

Lila drained her glass in a single swallow and set it down on the bar with a small shudder. “They’re private room upstairs. Second door on the left. Your friend is waiting there with the girl.” She turned away from me. “And Ed? Don’t make me regret this.”

She left me alone to finish my coffee and figure out how I was going to play it with Tessa and Nari. I was strung out, tired, but narrowly avoiding death had me sparked up more than being chronically single usually did.

I needed to rein that shit in, at least for the moment.

Work first. Fun later.

I took the stairs two at a time. The second floor of the Siren’s Call was reserved for VIP guests and private meetings. Thick carpet muffled my footsteps. Expensive art hung on the walls—originals, if I knew anything about Lila.

The second door on the left stood ajar.

I pushed it open and stepped inside.

Nari sat in a leather armchair near the window. Morning light streamed through the glass and turned her hair auburn. She’d changed out of her club clothes into leggings and an oversized hoodie that read Stray Kids World Tour across the front.

I had no idea how she’d managed to get a fresh set of clothes.

Had she run all the way home to Hell’s Kitchen?

I swept the room and found Tessa on a couch against the far wall. The iron cuffs kept her hands behind her. Her breathing was slow and even. One of Nari’s tails—ethereal blue-white energy—rested lightly on Tessa’s forehead.

The same tail that she’d used to knock out our little Rogue Mage.

“I thought that was you,” Nari murmured.

I closed the door behind us, locked it, and sidled over to the mahogany desk to my right. Nari pulled her tail back, and the energy dissipated with a soft twinge of something adjacent to Tempestry.

“You’re okay. I was worried when they arrested you.”

“Xiao Qing bailed me out.”

Nari’s mouth dropped open. “The Xiao Qing?”

“That’s her.”

“That’s terrifying.”

“It worked out for me.”

I crossed to the couch and checked Tessa’s pulse. Strong and steady. Her face looked younger in sleep—less angry, more vulnerable. More like a kid who’d been used and thrown away.

“How long has she been out?” I frowned. “And what did you do to her?”

“Asking about my secrets, are you?”

“Just want to make sure she’s okay,” I assured the gumiho.

Nari batted her eyelashes at me. “She’s been unconscious since we got here. The sleep curse will hold for another half hour. Maybe. She’s pretty strong.” Nari slipped off the chair and joined my side. “After that, I’m pretty sure she’ll wake up pissed.”

“I would be, if I was her.”

Nari leaned into my shoulder and inhaled deeply through her nose. “You smell different,” she said. “Stronger.”

My mind flickered back to Vickers and his mention of the Natural Core. “You sure that it’s not Xiao Qing?”

“No, it’s definitely you.”

Her fingers traced the edge of my jacket. “You captured the bad guy. Saved the girl. Proved Zilra was behind everything.” She stepped closer. “We make a good team.”

Barely contained sexual tension flickered between us.

“We do,” I managed.

“I’ve been thinking about that kiss.” Her hand slid up to my chest. “The one in Tessa’s apartment. Before I bailed and left you to take the heat for me.”

“That a fact?”

“I’ve been thinking about it a lot.”

Her other hand joined the first, and Nari circled around until she was standing toe-to-toe with me.

Both palms pressed flat against my shirt and warmth spread out from her touch.

“I’ve been thinking about a lot of things, actually. Things we could do together. Things I want to do to you.”

“Nari—”

“You’ve been teasing me for days, Ed. Months, really. Ever since I moved my studio to your floor.” Her fingers curled into my shirt. “Do you know how hard it’s been? Watching you walk past my door every day. Smelling you in the hallway. Hearing you through the walls when you’re working late.”

“I didn’t know—”

“You do now.” She pulled me down until our faces were level. “You knew, and you liked it. You like having me chase you. And you like making me wait.”

I wanted to argue with her. But Nari had come through for me. I could sit all day and try to figure out what the hell her game was. She’d taken insane risks over the last few days. Nothing that stuck out to me as some kind of honeytrap.

Going up against a Rogue Mage, messing with Zilra, even bringing me Jasmine—those things didn’t scream manipulative.

Nari watched the war in my eyes and her fingers curled in my shirt.

I wanted her. So badly. Right now.

But I couldn’t just let go of the situation at hand, either.

“This isn’t the best time,” I said quietly. “Tessa could wake up. Lila’s already pissed at me. I’ve got about forty hours to make sure that we can tie this to Zilra and SENSE can take over.”

“Then we should make the most of the time we have.” Her breath tickled my cheek. “I’m done waiting, Ed. I’m done being patient. I helped you tonight. I saved your ass. I brought you your prisoner.” Her eyes flashed gold. “Don’t I deserve a reward?”

Nari’s hands were under my jacket. Her body pressed against mine. Tight lines of muscle and curve, scented perfume and magical musk.

“I want you—” I began.

She kissed me. Hard and hungry and nothing like the desperate press of lips in Tessa’s apartment. This was deliberate and controlled.

I kissed her back. I couldn’t have stopped myself if I’d tried.

My hands found her waist, slid around to her tight, muscular ass. She made a sound low in her throat—half purr, half growl. Her fingers tangled in my hair.

We stumbled backward, away from the couch. My shoulders hit the wall. I could feel the strength, the enthusiasm spilling through every inch of her body.

“Tell me to stop,” she whispered against my mouth. “Tell me you don’t want this.”

“I can’t—

“Good.”

She kissed down my jaw. My neck. My fingers tangled up in the hem of her shirt, started to pull it upward. Full autopilot, no rational thought.

Nari’s warm fingers loosened my tie and attacked my buttons. Quick, dextrous strokes to get to my skin. She pulled my shirt out from my shoulders, half-shucked me out of my jacket, and found the scar on my shoulder.

“You need to let me take better care of you,” Nari panted into my neck. “Make sure you don’t get hurt like this again. Can’t have you bleeding all over the place.”

What the fuck was I doing? In Lila’s club, upstairs?

Nari kissed her way down over my chest. Her fingertips danced and swirled along my skin, all the way down to my belt, and old-fashioned duty got in the way of desire.

I caught her wrists. “Nari—”

She looked up at me. Her eyes were pure amber now. No brown left at all.

“You don’t want this?”

“I want this. Believe me, I want this. But not like this. Not in a borrowed room with an unconscious prisoner ten feet away.” I angled her chin back up to look into her eyes. “You deserve better than a quick tumble before I interrogate a prisoner.”

Her expression cycled through several emotions. Frustration. Disappointment.

Then something so incandescent it took my breath away. Pink light flared up from her back somewhere and made me flinch.

“You’re too good to me,” she said.

“I’m really not. I’ve dragged you down into the shit with me.”

“No, you are.”

She kissed me again. Slower this time. Sweeter.

I held it for a moment too long and pulled away from her.

Nari let out a disappointed huff, but her smile didn’t fade.

“Fine. We’ll do this properly. After the case is over. After you’ve saved the day and made sure Zilra doesn’t destroy your life.” Her fingers played along the outline of my chest. “But I’m holding you to that, Ed Carter. Don’t think you can tease me again and get away with it.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it.”

She stepped back.

Cool air rushed between us.

All I wanted to do was find out what she looked like under her clothes. Find out what kind of sounds she made when I touched her the right way.

“I’m going to go downstairs,” she said. “Get some coffee. Maybe splash cold water on my face.” She glanced at Tessa. “You should wake her up soon. Before I change my mind and drag you back to my studio.”

“Thanks for understanding,” I said. “Seriously, it’s not you.”

“I know.” She swirled a finger around at the ceiling. “It’s all of this, right?”

She walked to the door. Paused. Looked back at me.

“For what it’s worth? I think you’re brave and stupid and exactly the kind of trouble I’ve been looking for.” She smiled. “Don’t keep me waiting too long.”

“Trust me, the sooner I can get this done, the sooner we both get what we want.”

Nari bounced up on her toes with a little squeak of joy. Pink magic blurred around her, and the door closed shut and left the smell of crushed cherry blossoms in the air.

I leaned back against the wall and tried to get my breathing under control. My shirt hung open, and I could feel my heart hammering against my ribs.

Every nerve ending felt like it was on fire.

Fucking hell.

I buttoned my shirt, cinched up my tie, and straightened my jacket. Ran my hands through my hair until it looked less like someone had been pulling on it.

Tessa stirred sleepily on the couch.

Right. Back to work.

I crossed to the couch and knelt beside her. The iron cuffs hummed with grounding magic and kept her strength away from her. I wanted to take them off, but I’d seen the kind of power Tessa could generate.

I was already pushing it with Lila. More broken furniture wasn’t going to help our newly-repaired friendship.

My best shot at that was breaking whatever was left of Grimm’s compulsion.

I placed my hand on her forehead. Her skin was warm, and I could feel the leftover buzz of Nari’s sleeping curse coursing through Tessa’s body. My awareness expanded out over Tessa and I opened up the line to my Farsight.

The violet energy signature was still there. Wrapped around her Core like a parasite. Grimm’s last gift to his human weapon.

Dead threads of Farsight magic clung to the edges of Tessa’s Core, but they’d lost their grip up into her mind and out throughout her body.

Scuffing out the Ritual had chased away the last remnants of Grimm’s control.

I breathed a quick sigh of relief.

Tessa’s eyes snapped open. She stared at me for half a second.

Then she twisted like a snake and drove a knee up toward my groin.

I pushed out, caught the blow before it could hit me, and hopped up onto my feet and held out my hands to show her I was unarmed.

“Easy,” I said. “You’re safe.”

“Fuck you.” She swung her feet over the edge of the couch and strained against the cuffs. “Where am I? What did you do to me?”

“You’re at the Siren’s Call. My friend brought you here after you passed out.” I released her knee and stood. “I took care of Grimm’s Farsight Ritual. You’re free.”

Only one way to check that, though.

“Ed Carter,” I said.

Nothing. Tessa just gave me a confused growl and rattled the cuffs against each other behind her back.

“Free? I’m in handcuffs in some stranger’s building, and you’re telling me I’m free?”

“Free from the mind control. The physical restraints are temporary.” I walked to the chair Nari had left behind and sat down. “We need to talk.”

“About what?”

“About who set up Grimm. Who gave him the weapons and the targeting information on the vampires.” I leaned forward. “About what he did to you, Tessa. How he set you up to be his little suicide bomber.”

She glared at me, but I could see the confusion in her eyes.

Nari hadn’t been kidding. An invasive Ritual under her bed for God knew how long, but she’d already shrugged off the influence. The light in her eyes was her own, not some blank, drone-like obedience.

“I don’t know anything,” Tessa told me.

I shook my head and kept my tone gentle. “Don’t lie to me, Tessa. He laid a hard whammy on you, but he left your memory intact. I’ve seen things like this before.”

I gestured to the cuffs. “Tell me the truth and those come off. I  know Grimm didn’t operate in a vacuum. Someone funded him, and told both of you where to look for vampires.” I held her gaze. “And you were there for some of those conversations.”

Her jaw clenched, and she looked away. “Even if I did know something, why would I tell you? You killed Grimm. You had that fox thing knock me out. You cuffed me and dragged me to some supernatural clubhouse.” She met my eyes again. “Why the hell would I trust you?”

“Because right now, I’m the only thing standing between you and a very short, very violent future.” I counted on my fingers. “The Five Families want you dead for killing their people. SENSE wants you locked up and stripped of your powers for being a rogue vigilante. And there’s bigger and badder people than both of them who want to know why New York’s supernatural community is on fire.” I dropped my hand. “I know Zilra’s behind this. And they don’t like loose ends, either.”

Her face went pale, and she stared down at her lap for a long second.

That was all the confirmation I needed. Fucking Zilra had been behind this.

Now I just had to figure out why.

“I’m screwed,” Tessa whispered.

“Not, you’re not. You cooperate with me, give me everything you know about Zilra’s involvement, and I’ll keep you safe. Hell, blow the lid off this, and I might even be able to get you a slot at NYOC.”

Tessa glanced up at me. Tears glinted on her cheeks.

“NYOC?” she asked.

“New York Occult College. It’s where Awakened Mages get sent by SENSE once they’ve been determined not to be a threat to society.” I lowered my voice a little. “But if you don’t want anything to do with them, I get it. I can turn you loose. But if I were you, I wouldn’t want to spend the rest of my life looking over my shoulder, either.”

She was quiet for a long time. I could see her mind working. Weighing options. Calculating odds.

“What do you need from me?” she asked finally.

“Names. Locations. Anything that ties Zilra to Grimm’s operation.” I pulled out my phone. “And I need you to set up a meeting with whoever was Grimm’s contact. Tell them you need their help.”

Tessa shook her head. “That’s suicide.”

“I’m not asking you to actually go. I just need whoever pulled the trigger behind all of this to show up. I’ll be there with people who can handle them.” I met her eyes. “You help me take down the people who used you, and I’ll make sure you get a second chance. A real one. Not Grimm’s version where you’re just a tool.”

She stared at me. Searching for the lie. The trap.

I held her gaze and didn’t blink.

Tessa glanced down at her lap again and ground her teeth. “Okay,” she said. “I’ll help you. But if this goes sideways—”

“It won’t.”

“If it does, I’m blaming you.”

“Lean forward for a minute.”

Her eyes widened, and I held up my wrists together to show her what I meant. Tessa twisted until I could see her hands. I unlocked them with a little prod of Forceweaving, braced myself for an attack.

Tessa just sat back and let out a shudder as pins and needles rippled down through her arms.

“Thanks,” she said.

“Don’t make me regret it. I’ve already been on the wrong side of an attempted asskicking once.” I stood and crossed to the couch. “Now. Let’s start with names. How did you meet Grimm? When did you first learn magic? And how did you get your hands on the gear and the locations?”

Tessa took a breath. Then she started talking.

I hit record, pulled the chair around to face her, and held up the camera.
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I leaned forward and placed my phone on the table between us. “Can you state your full name for the record, please?”

“Tessandra Malone,” Tessa said. “Don’t ask. My family’s weird.”

Shit, even hearing a joke from her made her sound that much more human.

I grinned at her and shot her a thumbs up. “This is Edward Carter, Class 2 Registered Mage, recording a testimony.”

Tessa took a deep breath, and I gave her an encouraging nod.

“Start from the beginning,” I said. “How did you meet Grimm?”

Tessa’s jaw worked. She stared at the phone’s camera like it was a loaded gun.

“Online,” she said finally. “There’s these forums where people talk about vampire attacks. Most of it’s garbage—conspiracy nuts and LARPers who think they’re hunters because they watched Blade too many times. But I needed somewhere to vent after Tommy died.”

“Your brother?”

“Yeah.” She swallowed. “I posted about what happened. How the official report said overdose but I saw the marks on his neck. How nobody believed me. How the cops treated me like I was crazy.”

A sharp pang of sympathy rolled into my belly.

I’d heard about cases like this before.

“Grimm reached out through DMs. Said he knew what I was going through. That he’d lost family to vampires too. That the authorities covered it up because they were in bed with the bloodsuckers.” Tessa’s voice went flat. “He said if I wanted justice, I’d have to take it myself.”

“How did you know he wasn’t a kook himself?”

“He sent me photos.” Her eyes met mine. “Crime scenes from other cities. Bodies with the same marks Tommy had. News articles about mysterious deaths that got buried. He had documentation going back decades.”

Smart bastard. Build the paranoia first, make her feel like she’d stumbled onto a hidden war.

“How long before he asked you to meet him?”

“Three months. He said he was training someone else in Chicago but he’d be in New York soon. That if I was serious about making them pay, I should be ready.” She paused. “I told my parents I was going to stay with a friend in the city. Got on a bus. Never went back.”

The guilt in her voice was palpable. I’d seen it before—people who burned their old lives down and couldn’t find their way back through the ashes.

“What happened when you met him?”

“He picked me up at Port Authority in a rental car. Took me to the penthouse in Sutton Place. I thought it was weird—this place was expensive as hell, and he said he was just a teacher—but he explained it belonged to a donor who supported his work.” Tessa’s laugh was bitter. “I was so stupid.”

“You were grieving. That’s different.”

She shook her head. “He told me I had potential. That most people couldn’t do what needed to be done, but I had the anger. The drive. He said we’d start training the next day.”

“Did he explain about magic right away?”

“No. First week was all physical. Combat drills, weapons handling, studying vampire lore. He had this whole library of books about different species, their weaknesses, their territories. Made me memorize the Five Families’ hierarchy.” She rubbed her wrists absentmindedly. “Then he said it was time to see if I had the gift.”

Fucking hell.

“He gave me something to drink. Said it was an herbal mixture that would open my spiritual channels.” Tessa’s voice dropped. “It tasted like battery acid mixed with flowers. Burned going down. Then he made me sit in this circle he’d drawn on the floor and meditate while he chanted.”

“What did it feel like?”

“Like someone turned on every light in my brain at once. Colors got brighter. Sounds got sharper. My heart felt like it was going to explode out of my chest. I was happy—happier than I’d been since Tommy died. Everything felt possible. Perfect.” Her jaw tightened. “Then the pain started.”

I’d heard variations of this story from other Awakened. The moment the Mana Core forced itself into existence was never gentle. But what Grimm had done was different.

Artificial, forced, and dangerous.

“He kept chanting. The circle started glowing. I felt something inside me tear open—not physically, but it hurt worse than anything I’d ever felt. Like my soul was being ripped apart and stitched back together wrong.” Her hands shook. “When it stopped, I could feel it. This warmth in my chest. This power.”

“And Grimm told you what it was.”

“Said I was Awakened. That I was one of the chosen few who could use magic to fight back against the things that preyed on humanity. That he’d known I had the potential the moment I messaged him. That now we could really begin.”

I gave her a minute to make sure she was good.

“The drink he gave you,” I said carefully. “Do you remember what it looked like?”

“Clear. But it had this shimmer to it when the light hit it right. Like oil on water.”

Mana booster. Had to be. The artificial kind that was banned in twelve countries and would get you thrown in a SENSE black site if they caught you with it. The stuff forced dormant Cores to activate by flooding the body with concentrated magical energy. Survival rate was close to twenty percent. For those who lived, the Core always developed the wrong way—unstable, prone to surges, and usually dependent on external sources to maintain power.

“That’s highly illegal,” I said. “Across the board. SENSE, the Arcane Council, even most ENE communities ban it.”

Tessa shook her head. “I don’t know what most of that means.”

“I know. I’m just explaining why Grimm had to source it from somewhere with deep pockets and no morals.” I gestured for her to keep going. “How long before you started the actual hunting?”

“Three weeks. He trained me every day. Biomancy drills until I could punch through concrete. Speed work until I could cross the apartment in a heartbeat. He was rough about it—would hit me if I messed up, push me until I collapsed—but he said it was necessary. That vampires wouldn’t show mercy, so neither could we.”

Classic abuser playbook. Isolate, condition, brutalize.

Make the victim grateful for the scraps of approval.

“He never tried anything?” I asked. “Sexually, I mean.”

Tessa gave me a quick shake of her head. “No. He was focused. Almost mechanical. Like I was a weapon he was building, not a person.” She paused. “Sometimes that felt worse. At least if he’d wanted me, I would’ve been human to him.”

Fuck. The damage this bastard had done would take years to deal with.

“When did he tell you about the targets?”

“Week four. Said we were ready for our first hunt. That three vampires from Eastern Europe had arrived in the city and were hunting illegally. That the Five Families knew about it but were dragging their feet on enforcement. That we needed to send a message.” Tessa’s voice went hollow. “He took me to the High Line that night.”

My stomach turned. She’d been there. Witnessed it.

Maybe even participated.

“Tell me what happened.”

“We waited until after midnight. The vampires were feeding in an alley off the High Line—some homeless guy they’d grabbed. Grimm said it was proof they needed to die. That they were monsters preying on the vulnerable.” She closed her eyes. “We followed them up into the gardens. Used some kind of spell to freeze two of them in place while he tore the third one apart. Just... ripped him to pieces with his bare hands.”

“And you?”

“I just watched. Couldn’t move. Couldn’t breathe. It was so much blood.” Tessa opened her eyes. “The other two tried to run. Grimm told me to stop them. I tackled one. Held him down while Grimm crushed his chest. The third one got about twenty feet before Grimm caught him.”

“Did you kill anyone that night?”

“No. I just—I couldn’t. I wanted to. God, I wanted to. But when it came down to it, I froze.” Her voice cracked. “Grimm was disappointed. Said I needed more conditioning. That the compulsion hadn’t taken hold properly yet.”

SENSE would’ve had a field day with Grimm.

Hopefully this would be enough to blow Zilra’s balls clean off.

“The compulsion,” I said. “When did you realize he was using magic on you?”

“I didn’t. Not until you told me in the apartment.” Tessa clenched her hands. “But looking back, I can see it. The way my thoughts would just stop sometimes. How I’d agree to things without questioning them. How nothing bothered me as much as it should have.” She looked up at me. “I remember everything I did. Every decision I made. But it’s like I was watching someone else make them. Does that make sense?”

“He was using a Farsight Ritual while you slept to make you more susceptible to his commands.”

I’d seen compulsion victims before. The good news was that Grimm’s death had broken the active spell. The bad news was the psychological damage would linger for years.

“Talk to me about Zilra.”

Tessa’s expression darkened. “The next day. After the High Line. Grimm said we had a meeting. Took me to a parking garage in Midtown. Some guy was waiting there—wore a hat and a suit. Had three huge guys with him who looked like bouncers on steroids.”

“What did the guy look like?”

“White. Maybe forty. Dark hair. Expensive watch. Smelled like cologne.” She paused. “Called himself Dyson.”

Obviously fake.

Probably pulled it from the vacuum cleaner brand and thought he was clever.

“What did Dyson want?”

“He had guns for us. Assault rifles. Said it was a gift from interested parties who appreciated our work.” Her jaw tightened. “Then he gave Grimm more files on the Five Families. Locations of safe houses, daily routines, security details. Everything we’d need to hit them hard.”

This was it. The connection.

“Did he say who he worked for?”

“No. But Grimm called him ‘the Zilra contact’ after he left. Said we had powerful allies who wanted to see the vampire problem handled permanently.”

I paused the recording and lowered the phone. “You doing okay?”

Tessa swallowed, wiped her eyes on her sleeve, and nodded. “How is it?”

“You’re saving  my life here, Tessa. Good to keep going?”

Tessa nodded. “Let’s get this over with.”

I resumed the recording. “What did you make of the other guys with Tyson?”

“Grimm told me I could take them. That they were enhanced but sloppy. That I needed to prove I was ready for bigger targets.” Her voice dropped. “I didn’t care anymore. About them, about anything. I just wanted to kill vampires. Make someone pay for Tommy. Grimm’s voice in my head kept saying it was right. That this was justice.”

The compulsion had ramped up to a fever pitch.

“When did you attack Easy Fix?”

“Yesterday. Grimm said Addison was distributing drugs that were killing humans. That he was a key lieutenant in the Richelstein operation and taking him out would send a message.” She flinched. “We went in hard. I remember the shooting. Remember Grimm deploying the flechettes. Remember watching those vampires die.”

Her eyes met mine. “I remember you,” she said. “You had a couple of moments where you could’ve shot me. You were trying to stop us, but Grimm got in the way.”

I nodded. “Did you kill anyone there?”

Tessa nodded slowly. “The one behind the desk. He was wounded. Trying to crawl away. Grimm told me to finish it.” Her voice broke.

“And then Grimm ordered you to run.”

“Yeah.” Tessa cleared her throat and leaned forward, elbows on knees. “Last thing he said to me. Run and wait for contact.” She looked down at her hands. “I got about three blocks before the fog in my head started to clear. Realized I’d just helped murder a bunch of people. Vampires, I know, but—”

I let the silence stretch. Let her process.

“Dyson called Grimm before that,” she said after some time. “I heard part of the conversation. He was pissed about something. Said the timeline had moved up. That they needed to handle loose ends before someone got too close.”

That tracked with my confrontation with Vickers at the High Line crime scene. They’d known I was investigating. Known I was dangerous to their operation.

“Have you ever heard the name Vickers?”

Tessa shook her head. “No. Just Dyson.”

“One more question. Would you consider yourself culpable for the murders at Easy Fix?”

She met my eyes. The girl who looked back wasn’t the weapon Grimm had built. She was just a scared kid who’d made terrible choices.

“I remember doing it. But I felt like I was drugged up. Distant. Everything was muffled except Grimm’s voice telling me what to do.” She paused. “I don’t know if that makes me guilty or not. But I know I helped kill. That their blood is on my hands whether I was in control or not.”

She took a deep breath. “I thought they were just monsters. And they are. But if they’re living here, and there’s someone who actually cares, then I can’t see them being all the same.”

“If you could do it all again—knowing what you know now—would you?”

“No.” The word came out fierce. “I was angry. Grieving. I wanted monsters to pay for what they did to Tommy. But I became a monster myself. I hate what I see in the mirror, and I hate—” Tessa shook her head. “I just want to go home. Forget all of this ever happened.”

I verbally logged the time and date, stopped the recording, and pocketed my phone.

“Thank you,” I said. “That took guts.”

Tessa just stared at the floor. “What happens now?” she asked.

“Now we find you somewhere safe to sleep.”
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A knock at the door made Tessa’s head jerk up. She slid back on the couch and stared at the door.

I held up a hand to calm her down.

The door swung open, and Nari poked her head in. She grinned at the two of us, pushed the door open, and strolled in with a wide tray stacked with toasted sandwiches and cups of coffee from downstairs.

“Hungry?” she asked brightly.

Tessa stared at the food like a starving animal.

Nari’s expression softened. She set the tray down on the desk, scooped up a pair of sandwiches with a coffee, and brought them over to Tessa.

“Eat. You look like you need it, jagiya.”

Tessa still hesitated.

“I trust her, if that helps,” I said.

“I’m sorry about—”

“Eat,” Nari said. “I’m starving just smelling these.”

I took one of the coffee cups—black, no sugar, exactly how I liked it—and watched Tessa tear into Nari’s makeshift lunch.

She was a loose end. A witness. A weapon that had been pointed at vampires and then discarded. It was a 50-50 on whether or not SENSE could send someone to pick her up before the Five Families or Mr Chan got wind of her.

And I knew for a fact that Zilra would want her silenced.

But she was also a kid who’d been manipulated by a bastard with a grudge and a budget.

“What do you want to do with her?” Nari asked quietly.

I took a long drink of coffee and felt the warmth spread through my chest.

“I’m taking her back to my apartment. Keeping her safe there.” I met Nari’s eyes. “We’ll contact SENSE. Set up a meeting with this Dyson character. Let the proper authorities handle it.”

Tessa stopped eating. “You’re turning me over to SENSE?”

“I’m giving you a chance to testify. Tell them everything you told me. Make it official.” I leaned against the wall.

She processed that. Swallowed hard. “And if I say no?”

“Then you’re on your own. Five Families, Zilra, SENSE—they’ll all come for you eventually. You might get a 24 hour head start.” I kept my voice level. “Your choice.”

Tessa looked down at the half-eaten sandwich in her hands. “I’ll do it,” she said quietly. “Testify, I mean. If it helps stop Zilra from doing this to someone else.”

“Good.”

Nari smiled and squeezed Tessa’s shoulder. “You’re brave, sweetie. This will work out. Ed’s good at fixing impossible situations.”

“I wouldn’t go that far,” I muttered.

Tessa finished the sandwich and grabbed another one. Color returned to her face. The hollow look in her eyes had already faded.

“What about the meeting?” she asked. “With Dyson.”

“Let me handle it,” I assured her. “I’ll make sure it’s somewhere I can control the environment. Minimize collateral damage.” I drained the rest of my coffee. “I’ll have backup. You won’t be anywhere near it.”

“But I could help—”

“No.” My voice came out harder than I intended.

Tessa flinched, and I softened my tone.

“You’ve been through enough,” I said. “This is what SENSE is for, Tessa.”

She gave me an unconvinced nod. Nari patted her shoulder again.

I pulled out my phone and sent a quick text to Holmes.

Got a witness. Setting up a meeting with Zilra contact tomorrow night. Need backup on standby.

His response came back thirty seconds later.

Location?

TBD. Will update.

You bringing SENSE in on this?

Count on it, I typed back.

I pocketed the phone and poured out another coffee. The Siren’s Call was quiet at this hour—most of the ENE clientele wouldn’t show up until well after midnight. I could hear Lila’s staff setting up for the evening shift.

The jazz band’s warm-up drifted up from the main floor.

I should have been exhausted and crashed hours ago.

But the excitement of having a silver bullet against Zilra—along with Nari—had chased away any thought of sleep from my mind.

I made a mental note to talk to Sarah the second I got back to my apartment.

Tessa drained her cup of coffee and dropped back onto the couch with a sudden sigh of relief.

“Better?” I asked.

“Yeah. Thanks.” She glanced up at the two of us. “So what now?”

“Now we head back to my apartment.” I pushed off the wall. “You’ll stay there until this is over. Watch TV, read books, catch up on sleep. Eat as many breakfast bagels as you want.”

Tessa’s eyes brightened at the mention of food.

“Oh, you and I are going to get along great,” Nari said.

“Let’s move it out, team.”

We headed downstairs, through the empty club, and out into the morning hum of Tribeca. Taxis and people swirled through the streets around us, and I brought up the rear and kept my head on a swivel.

Tessa walked ahead with Nari. The gumiho kept up a steady stream of chatter—recommendations for K-dramas, questions about Tessa’s taste in music, suggestions for places to get good Korean food.

Standard Nari behavior.

The girl was constitutionally incapable of awkward silence.

Tessa responded in monosyllables at first, but she started to relax and engage with the gumiho. She was actually smiling by the time we reached the subway station,

“You watch Squid Game?” Nari asked.

“Everyone’s seen Squid Game,” Tessa said.

“But did you watch the Korean version or the dubbed one?”

“Subtitles. Dubbed is for cowards.”

“See? I knew I liked you.” Nari beamed at me. “What about you, Ed?”

“You think I’m smart enough to read and watch at the same time?”

Tessa actually laughed. A real laugh. The sound startled her enough that she stopped mid-step.

Nari squeezed her hand. “It’s okay to be happy, sweetie. Even after everything. Especially after everything.”

Tessa’s eyes went wet. She blinked hard and nodded.

We took the subway north. The morning crowd was packed—shift workers on their way into the office, tourists getting a tour of Manhattan. I kept my eyes peeled for anyone who had even a whiff of magic.

Nobody paid us any attention. We were in the clear, for the time being.

I spent the ride thinking through trapping Dyson. I’d need to pick a location that gave me advantage—open sight lines, multiple exits, minimal civilian presence. Floyd Bennett Field was abandoned enough. Or maybe somewhere in the Navy Yard. Lots of empty warehouses.

Easy for Holmes or Sarah to position backup without being spotted.

Nari and Tessa sat across from me, talking about some K-Pop group’s latest comeback. The gumiho’s natural enthusiasm was infectious. Tessa was actually engaged now. Asking questions. Offering opinions.

This was good. The kid needed normal. Needed to remember what it felt like to just be a person instead of a weapon.

We got off at 50th Street and walked the remaining blocks to my building. We stopped by Rafi’s to pick up additional coffee and bagels.

Murphy’s was closed, and I was glad of it. The less local ENEs that saw me moving around with Tessa and Nari, the better.

The bagels tried and failed to stay alive up the stairs to my place.

“Home sweet home,” I said, and shoved the front door open. “Give me a minute.”

Nari and Tessa gave me a strange look as I stepped inside, closed the door, and made my way over to the hidden set of symbols that sat beside my coathook. I used a tiny dose of my magic to bring down the wards around my apartment for a full sixty seconds, and then opened the doors for the girls again.

Tessa stepped inside and looked around. “It’s... normal.”

“Were you expecting a wizard’s tower?”

“Kind of, yeah.”

“Sorry to disappoint.” I flipped on the lights. “Couch folds out. Bathroom’s through there. Kitchen’s a disaster but the coffee maker works. Don’t touch the filing cabinet or the desk drawers.”

Tessa nodded. Nari immediately started making herself at home—she made a disappointing sound at my empty fridge. She flicked on the TV, and I found the spare blankets in the wardrobe in my bedroom.

I checked my phone. No messages from Holmes.

Nothing from Sarah. Radio silence from Xiao Qing.

Tomorrow was going to be interesting.

I looked at Tessa. She stood in the middle of my living room looking lost.

“You’re safe here,” I said. “Get some sleep. We’ll figure out the rest in the morning.”

She looked me straight in the eyes. “Thank you. For not killing me. For not turning me over immediately. For everything—”

“Thank me when we’re out of the weeds,” I said.

Nari guided her to the couch and dropped down beside Tessa. Our prime witness tried in vain to watch TV, but she was unconscious in less than two minutes. The gumiho slid out from the blankets beside her, and hopped up to meet me as I headed for my desk.

“You’re a good person, Ed Carter,” she said in my ear.

“I’m really not.”

“You are. You just don’t want people to know it.”

She kissed my cheek and gave me a suggestive tug toward my bedroom.

“Nari, I’ve got to send something off to SENSE—”

“Tessa’s out cold. And they can wait. It’s not like they’ve been hanging off the phone waiting for you to get back to them, is it?”

I grimaced. She had me there.

Nari’s fingers hooked in my belt, and she gave me that same smoldering look that she had back at Lila’s. She let out a soft whine, the same one that she’d made when I’d squeezed her ass and pulled her up against me.

I could keep delaying the inevitable.

But I didn’t want to. And Nari was right.

SENSE could wait a while.
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I let her pull me toward my bedroom.

My exhaustion disappeared somewhere between her fingers hooked in my belt and the door closing behind us. Nari’s eyes blazed amber in the dim light. She turned and hopped up. The gumiho wrapped her legs around my waist, right up against the tent in my pants, and squeezed with surprising strength.

“I’ve been waiting so long for this,” she whispered against my mouth.

“Yeah?”

“Months.”

We kissed. All hunger and sweetness and little nips of teeth. Nari dropped out of my arms, landed on her tiptoes. Her hands tugged at my shirt. I helped her get it over my head, and she tossed it somewhere behind me. Nari’s mouth found my neck, and she kissed every inch of exposed skin she could reach. Her teeth grazed my collarbone, and I let out a little growl in reply.

The sound made her jump up into my arms again.

Nari quivered against me with barely-contained energy. As if she was about to fly apart at the prospect of finally getting me alone.

I walked us toward the bed. She clung tighter and ground against me through our clothes. Her scent evolved with each step closer to the bed—sweet incense mixed with cherry blossoms. It got strong enough to make my head spin. I dropped her down onto the edge of the bed, but she bounced off it.

Nari slid down my body and dropped to her knees in front of me. She made quick work of my belt and jeans and stripped them down my legs along with my boxers. I kicked them aside. She stared up at me with those burning amber eyes and licked her lips.

“You’re beautiful,” she said.

I sure as hell didn’t feel it. But the raw lust in her eyes was impossible to argue with. She smiled up at me, touched her nose against the underside of my cock, and then wove away from it.

Nari sprang back up to her feet and pulled her oversized band shirt over her head in one fluid motion. The sports bra underneath followed seconds later. My breath caught. Her breasts were perfect—small and firm with dusky pink nipples already hard. She hooked her thumbs in her legging, dropped back on the bed, and peeled them down. The gumiho tore her clothes off like they were burning her skin, and left a set of simple black panties over herself.

“You’re staring,” she said.

“Can you blame me?”

“Come here. I’ll give you a better view.”

Nari snagged my wrist and pulled me backward onto the bed. I twisted and landed on my back against the pillows. She crawled up my body. Her skin was impossibly smooth. Warm. She straddled my hips and ground down against my cock through her panties.

The friction was incredible.

She leaned down and kissed me hard. Her tongue slipped into my mouth, and I tasted something sweet—honey and cinnamon and magic. My hands found her waist and squeezed. Nari moaned into my mouth and made my tongue buzz from the force of it.

She sat up and reached between us. Her fingers hooked the side of her panties and pulled them aside. I could feel warmth radiating out of her, spreading out over the covers and covering her in a thin sheen of sweat. Nari positioned herself above me and locked eyes with me.

“Now you find out what you’ve been missing out on,” she whispered.

I bit back a full-throated snarl as she took my cock an inch at a time. She was tight and wet and perfect. Nari’s head fell back and she let out a keening whine that echoed off the walls. Her hips rolled in slow circles and set off starbursts behind my eyes.

“So good,” she whispered. “You feel so good.”

Nari started to bounce up and down. She rode me like her life depended on it—fast and hard and desperate. Her breasts bounced with each thrust. The scent of cherry blossoms and sex filled the room. She was so vocal it made my ears sting—gasping and moaning my name with every movement.

I reached up and covered her mouth with my hand.

“Tessa’s sleeping,” I reminded her.

Nari’s eyes flashed pure gold for a second. She bit gently into my palm and licked the skin there. The sensation went straight to my downstairs. I bucked up into her and she whimpered against my hand.

Her movements became erratic. Nari’s entire body tensed, and she went rigid above me. Her inner walls clamped down like a vice, and she screamed into my palm as her orgasm tore through her.

I almost came right then and there.

The sight of her coming apart on top of me—back arched, eyes blazing amber, mouth open in a silent scream—was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.

It took years of professional and personal discipline to hold myself back.

Nari collapsed forward onto my chest. Her heart hammered against my ribs. Aftershocks rippled all the way through her body. She kissed my jaw and my neck and anything she could reach. Her tongue flickered out, sweet and wet and warm, and the feeling of it just drove me even more wild.

“Don’t stop,” she panted. “Please. I need more.”

I rolled us over and pinned her under my weight. Nari wrapped her legs around my waist and pulled me deeper. I kissed her slowly this time—taking my time to explore her mouth while I moved inside her with long, deep strokes.

She was incredible like this too. Submissive but enthusiastic. Her hands roamed everywhere—my shoulders, my back, my ass. Her fingernails dragged lightly over my skin and left trails of fire in their wake.

“Ed,” she moaned. “Please.”

“Please what?”

“More. I need more.”

I gave it to her. I hooked her leg over my shoulder and changed the angle. Nari’s eyes rolled back and pink magic sparkled around her pupils like little fireworks. Magic flared up between us in a heady wave of new sensation.

I picked up my pace and drove into her harder. Nari met me thrust for thrust. Her second orgasm built slower but hit harder. I could feel it in the way her breath caught and her fingers dug into my shoulders hard enough to bruise.

The pink magic intensified until it spilled out of her eyes like tears.

“Come for me,” I said against her mouth.

Nari shattered. Her whole body arched off the bed and she cried out. The pink magic exploded around us in a shower of ethereal sparks, bounced off the covers, and scattered down over the wooden floorboards. My Mana Core flared up at the touch of unknown energy, but I just held her through the crazy, panting shudders attacking her body.

When she finally came down, I pulled out and kissed my way down her body. Over her collarbone. Between her breasts. Across her flat stomach. Nari’s fingers tangled in my hair.

“What are you—oh, Ed—”

I settled between her thighs and licked a long pathway up over her pussy. She tasted incredible. Sweet. Like honey and fruit and chocolate all rolled up into one. Nari’s hips bucked against my mouth.

I took my time and used my tongue to explore every fold and curve. Found the spots that made her gasp and focused there. Nari’s thighs trembled on either side of my head. Her fingers tightened in my hair. I caught hold of her thighs and kept them open, stopped her from crushing my skull.

“Ed. Oh gods—Right there.”

I sucked her clit into my mouth, and Nari screamed. Her third orgasm bubbled up, and she ground against my face. I held her down with my hands on her hips. Let her ride it out until she was shaking and whimpering.

I kissed my way back up her body. Nari grabbed my face and kissed me hard.

“I want your cum,” she said against my mouth. “I need it. Please.”

“You’re going to have to take it—”

The gumiho didn’t let me finish. She shoved me onto my back and straddled me again. She didn’t tease, didn’t toy with me—her panties had vanished somewhere in the movement. Nari drove her pussy straight down onto me, soaking wet and still tight. She fucked me like an athlete—all strength and control and supernatural flexibility. Her hips moved in circles, little thrusting movements that I’d never had before.

I wasn’t going to last long.

“Nari—”

“I know. Give it to me.”

She clenched around me on purpose and that was it. I was done. My orgasm slammed through me like a freight train. Nari pounced up off my cock in a blur of pale, naked skin, and bounced back onto my thighs. Her lips seized the head of my cock, and her tongue slid out to hold the underside of my shaft.

Holy fucking hell, she knew what she was doing.

She sucked me through every wave. Swallowed everything I gave her with a deep, buzzing moan. I caught a fistful of her hair when the tickling became too much. Nari licked me clean and crawled back up my body with the most pure smile of happiness I’d ever seen on her face.

“You taste good,” she said.

I pulled her down beside me and tried to remember how to breathe.

Nari curled against my chest. Her fingers traced lazy patterns over my skin. The scent of cherry blossoms and sex hung heavy in the air. I could still sense the remnants of her magic, hovering around the edges of the room.

“I’ve been waiting forever for that to happen,” Nari whispered.

“Worth the wait?”

“Beyond worth it.” She kissed my shoulder. “You were incredible.”

“Right back at you.”

She laughed, bubbly and genuine. I wrapped my arm around her and pulled her closer. Nari fit perfectly against my side. Her breasts pressed up against my ribs, nipples still firm from fucking.

“Question,” I said after a moment.

“Hmm?”

“Did I just stumble into some kind of gumiho mating ritual?”

Nari sat up and looked at me with wide eyes. Then she burst out laughing.

“No! God, no. Nothing like that.”

“You sure? Because that thing with the pink magic—”

“That was just excitement.” She grinned and poked my chest. “I just really wanted this. Wanted to connect with you. And I could tell you needed it too.”

I thought about the case. The arrests. Vickers. The constant pressure from SENSE and Mr. Chan and everyone else pulling me in different directions. She was right. I’d needed this more than I realized.

“Yeah,” I admitted. “I did.”

“Good.” Nari settled back against my chest. “Because I can’t wait to do this again.”

That strange pulse in my Mana Core kicked up a notch. Not painful. Just... present. Like something was waking up inside me that had been dormant.

I made a mental note to check it later.

Nari sat up and stretched. The movement was all grace and supernatural flexibility. She found her clothes and started getting dressed. I watched her from the bed.

“You’re leaving?”

“Tessa’s going to wake up eventually. And you need to contact SENSE about Dyson.” She pulled her shirt over her head. “Besides, if I stay, we’re not getting anything productive done.”

“Hard to argue with you there.”

Nari leaned down and kissed me one more time. Slow and sweet.

“Call me if you need anything,” she said. “And I mean anything. This was fun. The most fun I’ve had in ages.”

“Me too.”

“I’m serious about helping tomorrow. Whatever goes down with Zilra, I want to be there.”

I nodded. Nari smiled and headed for the door. She paused at the threshold and looked back.

“Get some rest, jagiya. You’re going to need it.”

I lay in bed and stared at her. The scent of cherry blossoms lingered. My Mana Core pulsed steadily in my chest—that new rhythm still unfamiliar but not unwelcome.

Tomorrow I’d deal with Dyson. With Vickers. With whatever trap SENSE had planned.

Tonight I’d just take the win.
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I watched Nari cross to my bedroom door. She paused at the threshold, looked back once more, then slipped out into the living room. My wards registered her passage—designed to keep ENEs out, not in—and I felt the subtle shift as she left my apartment entirely.

I lay there for a moment and stared at the ceiling. My body ached in about seventeen different places, some from the fight with the Zilra mage, others from much more pleasant activities. I needed to check on Tessa, needed to call Sarah, needed to get this operation moving before Zilra realized what I had planned.

I pulled on boxers and a t-shirt, winced at the protest from my shoulder, and padded out into my living room. Tessa hadn’t moved from where I’d settled her on the couch. She lay curled on her side, one arm tucked under her head, breathing deep and even.

The sex with Nari hadn’t woken her. Hell, a bomb could have gone off and I doubted she’d have stirred. The girl was beyond exhausted.

I checked the wards around my apartment, made sure they were still straight, and returned to my bedroom. The sheets were a disaster. I did my best to straighten them, pulled the comforter back into some semblance of order, and climbed into a pair of jeans and a shirt.

I grabbed my Golden Tablet from where I’d stashed it in my nightstand.

The device hummed to life as I set it on the bed. Its surface gleamed gold, and white runic patterns swirled as the magical piece of gear wound up. SENSE-issue equipment. One of the few perks of being a registered consultant.

I just hoped Sarah wasn’t busy.

I pulled my phone from my jeans pocket, checked the time—just past 11 AM—and snatched up the charging cable from the side table . The Golden Tablet had a port on its base, hidden under a protective cover. I plugged my phone in, tapped through a couple of screens to access the video file of Tessa’s testimony, and queued it for upload.

I sat cross-legged on my bed before I arranged the Tablet in front of me and focused.

The ritual for activation was simple. SENSE had designed these things for idiot-proof field use. I placed my hands on either side of the Tablet, let my Mana Core open slightly, and fed a thin stream of energy into the device.

The runes flared. The golden surface rippled, then solidified into a flat screen. I pulled my phone closer, confirmed the connection, and initiated the call to Sarah.

It rang once.

Sarah’s face appeared on the screen immediately. She sat at a desk I hadn’t seen before—probably her office in Philadelphia. Her eyes swept over me, took in my appearance. Then her expression shifted from professional neutrality to knowing amusement.

“You got laid,” she said.

“You must be some kind of detective,” I replied.

“Your hair’s a mess, your shirt’s on backwards, and you’ve got that look.”

“What look?”

“The ‘I just had great sex and I’m trying to pretend I’m focused on work’ look.” She leaned back in her chair. “Good for you. Who’s the lucky woman?”

“That’s not why I called.”

“I know. But I’m nosy.” She folded her arms. “What do you need, Carter? And it better be good. Max Holmes called my office this morning asking me to remove your DAT.”

I’d almost forgotten about how Xiao Qing had gotten me out of Tribeca Precinct.

“You actioned it?” I asked.

“Of course I did. You’re welcome, by the way.” Her eyes narrowed. “Now you’re going to pay me back by giving me something useful.”

I tapped my phone screen, confirmed the upload had finished processing, and sent the video file through the connection to the Golden Tablet. Sarah’s screen split, showing my face on one side and a loading bar on the other.

“Tessa Malone’s full testimony,” I said. “Everything she knows about Grimm, about the vampire killings, and about Zilra’s involvement.”

Sarah’s eyes tracked the progress bar. When the upload completed, she opened the file and skimmed through it. Her expression remained carefully neutral.

“You’re sure that’s her?” Sarah asked.

“She’s a newly-Awakened mage who was under compulsion for weeks. But she’s lucid now, and everything she’s said matches the evidence I’ve gathered.” I paused. “Yeah, it’s her. She’s terrified, Sarah. And she’s telling the truth.”

“Compulsion magic leaves traces. We can verify that part.” Sarah closed the file and focused on me. “What else do you need?”

“I need an arrest team ready for a Class 2 mage, possibly registered with SENSE. And what sounds like augmented bodyguards—probably hopped up on Zilra’s LGH or something similar.”

Sarah’s eyebrows rose. “You’re planning to make arrests?”

“I’m planning to set a trap.” I leaned forward. “Here’s what I’m thinking. Tessa reaches out to Dyson—that’s the Zilra contact who supplied Grimm—and says she needs to meet. She’ll tell him Grimm’s dead and she needs extraction. Zilra gets an opportunity to make her disappear, tie up their loose end, and we swoop in when they show up.”

Sarah stared at me for a long moment. “You’re serious.”

“Completely.”

“You think the case is strong enough for arrests based on a single witness testimony?”

“I’ve got an eyewitness and a newly-Awakened mage with evidence of compulsion magic used in conjunction with multiple murders.” I met her eyes through the screen. “If that’s not enough for SENSE, then I want nothing to do with you people.”

Sarah blinked. “Excuse me?”

“You heard me.” I kept my voice level. “I’ve been working this case alone. Every time I’ve asked for help, I’ve gotten stonewalled. Vickers has been breathing down my neck, someone high up in SENSE wants my license revoked—probably thanks to aforementioned bastard—and Zilra’s been allowed to operate with impunity for years. So if this isn’t enough—if a witness and evidence aren’t sufficient—then SENSE can go fuck itself.”

“Carter—”

“I’m done playing politics, Sarah. Zilra killed three vampires through proxies. They dosed college kids with experimental drugs. They turned a grieving teenager into a killer and used compulsion magic to control her.” My hands curled into fists. “If SENSE won’t act on this, then I don’t know what the fuck you even exist for.”

Sarah’s expression had gone very still. “You really mean that.”

“Every word.”

She exhaled slowly. “Okay.”

“Okay?”

“I’ll be there tonight to help set up your sting.” She pulled a notepad toward her and started writing. “I’ll need the details—location, timeline, backup plans. And I’ll need to clear this with my supervisor, but I can sell it. Especially with that testimony.”

Relief washed through me. “Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me yet. This could still blow up in both our faces.” She looked up from her notes. “But you’re right. If we don’t act on this, we’re just as guilty as Zilra. And I didn’t sign up for SENSE to protect corporate interests.”

“No, you signed up to protect people.”

“Exactly.” She set her pen down. “Get some sleep, Carter. You look like hell. I’ll be there by six PM, and we’ll go over the operational details then. You still have her in holding?”

“She’s safe.” I hesitated. “And she wants to cooperate. I think we should read her in.”

Sarah hissed a breath out through her teeth. “You sure she’s stable enough?”

“Was I when you found me?”

“No, I wasn’t.”

A long moment passed between us.

“Thank you, Sarah. For picking up. You have no idea what kind of week I’ve had.”

“You’re welcome. I’m glad I can help.”

“Now you’re just getting soft.”

“Fuck you.”

I moved down to end the call.

“And Carter?” She smiled slightly. “I’m glad you got laid. You’ve been wound too tight for months.”

“You should try it. I hear it’s good for you.”

Sarah rolled her eyes. “See you tonight.”

The screen went dark. I disconnected my phone, deactivated the Golden Tablet, and set both devices on my nightstand. Whatever magic had passed between Nari and I had completely recovered my Mana Core.

But I knew that I needed rest.

I checked the time again. Just past noon. Sarah would arrive in six hours, which meant I had time to sleep, shower, and prepare. Tessa was still out cold on my couch. Nari had returned to her studio.

And for the first time in days, I was on the front foot.

I set an alarm on my phone for four hours, stripped off my backwards t-shirt, and crawled back into bed. The sheets still smelled like Nari—cherry blossoms and something uniquely her. I closed my eyes, let the scent wash over me, and felt myself starting to drift.

Tomorrow, we’d set the trap.

Tomorrow, we’d bring Zilra’s operation crashing down.

Right now, I just needed to sleep.

* * *

The alarm dragged me back to consciousness at 4 PM. I silenced it, rolled out of bed, and stood there for a moment to do a physical inventory. My shoulder still ached from Grimm’s silver knife.

The rest of the muscular ache was all Nari.

Worth it. Shit, that’d been the best sex I could ever remember having.

I shuffled into the bathroom, turned the shower on hot, and stood under the spray until my muscles loosened and I felt human again.

I dressed in clean clothes—jeans, a dark henley, my leather jacket—and checked my weapons. Glock 19 loaded with silver-tipped rounds, spare magazine.

Tessa was awake when I entered the living room. She sat upright on the couch and she looked like she’d been awake for a while. Her eyes tracked me as I crossed to the kitchen.

“Coffee?” I asked.

“Please.”

I started a pot, grabbed two mugs from the cabinet, and waited for the machine to finish its cycle. Tessa watched me the entire time, silent and a little wary. I smiled at her as I entered the lounge room again and handed her a mug.

She took it with a tired smile. “Thank you.”

I sat in the armchair across from her. “How are you feeling?”

“Tired. Confused.” She sipped the coffee and grimaced at the heat. “Is it really over?”

“The immediate threat? Yes. Grimm’s dead. The people who supplied him are going to be arrested tonight if everything goes according to plan.” I paused. “But you’re still wanted for questioning by SENSE. And Zilra knows about you now.”

“So I’m not safe.”

“Not yet.” I met her eyes. “But I’m working on that.”

She nodded slowly. “What happens to me?”

“That depends on you.” I drank my own coffee, considering how much to tell her. “You’ve got options. You can run—disappear, try to stay off SENSE’s radar. You can turn yourself in and hope for leniency. Or you can work with me and Sarah to testify against Zilra in exchange for protection.”

“Who’s Sarah?”

“My handler at SENSE. She’s coming here tonight to set up the operation.” I leaned forward. “Tessa, you’re not a criminal. You were a victim. Grimm used compulsion magic on you, forced your Awakening, and turned you into a weapon. SENSE will understand that if we can prove it.”

“And if they don’t?”

“Then I’ll find another way to keep you safe.”

She stared at me for a long moment. “Why are you helping me?”

“Because someone should have helped you months ago, before Grimm got his hooks into you.” I set my mug down. “And because I know what it’s like to have power you never asked for.”

Tessa’s expression softened slightly. She looked down at her coffee, and when she looked up again, her eyes were wet.

“I killed someone,” she whispered.

“Under compulsion.”

“Does that make it better?”

“No.” I kept my voice gentle. “But it means you’re not responsible. Grimm is. And the people who supplied him are.”

She wiped at her eyes. “I want to help. I want to make this right.”

“Right answer,” I assured her gently. “You’re doing the right thing.”

We sat there in silence for a while, drinking our coffee, listening to the sounds of the city filtering through my windows. Tessa eventually asked if she could use the shower. I showed her where the towels were, gave her some privacy, and returned to the living room to wait for Sarah.

My phone buzzed at 5:30 PM.

A text from Sarah: On my way. ETA 30 minutes.

I replied with a thumbs up, checked my wards one more time, and tried to ignore the nervous energy building in my chest. This had to work. If it didn’t, Tessa would disappear, Zilra would continue operating unchecked, and I’d probably end up dead in a ditch somewhere.

No pressure.

Tessa emerged from the shower wearing the same clothes she’d had on before—black jeans, band t-shirt, combat boots—but she looked cleaner and more alert.

“Sarah’s coming,” I told her. “She’s going to ask you questions. Just tell her the truth, same as you told me.”

“Okay.” Tessa tucked wet hair behind her ear. “Will she arrest me?”

“Not if I can help it.”

At 6:07 PM, my wards registered someone approaching my door. I checked through the peephole, saw Sarah standing in the hallway with a briefcase in one hand, and opened the door.

She stepped inside, gave me a brief nod, and immediately focused on Tessa. Her gaze swept over the girl, cataloging details—age, build, signs of magical use. Then she set her briefcase on my kitchen counter and turned to me.

“This is her?” Sarah asked.

I nodded once. “You going to read her in, or should I?”

“Read me in what?” Tessa asked.

Sarah and I glanced at each other.

“Standard SENSE procedure,” I said. “Just letting you know exactly what’s going on around us all. And where you’re sitting in it. It happens to all of us when we first meet with a SENSE rep.”

“It won’t hurt,” Sarah assured her. “I’m just going to sit down and talk to you. Is that okay? Is there anything I can do to help you feel more comfortable?”

Tessa let out a long, slow breath, and shook her head. “No, I’m good. Tell me what happens now.”
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Sarah opened her briefcase and pulled out a tablet and a folded stack of papers. She set them on my kitchen counter and looked at Tessa.

“Miss Malone,” Sarah said. “Before we proceed, I need to read you a standard disclaimer. This is federal law, and it applies to every individual who has undergone an Awakening event within the borders of the United States. Do you understand?”

Tessa glanced at me. I gave her an encouraging smile.

“I’ll help you with the legalese if it gets too much,” I told her.

“Yeah,” Tessa said. “I understand.”

Sarah tapped her tablet and began to read.

“Under the authority granted by the Supernatural Rights Act of 1979 and the National Security Enhancement Act of 2001, I am required to inform you that Extra-Natural Entities and magically capable individuals fall under federal jurisdiction. The Supernatural Enforcement and Security Executive, commonly known as SENSE, is the primary federal agency responsible for monitoring, regulating, and when necessary, eliminating supernatural threats within the United States.”

Tessa’s eyes widened. She looked at me again.

“Eliminating?” she whispered.

“Keep listening,” I told her quietly.

Sarah continued on without any preamble.

“As an individual who has undergone an Awakening event and now possesses magical abilities, you are classified as a Class 2 threat until further assessment. You are required by federal law to register with SENSE within thirty days of your Awakening. Failure to register is a federal offense punishable by detention, forced registration, or in cases of demonstrated hostility, termination.”

Tessa’s face went pale. Her hands gripped the edge of the couch.

“You are entitled to legal counsel during registration proceedings. You will be required to provide biological samples for classification purposes. You will be subject to periodic monitoring and evaluation. You may be restricted from certain locations or activities based on your classification level. You may be conscripted for emergency response in the event of a Class 4 or higher supernatural threat.”

Sarah looked up from her tablet. Her face softened slightly. “Do you understand what I’ve just told you?”

“The government knows about magic,” Tessa said. Her voice shook. “They’ve known the whole time. They keep it secret from everyone else.”

“Yes,” Sarah said.

“And they can kill me if I don’t do what they say.”

“In extreme circumstances, yes.” Sarah set her tablet down. “But that’s not what’s happening here. You’re cooperating. You’re providing testimony. That counts for a lot.”

Tessa turned to me. “Did you know all this when you offered to help me?”

“Yeah,” I said. “I did.”

“And you still—”

“It wasn’t your fault, Tessa.”

She shivered and looked back to Sarah. “What happens now?”

Sarah pulled out one of the folded documents and spread it on the counter. It was a standard witness protection agreement with about fifteen pages of addendums.

“Because you are currently part of an ongoing federal investigation, and because you are a material witness to multiple felonies including murder, illegal magical experimentation, and conspiracy to distribute controlled substances, you fall under a special category. You are an Unregistered Mage with actionable intelligence. That means you need to be under constant supervision by a Registered Mage, Class 2 minimum, until such time as you complete registration or are formally charged with a crime.”

“Supervised,” Tessa repeated. “Like a prisoner.”

“Like someone who needs protection,” Sarah said. “And someone who might pose a risk if left unsupervised.”

I raised a hand. “I’ll do it.”

Sarah looked at me with a pang of sympathy in her eyes.

And relief. Sarah didn’t know the case. Taking on a potential under her supervision at such late notice would’ve been exhausting, and potentially career-ending if it backfired.

“You understand what you’re volunteering for?”

“Yeah.”

“Then you know I still have to read this out loud.” Sarah pulled out another document. This one was shorter, but the text was dense and printed in small font.

She cleared her throat and read aloud.

“As the supervising Registered Mage for an Unregistered witness under federal protection, you accept full legal responsibility for the actions of the individual in your care. You are required to maintain constant awareness of their location and activities. You are required to report any attempts to flee, any use of magic outside of approved training, and any contact with unauthorized individuals. You are required to prevent the individual from committing crimes, engaging in violence, or posing a threat to public safety.”

Sarah’s eyes flicked up to mine. “Failure to fulfill these responsibilities will result in immediate revocation of your consultant license, criminal charges including aiding and abetting, and possible imprisonment. In the event that the individual in your care causes harm to a civilian or SENSE personnel, you will be held accountable. Penalties range from permanent license revocation to execution, depending on the severity of the incident.”

Tessa sucked in a breath. “Execution?”

“That’s if I really fuck it up,” I said. “If you go on a rampage and kill someone, they’ll come after me too.”

“I wouldn’t—”

“I know.” I smiled at my favorite SENSE contact. “I accept the terms.”

Sarah studied my face. “You’re sure about this?”

“Yeah.”

She held my gaze for a long moment, then nodded and set the document on the counter next to the witness agreement.

“Sign here,” she said.

I signed my name at the bottom of the page. Sarah countersigned as the SENSE representative and dated it. She folded the document and tucked it back into her briefcase.

“All right,” Sarah said. She turned to me. “What do you need to make this work?”

I glanced at Tessa. She looked overwhelmed, like the weight of federal authority had just landed on her shoulders and she didn’t know how to carry it.

Neither had I, when I’d had an entire new encyclopaedia thrown at my face.

“Give me a second,” I said to Sarah.

I sat down on the couch next to Tessa. “You heard the terms. Class 2 threat. Do you know what that means?”

“No,” Tessa said quietly.

“SENSE classifies magical beings and Enhanced Normals on a scale from Class 1 to Class 5. Class 1 is minor—barely superhuman. Think pixies, hedge witches, people who can make a candle flicker. Class 2 is moderate. That’s most trained mages, vampires, werewolves, anyone with serious power but not enough to level a city block.”

“And I’m Class 2?”

“Because of the Biomancy enhancements Grimm gave you, yeah. You’ve got superhuman strength, speed, durability. You could kill a dozen people if you lost control. That’s why they take it seriously.”

Tessa looked down at her hands. “What’s Class 3?”

“City block level destruction. Elder vampires, alpha werewolves, combat sorcerers. SENSE sends full strike teams to deal with Class 3 threats.”

“Jesus, those exist?”

“Count on it,” Sarah sighed.

“Then what the hell is above that?”

“City-wide threat. Dragons, demon lords, people who can warp reality. SENSE brings in multiple Archmages and military support for Class 4.”

Tessa looked horrified. “There’s higher than that?”

“National or global threat. There are maybe a dozen Class 5 entities in the world. If one of them goes rogue, civilization ends.” I looked her in the eyes. “You’re not anywhere near that. You’re a Class 2. Dangerous, but manageable. And with training, you can control it.”

Tessa nodded slowly. “And if I can’t, it all comes down on you.”

“Yeah,” I said. “But that’s why you’re going to be on your best possible behavior. I’m not going to let that happen.”

Sarah cleared her throat and caught my attention with a wave from my kitchen table. “Ed, what do you need for tomorrow night?”

“Don’t worry, it’s only a light ask.”

Sarah shook her head. “It never is with you.”

I stood up and turned to face her. “Three-man Purifier team on standby when we set up the meeting with Dyson. If this goes sideways, I want backup that can handle whatever Zilra throws at us. And I need temporary arresting powers as a Registered Mage. If I’m going to bring in a Zilra operative, I need the legal authority to do it.”

“Oh, is that all?” Sarah closed her briefcase with a shake of her head. “Do you want me to arrange a sit-down with the King of England while I’m at it?”

“Isn’t he a lizard person?”

“Ed—” Sarah’s tone told me she wasn’t in the mood.

“Yes, Agent Kim, that is all.”

“A Purifier team costs SENSE about fifty grand a day in operational expenses. And arresting powers for a consultant? That requires approval from my director and a signed authorization from an Archmage.”

“Can you get it?”

Sarah was quiet for a beat.

Her eyes flickered between the Unregistered Mage on the sofa and me.

“I’ll have to call in favors,” she said. “And I’ll have to sell this as an active federal investigation with credible intelligence. If you’re wrong about Dyson, if this turns into a mess, it’s on me.”

“I’m not wrong.”

“You better not be.” Sarah pulled out her phone and typed something. “I’ll get back to you within twelve hours. If I can swing the Purifier team, I’ll need at least twenty-four hours’ notice to deploy them. And the arresting powers are conditional. You can detain a suspect, but you have to transfer custody to SENSE within two hours. Understood?”

“Understood.”

“And Ed?” Sarah’s voice hardened. “If you use those powers to settle personal scores or go after Vickers without cause, I will personally recommend they revoke your license and charge you with abuse of authority.”

“Wouldn’t expect anything less, boss.”

Sarah packed up her briefcase and stood. She looked at Tessa one more time.

“Miss Malone,” she said. “You’re doing the right thing. Cooperate with Ed, follow his instructions, and you’ll get through this. SENSE isn’t your enemy unless you make us your enemy.”

“Okay,” Tessa said quietly.

Sarah nodded and headed for the door. I followed her and opened it. She paused in the threshold.

“Call me when you’re ready to move,” she said. “And Ed? Be careful. Whatever you’ve gotten yourself mixed up in sounds like a headache. Zilra doesn’t play fair, and they know you’re gunning for them.”

“Then I guess I’ll just have to be smarter than they are.”

Sarah almost smiled. Then she left.

I closed the door and locked it. Leaned against it, let out a long sigh of relief.

Finally. Fucking finally, SENSE had decided to take me seriously.

“Why are you doing this?” Tessa asked.

I glanced at her. “Doing what?”

“Putting your life on the line for me. Your license, your freedom, everything. I tried to kill you yesterday. I killed people. And you’re still—” She stopped. Her voice broke. “Why?”

I wandered across the room and settled down across from her. “You want the real answer?”

“Yeah.”

“Because I know what it’s like to have power forced on you,” I said. “And I know what it’s like when no one believes you, and no one helps you, and you’re left to deal with it alone.”

Tessa’s eyes glistened. “What happened to you?”

I took a breath. I’d told bits and pieces of the Riverside Drive story to other people—Max, Sarah, a few others. But I’d never told anyone the full version.

Not even my family. Not that they would’ve got it, either.

“October 31st, 2022,” I said. “I was still a beat cop. Me and my partner Holmes responded to a B&E call at a brownstone on Riverside Drive. When we got there, the place was trashed. Furniture overturned, windows broken, blood on the walls. We split up to clear the rooms. I went downstairs to the basement.”

I paused. The memory was still sharp and vivid, even after two years.

“There was something down there,” I continued. “Not human. Not anything that should exist. It looked like—” I stopped. Describing it was hard. “It looked like a shadow with too many limbs. And it fed on fear. It got inside my head, made me see things. My worst nightmares, all at once. I couldn’t move. Couldn’t breathe. I thought I was dying.”

Tessa leaned forward. “You’re still here, so what’d you do?”

“Nothing,” I said. “I didn’t do anything. My Mana Core erupted on its own. I didn’t even know I had one. The power just—came out. Incinerated the thing. Blew out every window on the block. When I woke up, SENSE was there. They cleaned up the mess, told me I had seventy-two hours to get my affairs in order, and shipped me off to training.”

Tessa stared at me. “Isn’t that a Class 3 thing? I thought you were Class 2.”

“They called it an Awakening anomaly. It happens, sometimes.”

That, and apparently there was something called a Natural Core Mage that I hadn’t heard of from anyone except Vickers.

“Did you tell anyone? Your family?” Tessa asked.

“I tried.” I rubbed my face. “My dad thought I was having a breakdown. My mom sided with him. My sister was in grad school, and I didn’t want to drag her into it. By the time I finished training at NYOC, we weren’t talking anymore. They think I quit the force because I cracked under pressure. I let them believe it.”

“That’s awful,” Tessa whispered.

“Yeah.” I looked at her. “But it taught me something. When you’ve got power you didn’t ask for, and people who want to use you for it, you need someone in your corner. Someone who sees you as a person, not a weapon. Grimm didn’t do that for you. SENSE won’t do it either. But I will.”

Tessa wiped at her eyes. She didn’t say anything for a long while.

“What’s NYOC like?” she asked.

“Thinking about joining the forces of light?”

“Maybe. I don’t know. Sarah mentioned registration and training. Is that where I’d go?”

“Yeah. New York Occult College. It’s part university, part Quantico. You take classes on magical theory, ENE biology, supernatural law. You train in combat magic, investigation, field tactics. It’s eighteen months for basic certification, then another six to twenty-four months depending on your specialization.”

“Did you go there?”

“Yeah. Class of 2024. Graduated middle of my class.” I paused. “Sarah went through NYOC. So did Vickers. So did Dyson, if he’s who I think he is. It’s the main pipeline for Registered Mages who want to work in law enforcement or corporate security.”

“Do they teach Biomancy?”

“Yeah. All the core disciplines—Pyromancy, Cryomancy, Biomancy, Forceweaving, Tempestry, Farsight. You’ll get a feel for what you’re good at and specialize from there.”

“And they’ll let me in? Even after—”

“If you testify against Zilra and cooperate with SENSE, yeah. They’ll waive the registration penalties and fast-track you into the next class. You’ll still have to prove yourself, but you’ll have a shot.”

Tessa nodded slowly. “Okay. I’ll think about it.”

“They’ll push you into it because they want to keep an eye on you. But, as much as I’m making it sound like a drag, it was actually pretty fun.”

She looked at me again. “What about my family?”

“That’s something you’ll have to talk to Sarah about,” I said. “SENSE has protocols for witness protection. They can relocate your parents, give them new identities if necessary. Or they can set up monitoring to make sure Zilra doesn’t go after them. It depends on the threat level.”

“Will I be able to see them again?”

“Eventually, yeah. But not until Zilra’s off your back.”

Tessa’s face fell, but she didn’t argue.

She knew the reality of the situation as well as I did.

I stood up and grabbed my phone. “You hungry?”

“Yeah, actually.”

“Good. I’m going to order food.” I pulled up the number for Luigi’s, a little Italian place two blocks over that delivered until midnight. “You like pizza?”

“Yeah.”

I placed the order—large pepperoni, garlic knots, two Cokes—and hung up. Tessa had curled up on the couch with her knees to her chest. She looked small and young and scared.

“Thank you,” she said quietly.

“For what?”

“For not giving up on me.”

I didn’t know what to say to that, so I just nodded. We sat in silence for a while, waiting for the food. My mind wandered to the next steps—setting up the meeting with Dyson, coordinating with Sarah and the Purifiers, making sure Tessa was safe and secure. There were a hundred things that could go wrong. But I’d committed to this now. I’d signed my name to the federal paperwork.

Tessa was my responsibility.

And I wasn’t going to let her down.

The food arrived twenty minutes later. We ate in my living room, the TV on low in the background. Tessa asked a few more questions about NYOC, about what her life might look like if she went through with registration.

I answered as honestly as I could, prodded her with my sense of humor. I got a laugh here and there—genuine, too, which was a hell of a lot better than a punch in the face.

It was almost 8 PM by the time we finished eating. Tessa looked exhausted. I set her up on the couch with a blanket and told her to get some sleep.

She didn’t argue. Just curled up and passed out.

I cleaned up the pizza boxes and grabbed a beer from the fridge.

My phone buzzed just as I cracked it open.

Unknown number.

What the hell. I answered it.

“Carter.”

“Mr. Carter.” Vickers’s smooth, cultured voice filled my ear. “I hope I’m not interrupting.”

I closed my eyes and took a long breath. This couldn’t be good.

“What do you want, Vickers?”

“I’d like to meet,” he said. “Face to face. Just the two of us. No threats, no games. A conversation between professionals.”

“Why would I do that?”

“Because you’re curious,” Vickers said. “And because you know as well as I do that this isn’t over. Grimm is dead. But the larger picture is still in play. I think we should talk about it.”

“You think I’m going to trust you?”

“No,” Vickers said. “But I think you’ll want to hear what I have to say. Tomorrow night, 9 PM. The Boathouse in Central Park. Public location, plenty of witnesses. You can bring backup if you want. I’ll come alone.”

I didn’t answer right away. My instincts screamed that this was a trap. But Vickers was right—his call had me curious about what he wanted.

And I wanted to know what he was really after. Or an opportunity to goad him into swinging at me so I could put his ass down and add him to  my shopping list after Dyson.

“I’ll think about it,” I said.

“I hope you do.” Vickers paused. “Oh, and Mr. Carter? Congratulations on your recent success. You’ve proven yourself more resourceful than I anticipated. That’s rare. I respect it.”

He hung up.

I stared at my phone for a long moment, then set it down and drained half my beer in one pull.

Tomorrow night. The Boathouse. Vickers wanted to talk.

I had something else in mind before that. But after I’d cleared the paperwork?

Maybe a little conversation with Zilra’s Head of Acquisitions would wash it down. I was pretty confident that Nari would enjoy the exercise.


23

I woke up around three in the afternoon to sunlight through my bedroom window and the smell of cleaning products in the air.

That was wrong on multiple levels.

I stumbled out of bed, pulled on jeans and a t-shirt, and found Tessa in my kitchen. She wore rubber gloves and glanced up mid-scrub from my benchtops. The kitchen looked cleaner than I’d ever seen it.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“Baking a cake,” she snarked. “Although I don’t need butter with the amount of grease living in your kitchen.”

I laughed to fight off the small pang of embarrassment.

I looked around. She wasn’t wrong. The dishes I’d left in the sink for three days were washed and put away. The counters gleamed. Even the floor looked like someone had mopped it.

“You didn’t have to do this, Tessa.”

“Yeah, I did.” Tessa grabbed a dishrag and started wiping down the stove. “You’re going out on a limb for me. Putting your license, your reputation, your whole life on the line. The least I can do is make sure you don’t die of food poisoning while you’re at it.”

I padded into the kitchen and fired up the kettle. “Thank you.”

“Don’t mention it.”

I fixed the two of us up a coffee and gestured for her to follow me to the lounge room. Tessa accepted a mug and curled up in her makeshift nest on my sofa.

“We need to talk ground rules.”

Tessa raised an eyebrow.

“You stay in the apartment,” I said. “No going out, no taking walks, no running errands. If you need something, you text me and I’ll get it. Understood?”

“Yeah.”

“And no cowboy shit.” I pointed at her for emphasis. “No trying to solve this yourself, no going after Zilra on your own, no revenge fantasies. You sit tight and let SENSE and NYPD do their jobs.”

“I’m not stupid.”

“I know you’re not. But you’re young and angry and you’ve got enough power to hurt a lot of people if you lose control. So I need you to promise me you’ll stay put.”

Tessa met my eyes. “I promise.”

I got up and pulled a burner phone from my junk drawer. One of three I kept for sources who didn’t want their calls traced. I tossed it to her, and Tessa caught it one-handed without looking at it.

“You’ve got Dyson’s contact information?”

“Yeah. Grimm made me memorize it in case we got separated.” She turned the phone over in her hands. “What do you want me to say?”

“I’ll text you the script once I’ve got the game plan sorted out. For now, just sit tight. When I’m ready, you’ll call Dyson, tell him where you are, and we’ll spring the trap.”

“Can they track me? Magically, I mean?”

Good question.

“It’s difficult to do in a hurry, especially after the call. And you’re behind scrambling wards.” I gestured at the walls. “Any Farsight spell trying to find someone inside this apartment gets dissipated before it can lock on. You’re safe here.”

Tessa nodded and balanced the phone on the arm of the sofa.

I sipped my coffee—strong, black, and just what I needed after a huge sleep—and kicked the rug away from my Concentration Circle.

Tessa’s eyes widened at the intricate runes and geometric shapes burned into my floor. “What is that?”

“Concentration Circle. Helps me attune my Mana Core.”

I strolled into the kitchen, found my box of anchors, and pulled out my grandfather’s old compass and the volcanic stone from Hawaii. Dyson and his friends sounded like a handful. In a perfect world, they’d come in quietly, but I had a bad feeling about the people behind Grimm and Tessa.

“Grimm never showed me anything like this,” Tessa said.

“That’s because he never went to school for it.”

I settled cross-legged in the center of the Circle, set my cup down by my knee, and laid out the anchors. I closed my eyes and felt for my Mana Core. The warm, liquid electricity in my chest responded to my will. The Circle amplified the sensation and opened up the pathways to the base of my neck and my muscles.

Tessa flinched as the runes shimmered at the touch of my magic. “Okay, what’s the point of it?”

“Meditating, or the anchors?”

“All of it?”

“The Circle helps me direct my Mana Core into the channels I want. Without it, I can still use magic, but it’s draining. Best way I heard it described is trying to carry water with a punctured bucket.”

I opened my eyes and found Tessa staring at the Circle like it held the secrets of the universe.

“How long does it take to make one?” she asked me.

“About a week if you know what you’re doing. Longer if you don’t. And you need to personalize it—what works for me won’t work for you. Every mage has different channels, different flow patterns.”

Biomancy first. That was one of the easier schools to work with. The volcanic stone shimmered with cherry-red light, and sent a blaze of fresh stamina and strength through my body.

Forceweaving next. My beloved. You really couldn’t pass up on a good dose of telekinesis when you needed it.

Tessa stared up at me as I closed my eyes again, attuned my Core, and took thirty seconds to make sure everything was in order.

I cracked an eye open and smiled up at her astonished expression. “Grimm really didn’t teach you any of this?”

“No. He just forced the power into me and then beat me until I could use it reflexively.” Tessa’s voice was small. “I didn’t even know there was a better way.”

“There’s always a better way. And if you go to NYOC, they’ll teach you properly. Recovery methods, efficiency techniques, all of it.”

“Recovery methods?”

I grinned despite myself. “Mana’s a resource. We’ve all got it, but Awakened Mages have more than most people. It’s a renewable resource. Sleep is the best way to get it back. Eight hours of good rest and you’ll wake up at full capacity. Positive activities help too—exercise, meditation, good food.”

Tessa’s eyes narrowed, and a mischievous smile touched her mouth. “Is that why you and Nari were making so much noise last night?”

Heat crept up my neck. “I thought you were asleep.”

“I was. Until I wasn’t.” She smirked. “So that’s a recovery method too?”

“Yeah,” I admitted. “Turns out certain stuff that release endorphins and promote emotional connection also help regenerate mana. Who knew?”

Tessa laughed—a real laugh, not the bitter sound I’d heard from her before. It transformed her face, made her look like the young woman she should have been instead of the weapon Grimm had tried to make her.

I stepped out of the Circle, fully charged, and grabbed my jacket from the back of the couch. “I need to head out and finalize things. You’ve got the phone, you’ve got food in the fridge. Stay put.”

“I will.”

I was halfway to the door when Tessa crossed the room in three quick steps and hugged me.

It caught me completely off guard. Her arms wrapped around my ribs, her head pressed against my chest, and I could feel her trembling.

“Thank you,” she whispered. “No one’s ever risked this much for me. Not this fast, not without wanting something in return.”

I gave her a gentle squeeze back. “You don’t owe me anything, Tessa. You got dealt a shit hand and you were manipulated by someone who should have protected you. That’s not your fault.”

She pulled back and kissed my cheek—quick and  tinged with gratitude that made my chest tight.

“If there’s anything I can do for you,” she said. “Anything else you need. I’ll be there. I promise.”

I squeezed her shoulder and stepped back before the moment got more complicated. “It won’t be necessary. Most of my cases end in tragedy and death with very little I can do about it. But this one?” I gestured between us. “This one gives me a chance to actually open up Zilra to federal investigation. At the very least, it’ll be embarrassing for them. Push some of their shadier operations out into the light.”

Tessa nodded and gave me a quick, nervous grin. “I’ll be right beside the phone.”

“Good.”

I left the apartment and locked the wards behind me. The subway ride to Tribeca gave me time to think through the plan one more time and look for holes that Zilra could exploit.

I pulled out my phone and texted Nari:

Need you at Siren’s Call. Got a job for you if you’re interested.

Her reply came back in seconds:

OMG YES! Be there in 10! Should I bring weapons???

I smiled despite the tension coiling in my gut.

You’re plenty. See you soon.

* * *

Lila was waiting for me in her office when I arrived at the Siren’s Call. Hans had waved me through without the usual hassle. Apparently word had spread that I was back in the club’s good graces.

The siren looked up from behind her desk. I noted the open folder in front of her, complete with photographs and federal paperwork.

“You wanted information on the High Line victims, didn’t you?” Lila said.

“Hey, Lila. You look great.”

She let out an amused snort and slid the folder across the desk. I sat down across from her and examined the contents. Inside were three dossiers complete with photos, names, and background information.

Viktor Stanislaw. Andrei Kowalski. Dmitri Volkov.

Three Eastern European vampires who’d arrived in New York six weeks ago on student visas. All three had connections to organized crime back home. And all three had been flagged by the Richelstein clan as potential troublemakers who refused to follow the Five Families’ protocols.

That lined up with what I’d heard from Addison. And Tessa’s account from Grimm.

“Where’d you get this?” I asked.

“I have my sources.” Lila leaned back in her chair. “The Five Families wanted them gone but couldn’t risk open conflict with their European connections. Someone solved their problem for them.”

“Seems pretty damn convenient. You think Richelstein is in bed with Zilra?”

“I sincerely doubt it,” the siren replied carefully. “That would be an upset of the highest order. But you know how people talk. Perhaps certain voices were spoken into the right ears and a business opportunity arose.”

“Addison needed them gone. And Zilra decided to give them what they wanted in exchange for a distribution network. Right under Mr Chan’s nose.” I shook my head. “Heads are going to roll.”

“If you can make it stick, I imagine they will.”

I photographed each page with my phone and forwarded them to Holmes.

His reply came back fast:

SENSE authorized the arrest. We’re go for tonight. Location?

I sent him the address that Tessa had told me about last night—the same parking garage where she’d first met with Dyson. It was the only location that Tessa knew Zilra from, and one of the easier ones to control if things got violent.

Appreciate the patience, Max.

Don’t wear it out, my old partner texted back.

We had our location. We had the NYPD and SENSE working together.

My trap was coming together.

Lila closed the folder and studied me for a long moment. “You’re playing a dangerous game, Ed.”

“I know.”

“Zilra doesn’t forgive and they don’t forget. Even if this works, even if you bring down Dyson and embarrass them publicly, they’ll come after you eventually. And even if they hide behind the lawyers, the European families may very well come looking for whoever decided to besmirch their name.”

“Good thing I’m a careful man with a lot of good friends, then.”

Lila’s smile turned a little strange. “Is that what we are, now? Friends?”

“If you’re open to it,” I said. “I like the jazz here.”

“Given the support and discretion that you’ve shown, I don’t see a reason not to—”

A knock on the door interrupted us. Hans stuck his head in.

“Boss, there’s a—”

Nari pushed past him with her usual enthusiasm. The gumiho had gone with an all-black number—tight exercise leggings that emphasized her ass, a long-sleeved sweatshirt with thumb-holes, and an oversized cyberpunk-looking coat.

“Ed! You texted! What do you need? I’m ready for anything!”

Lila rolled her eyes to the ceiling. “Please, come in,” the siren muttered.

Nari took her sarcasm as welcome and bounced into the chair next to me. Every inch of her vibrated with excited energy, and I could practically smell the magic rolling off her in tide-like waves of power.

“What is she doing here?” Lila asked.

“She’s my insurance policy,” I said.

Lila gave me a nonplussed look. “Her?”

Nari’s grin could have lit up the room. “Tell me everything. What are we doing? Where are we going, and do we get to—”

“I’ll give the two of you some space.” Lila rose from behind her desk. “It appears you need it.”

“Thanks again,” I said.

“You’ve got a lot riding on this, Edward. I’d suggest using as much discretion as you’re capable of summoning.” Lila’s eyes drifted over Nari, and it was clear she didn’t approve of the gumiho. “I’ll be downstairs.”

The door closed behind us. Nari planted a kiss straight into my mouth—with tongue—and I pulled back away from her before she could get too excited.

I laid out the plan to Nari.

“Where I fit into all of this?” Nari asked. “Nothing against the cops and the magic cops, but I’ve got a feeling that they don’t want me there.”

“You’re my insurance policy. I need you on the perimeter watching for anything suspicious. Backup units, escape routes, magical interference. If something goes sideways, you’re the one who makes sure I walk out of there.”

“So I’m your bodyguard?”

“You were the one who said I needed to take better care of myself.”

Nari sat up straighter in her chair. Her expression shifted from playful to serious in an instant. The transformation reminded me that underneath the K-Pop obsession and the flirty demeanor was a five-hundred-year-old predator who’d survived wars, plagues, and countless years of battle.

“You trust me with this.”

It wasn’t a question, but I answered anyway.

“Yeah. I do.”

She reached across and squeezed my hand. Her fingers were warm and her grip was strong.

“I won’t let you down, jagiya. I promise.”

I checked my watch. Almost six PM. The sun would be down in another hour, and full dark would give us the cover we needed.

“I need to send Tessa the script and get into position.” I pulled out my phone and typed out a message to the burner:

Call him at 7:30 PM. Say: “Grimm’s dead. I need extraction. Can you meet tonight?” Let him pick the location. Confirm and hang up. Do NOT engage in conversation. Text me the location as soon as you have it.

Her reply came back immediately:

Got it. I’m ready.

I showed the message to Nari, and the gumiho beamed at me.

“Tessa’s got guts. I’m proud of her.”

“Come on, let’s get moving.”

We headed down into the main club, and Lila waved us over to the bar. A little jolt of confusion rolled through me, but I took Nari up to a waiting whiskey on the rocks.

“What’s this for?” I asked the siren.

“You’re about to walk into a trap. Consider it my wishing you well.”

I picked up the tumbler and looked over it. The liquid made me think of warm fires and better times.

I drained it in two swallows.

The burn was smooth and expensive and exactly what I needed.

“Thanks.”

“Good hunting, Edward.”

Nari tucked her arm through mine and gave me a half-hug. She winked up at me and held me close for a long, indecent moment.

“I’ll see you there, Ed. I’m going to scout the perimeter now and make sure everything’s clear.”

“Be careful.”

She kissed my cheek and vanished out of the club in a blur of cherry-scented magic. I watched her blaze out through the side entrance. Eyes followed her with a flash of confusion, and turned back to stare at me.

“You and her?” Lila asked.

“It’s complicated.”

“I should imagine so. She’s a hyperactive child.”

“Old for a child. And helpful, too.” I raised the glass up to Lila in an informal salute, and left the Siren’s Call behind me.

I caught the subway out toward Sutton Place. The car was half-empty—rush hour had passed and the late-evening crowd hadn’t started yet. I sat in the corner with my back to the wall and watched the stops tick by.

At 7:15, I got off at the street Tessa had mentioned and walked the three blocks to the parking structure. Florescent lights flickered up overhead, and long shadows covered the approaches to the fire exits and ramps up into the concrete maze.

I found a nice concrete shelf to sit on and wait.

My phone buzzed at 7:32. Tessa.

He said yes. Meeting you at the structure. Third floor. 8 PM.

I texted back: Good job. Stay in the apartment until I come get you.

Be careful.

I pocketed the phone and checked my Glock. Full magazine, one in the chamber. The weight was familiar and comforting in my hand. Iron restraining cuffs on my belt, ready to latch onto a Mage’s wrists.

The Biomancy channels in my body hummed with readiness. My Forceweaving discipline sat coiled and waiting in my chest. My Mana Core burned bright and eager.

My phone buzzed again. Nari, this time.

Found your cop friends. They’re still on their way.

I started to text back, but Nari got there ahead of me.

Big Cadillac on its way up now. Smells expensive. I think they’re here.

Stand by, I texted back.

SENSE usually wasn’t late. I didn’t know what the hell was keeping them. But I’d forwarded out the information to Max already—which meant that Sarah knew I was here. I still had Nari out in the darkness as my trump card.

I heard an SUV pull up onto the third level, found a concrete pillar to hide behind, and leaned back against it.

Showtime.
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The Cadillac rolled onto the third level at 7:58 PM. The engine rumbled low as it pulled to a stop in the center of the open space under fluorescent lights.

I pressed my back against the concrete pillar and watched.

The driver’s door opened first. A tall man unfolded himself from behind the wheel. Wire-framed glasses. Expensive, perfectly-tailored suit. Dark hair slicked back. He moved like someone who’d spent time in combat zones on the magical side of things. Eyes sweeping, movements loose and controlled.

I picked up on his magical aura a second later.

It had a similar signature to Vickers. Artificially enhanced, overclocked, undisciplined. Raw strength forced into channels that weren’t designed to handle it. The violet energy crackled around him like static electricity.

Dyson.

The back doors opened. Three shapes climbed out, hunched and massive. They moved too fast in weird little muscular spasms. Muscles bulged under their clothing. These guys looked like they’d been sewn into their suits, not fitted into them.

LGH. Lupine Growth Hormone. The same substance Tessa had described seeing during her meeting with Grimm.

These idiots had taken way too much. The safe dosage was maybe one injection every three weeks. These guys looked like they’d been mainlining the stuff daily. Overlocked, ambitious—yep, it all reeked of a Zilra operation.

Dyson swept the parking level with his eyes.

His magical senses probed the shadows.

I suppressed my aura completely. Vickers had been right about one thing—I was better at hiding my signature than most mages at my level. Years of police work had taught me to blend in, to be invisible when necessary.

“Spread out,” Dyson said. “Find the girl.”

His voice was smooth, educated.

East Coast accent, probably Connecticut or Massachusetts.

The three goons fanned out in an aggressive arc. Nostrils flared up at the air to try and catch wayward scents. Hiding my aura was one thing, but if they were that juiced up on werewolf testosterone, I wasn’t going to be able to hide from them.

I stepped out from behind the pillar. “That won’t be necessary.”

All four of them spun toward me. The goons dropped into combat stances, hands up, feet spread apart, ready to grapple or strike. I recognized the posture from an idle weekend or two watching the UFC.

MMA werewolf-sucking bodyguards.

Dyson had come expecting trouble.

I folded my coat back and paced out into the light of the parking garage. My thumbs went into my belt-loop, close to my Glock, but I had no intention of prematurely pissing off Dyson’s escort.

Maybe I could have taken one in a pinch. Three was really pushing it.

“Dyson,” I said. “You’re under arrest by order of SENSE—the Federal Bureau of Supernatural Enforcement and Neutralization. You’re charged with conspiracy to distribute controlled magical substances, conspiracy to commit murder, aiding and abetting in the deaths of Viktor Stanislaw, Andrei Kowalski, and Dmitri Volkov, and violations of the Supernatural Rights Act regarding the forced Awakening and compulsion of an American citizen. You have the right to remain silent regarding mundane criminal charges. You have no right to silence regarding supernatural crimes. Anything you say can and will be used against you in both mundane and supernatural courts. You have the right to legal representation. If you cannot afford—”

“Very impressive,” Dyson interrupted. “You’ve memorized the speech.”.He smiled, adjusted his glasses, and folded his arms. “There must be some kind of mistake, Mr. Carter. I’m just here to meet a business associate.”

“There’s no mistake. Tessa’s not coming. She’s a material witness to your little operation.” I jerked my chin at his goons. “Call your boys off before somebody gets hurt.”

Dyson’s smile didn’t waver. “I’m afraid I don’t know anyone named Tessa. And I certainly don’t know what you’re talking about regarding any operation.”

I pulled the iron cuffs from my belt and held them up. “Do us all a favor, put your hands on the hood of your fancy car, and let’s talk about it with the Archmage.”

The three goons shifted positions. They formed a loose semicircle around me and cut off the escape routes. Their enhanced muscles twitched and spasmed, and unhinged aggression rolled off them in waves.

Too much LGH. They were barely holding it together.

“Gentlemen,” I said. “You’re interfering with a federal arrest. I suggest you pack it up and leave before SENSE adds you to the charges.”

Dyson’s smile widened. He checked his watch—some expensive Swiss thing—and turned back toward the Cadillac.

“I’m actually running late for a meeting, Mr. Carter. So if you want to arrest me, I’d suggest you do it now.” He gestured to his security team. “Though I have to say, I don’t like your chances. My associates here are quite hungry for a little action.”

I looked at the three goons. Their eyes were glassy, pupils dilated, and they were breathing too fast. I could hear the dull thuds of their heartbeats.

“You know threatening a SENSE arrest is a federal crime,” I noted. “Adds another ten years to your sentence.”

“What arrest?” Dyson spread his hands. “I see you standing there alone, Mr. Carter. No magical signatures except yours. No Purifiers. No backup. Just you and your little consultant badge.”

He stepped closer, and his electric aura filled the space between us.

Dyson was a Tempestry mage. Which was a bitch, because it had a bad habit of closing off the target’s Mana Core or connection to their innate magic.

One of the few reasons why I didn’t use it as often as I should have.

“Your mysterious disappearance wouldn’t come as much of a shock to the supernatural community. People who antagonize vampires tend to have unfortunate accidents. I’m sure your friends at SENSE would understand. If they haven’t revoked your license yet, of course.”

Dyson barked something in Dutch.

The three goons stiffened and locked their eyes on me.

Their muscles bulged, veins stood out on their necks and their fingers flexed into claws.

I kept any sign of fear off my face. “Last chance, Dyson. Come clean, cooperate, and maybe SENSE goes easy on you. Keep playing games, and I promise you’ll regret it.”

Dyson adjusted his glasses again. “It’s well-known you have an axe to grind with Zilra, Mr. Carter. My lawyers will have no trouble proving you attacked me unprovoked. Self-defense is a beautiful thing.”

I took a deep breath. Hooked the handcuffs back on my belt.

Drew my Glock from the holster and held it by my side.

“This is really how you want to play this?” I asked.

Dyson barked another sharp word. The language was foreign, and it sounded Dutch.

The three goons started forward with lunatic grins on their faces.

A pink blur materialized behind me.

The goons halted.

Nari skidded to a stop at my left shoulder. Three ethereal tails unfurled from her back. Blue-white energy crackled around them as they snapped at the air behind the gumiho.

Her eyes flashed amber. Her smile was bright, fanged, and absolutely terrifying.

“Hi there!” she chirped. “I’m Nari. I’m Ed’s friend.”

Dyson stared at her. His face went pale. “What—who—”

“Ed, honey—are these fine gentleman resisting arrest?”

Dyson scrambled backward toward the Cadillac and cast a desperate glance at his watch. The guy behind this really must’ve been late for something—or I’d missed an important detail.

“Nari,” I said. “Disable them. Don’t kill. We need them alive.”

“Aw, you’re no fun.” She winked at me. “But okay!”

Then she shoved me ten feet sideways with one hand.

I rolled across the concrete. Came up on one knee, brought the Glock up a high axis.

The three goons charged at Nari.

She met them head-on.

The gumiho blurred into action. She ducked under the first goon’s haymaker and drove her palm into his gut. The impact sounded like a gunshot. The man’s feet left the ground. He flew backward fifteen feet and crashed into a concrete support pillar.

God almighty. And I thought I’d seen Nari fight before.

The second goon tried to grab her. Nari spun inside his reach. Her leg came up in a perfect roundhouse kick and her expensive sneaker connected with his temple. His head snapped sideways and the impact drove him down to one knee.

Nari followed up with a spinning back kick that caught him in the chest. Ribs cracked, and the hapless goon slid five feet across the polished concrete.

The third goon took advantage of the dance and lunged in with a flying knee.

Nari swept out and around the blow with some  kind of dance move. One of her ethereal tails lashed out like a whip. It wrapped around his ankle and yanked. The man crashed face-first into the concrete, and Nari skipped away from a strike from the first man she’d hit.

Nari was strong and fast as hell, but LGH was a hell of a drug.

I tore my eyes away from the fight and swept my Glock across the parking level.

A boom echoed across the concrete.

I dropped flat onto my back. A bullet whined six inches over my head.

Dyson crouched behind the open driver’s door of the Cadillac. He had a pistol in his hand—silvery, expensive, just like his car and the rest of him.

I lined up my shot. Squeezed the trigger.

The bullet punched through the Cadillac’s front tire and deflated the rubber. The car settled onto the rim with a screech of metal.

Dyson snarled a curse. He straightened up, tossed his pistol into the car, and shrugged out of his jacket. I hauled my feet up under me, brought the pistol up again, and readied my voice to bark orders.

I could drop the bastard, right here and now, but I needed him alive.

A massive wave of magical force swept up from the street below.

Potent. Disciplined and from multiple sources.

The Purifiers had arrived. Class 3 combat heavies.

Thank God. Sarah had come through.

Something whirled up the ramp onto the third level. I caught a glimpse of a silver canister. It hit the concrete and exploded outward in a massive curtain of gray-black smoke.

What the hell?

SENSE played differently—they didn’t use smokescreens in a pickup like this.

The smoke spread across the level in seconds. I scented the magic in it—Tempestry-based. It clung to everything, obscured vision, and muffled sound.

I shoved myself to the left, up against the wall of the parking garage.

A blast of Tempestry magic hit me from the left.

Violet electricity crackled through my body, rammed itself down into my Mana Core, and fired a bolt of crystalline pain throughout my entire torso. My feet gave out, and I gasped for air.

Move, Ed. Don’t stay on the X.

I forced myself to my feet.

The smoke swirled around me and cut off any sightlines longer than five feet.

“Give it up, Carter!” Dyson shouted. “You think I was stupid enough to show up to something like this without a little insurance of my own?”

Pink light flared to my right. Nari’s tails sliced through the smoke around her, and I caught a glimpse of her fighting the LGH goons. She swept under punches, blew out kneecaps, and sparked Dyson’s escort away from her with blasts of magic from her tails.

Those potent magical signatures surged up through the night air from below.

Dyson had brought his own team. My own was still God knew where else, layered behind bullshit. Sarah hadn’t sold me out—what the fuck had happened to my Purifier backup?

My Mana Core throbbed painfully beside my heart. I pulled the Glock up, closer to  my chest, and pushed through the pain and the smoke ahead of me.

It didn’t matter. Dyson had given me all kinds of probable cause to make me believe that he had no intention of coming in alive.

I’d had enough of this bullshit.
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I shoved myself forward through the smoke. The Tempestry blast had torn through into my Mana Core and split my internal focus out in a million directions. I tried to reach for Forceweaving and got a spear of pain in reply. My Biomancy sent a flood of liquid lead through my veins.

The wall was solid to my left. I kept one hand on it and pushed through the gray-black cloud.

The Cadillac materialized out of the smoke to my right. The busted tire had settled the front end at an angle, right where I’d left it.

Dyson emerged from the smoke like a ghost.

Violet lightning crackled around both his hands. His expression was calm, almost bored.

“You should have taken the job, Carter,” Dyson said. “Would’ve been so much easier than this.”

He thrust both hands forward, and power surged between us.

I snapped the Glock up and fired. Once, twice, three times. The reports echoed across the concrete.

Dyson flinched to the side. One bullet caught him in the left foot and sent a spray of blood across the polished floor. He screamed and stumbled forward into a blind charge.

I twisted left to avoid the attack. The Tempestry blast clipped my right shoulder and raked down my torso. My shirt caught fire. The electricity burned through fabric and skin and muscle. Pain exploded through my body.

My Mana Core surged.

Something warm and bright and utterly foreign flooded up from my chest. It felt like molten gold pouring through my veins. Euphoric. Intoxicating. Completely unlike any magic I’d ever channeled.

What the hell?

Dyson lunged after me on his injured foot. His hand shot out and locked onto my wrist. He wrenched the Glock free and threw it across the parking level. The pistol clattered against concrete somewhere in the smoke.

I drove my forehead into his face.

Cartilage crunched, blood jetted downward. Dyson’s nose flattened under the impact.

I stomped down on his injured foot.

A raw, primal scream tore from his throat. His grip loosened for half a second.

I tried to wrench free.

Dyson grabbed my jacket with both hands and hauled me close. Violet lightning erupted from his palms, down through my body and straight into my Mana Core.

The foreign warmth in my chest flared hotter. Brighter.

Like something was trying to claw its way out of me.

“You’re finished,” Dyson snarled. His breath was hot on my face. Blood ran from his ruined nose. “Once I’m done with you, I’ll rip this city apart to find that little bitch Tessa. Put her to good use. Zilra’s got plans for girls like her.”

Red haze dropped over my vision.

I planted my right foot against the wall behind me. Concrete bit into my heel. I gathered every ounce of strength I had left and shoved forward.

We crashed into the Cadillac’s hood. Metal crumpled under the impact. The windshield spiderwebbed beneath us. Glass fragments sprayed everywhere.

I locked my hands around Dyson’s wrists and wrenched his lightning-wrapped hands away from my chest. The electricity arced between us for half a second before I finally broke his focus on the attack.

Nari let out a howl behind us.

The sound was inhuman. Layers of magic moved out through the sound and punched into the clouds of smoke around us. The gray-black smoke dissipated in seconds, torn away by raw supernatural power.

Clear air rushed back into the parking level.

I kicked Dyson off the hood. He tumbled backward, hit the concrete hard and his injured foot twisted under him. He rolled to the side and clawed his way upright.

Dyson scrambled toward the Cadillac’s open door.

The pistol.

I lunged forward and slammed the door shut. The heavy metal caught Dyson’s arm at the elbow. Bone cracked. He screamed and yanked his trapped limb back.

I vaulted up onto the Cadillac’s roof. The metal dented under my weight.

Dyson grabbed the door frame with his good hand. Violet electricity erupted from his palm. The Tempestry blast surged through the metal frame and into the entire vehicle.

The shock wave hit me like a freight train.

I flew backward off the roof. My back hit concrete. Air exploded from my lungs and stars burst across my vision.

My Mana Core stirred.

The foreign warmth had settled into something deeper and more stable. Pathways between my magic and my body flared up as I reached for my  Forceweaving.

It felt as if Dyson’s Tempestry had dumped gasoline straight into the burning inferno that was my Mana Core.

I threw a desperate telekinetic punch at the Cadillac.

The invisible force slammed into the vehicle’s side. The entire car skidded sideways across the concrete. It moved three yards before the wheels caught on the painted lines. Metal screamed against the floor.

Holy shit.

I’d never moved anything that heavy that far. Not even close.

I shoved myself to my feet. My whole body ached. Burns covered my torso where Dyson’s lightning had scorched through my clothes, and the ruined fabric hung off me in charred strips.

I flicked my eyes upward, through the gloom of the parking garage, and found Nari standing beside three men in tactical gear.

Their magical signatures burned brightly, clear of the haze of the magical smoke. Class 3 combat specialists. Military-grade ward inscriptions covered their armor. An arrangement of arcane weaponry hung from their grips.

Purifiers.

So I’d been right. Then why had Dyson been expecting backup?

Not helping. I still had an arrest to make, and they were just standing there.

What the fuck?

I ripped the handcuffs from my belt. The cold iron restraints felt solid in my palm. I vaulted across the busted hood of the Cadillac.

Dyson emerged from the other side of the car. His pistol was back in his good hand.

He looked like hell—broken wing hanging at a weird angle, favoring his good leg—but there was no mistaking the killing intent in his eyes.

“You’re a nobody!” Dyson screamed.

He raised the pistol with his good hand.

“Just a stupid gumshoe who should’ve never gotten involved with a few Polack fangers!”

My magic sprang up between us in a quarter-second before he could pull the trigger. A two-inch invisible shield of pure will.

Dyson fired.

The bullets hit my shield and stopped. They hung suspended in the air for half a second before dropping harmlessly to the concrete.

I didn’t even flinch at the strain on my mind.

The new strength in my Core sang through my veins.

Dyson emptied the magazine into my shield. Each bullet stopped and fell. Reports echoed out through the parking garage and made my ears sing.

I counted out twelve rounds before the slide locked back on an empty chamber.

“Goddamn you!” Dyson threw the pistol away. It clattered across the concrete. “You think this changes anything? I’ll rip you apart with my bare fucking hands—”

Violet lightning gathered in his good hand. The electricity crackled and sparked. Dyson lifted his hand up over his head, and ozone crackled in the air around him like a storm cloud.

One final, reckless attack. Everything he had left.

I didn’t give him the space to use it.

I dropped the barrier and charged.

Dyson’s eyes went wide.

I hit him with my shoulder. The impact drove him backward, and his feet left the ground. We crashed down onto the concrete together, and I seized his bad arm as we went.

I snapped one cuff around his right wrist.

The cold iron bit into his skin. Half his power drained away into the runes on the enchanted circlet.  The violet lightning in his other hand sputtered and died, and the latent power in the air around him lessened down from a thunderstorm into a soft hum.

He thrashed under me. His good hand came up and clawed at my face. Nails raked across my cheek. I tucked my head, shrugged off his scramble, blocked the second swipe with my forearm.

Dyson bucked his hips to try and throw me off.

I shifted my weight and drove my knee into his broken arm. He screamed.

I grabbed his flailing left hand, and he fought me with every inch of his strength. His fingers locked around my wrist and squeezed with the enhanced strength from whatever drugs Zilra had pumped into him.

I wrenched his arm around. Slammed his wrist against the Cadillac’s dented door. His grip loosened and finally gave me the purchase I needed to finish holding him.

I snapped the second cuff onto his left wrist.

The cold iron closed with a satisfying click.

Dyson’s remaining magic fled his body. The violet signature around him faded to nothing. He sagged against the concrete, face pale, sweat and blood blending over his face.

“No,” he gasped. “No, you can’t—Zilra will—”

He half-flopped on the ground and rammed a knee up into my ribs. I used the momentum, grabbed a fistful of his head, and smashed it against the side of the Cadillac. Dyson dropped down on the concrete, nerveless.

I flipped him onto his stomach. Locked my knee into the small of his back. Adjusted the cuffs so his broken arm wasn’t twisted at an angle that would make him lose much more blood.

He was done.

“Zilra’s not coming,” I told him.

I glanced back at my audience.

The three Purifiers moved forward. Their boots struck the concrete in perfect synchronization. Their aura raced over mine and reminded me of what it felt like to be a mouse in front of a hunting serpent.

The lead Purifier was tall and broad-shouldered. His tactical helmet hid his face behind a dark visor. Ward inscriptions rippled across his chest plate. He carried a staff topped with an anchor glimmering with golden energy.

“We’ll take it from here, Mr. Carter,” he said.

I stood up. My legs shook as the adrenaline flooded out of my body. Pain from my burns rushed back in to fill the void.

“What the fuck is going on?” I demanded. “Where the hell were you?”

The two other Purifiers moved past me. They hauled Dyson to his feet. He sagged between them and painted his expensive suit with blood from his nose.

“I’m innocent!” Dyson mumbled. His voice cracked. “I want my lawyer—”

One of the Purifiers hit him with a burst of suppression magic. Dyson’s mouth kept moving but no sound came out. His eyes widened as the reality of his situation finally sank in.

The lead Purifier turned to look at me and my homicidal stare.

“Orders came down from Archmage Darius,” he said. “We were instructed to let you handle this on your own. Observe only. Intervene only if your life was in immediate danger.”

“And you didn’t think to fucking tell me? Bastard almost killed me.”

“He didn’t even get close.” The Purifier’s tone didn’t change. “The NYPD is on their way to secure the scene. You’ve done well, Mr. Carter. We appreciate your assistance. But we’ll take it from here.”

The dismissal was clear.

Nari appeared at my elbow. Her hand wrapped around my arm. Her touch was gentle but insistent.

“Ed,” she said quietly. “Let’s go.”

“They just watched,” I said.

I couldn’t keep the anger out of my voice.

“You saw them, right? They were there the whole time.”

“I saw them.” Nari tugged on my arm. “They weren’t there to hurt you. Just to watch. I followed my instincts. They told me to pull back.”

“Your instincts told you to—”

“Ed.” Her voice was firmer now. “The fight’s over. You won. Let’s get out of here before the police arrive and complicate things.”

She was right. I knew she was right.

But it didn’t make the bitter taste in my mouth any easier to swallow.

I let Nari guide me toward the stairs. My body ached with every step. The new warmth in my Mana Core had settled into a steady glow. It felt foreign, almost like I’d grown an extra limb and my brain hadn’t figured out how to use it yet.

We took the stairs down to street level. No monsters laid in waiting, no additional traps. No reinforcements for Dyson and his pack of LGH lunatics.

I took a deep breath of city air as we left the garage behind us.

Sirens wailed around the entire block. Red and blue lights flickered off cold windows on the street. Max and the rest of the NYPD, on their way to secure the scene and clean up after SENSE.

A familiar gray sedan sat at the curb at the edge of the cordoned-off block.

Sarah leaned back against the driver’s door with her arms crossed over her chest. I knew her well enough to see when she was keeping up a professional front but she was ashamed of something.

“Get in,” she said. “I’ll explain on the way.”

“Explain what?” I demanded. “Why you hung me out to dry? Why SENSE sent Purifiers to watch me nearly get killed?”

“Ed.” Sarah’s voice was sharp. “Get in the car. Now. Before someone sees you covered in blood and half-naked from lightning burns.”

I looked down at myself. She had a point. My shirt was mostly gone. Burns covered my chest and arms. Blood ran from the cuts on my face. I looked like I’d gone ten rounds with a blender. My Biomancy had already instinctively cut off the worst of the pain, but I was up for a hell of a time when my Mana Core depleted.

Nari squeezed my arm. “Go,” she said.

My hand strayed across my belt, and my eyes widened.

“Fuck, I left my gun—”

“I’ll get it.” She smiled up at me. “Make sure there’s nothing there that’s going to tie back to the two of us. You okay to walk?”

I straightened up, hissed, and managed a smile. “I’m good. Thanks for coming in—”

She stood on her toes and kissed my cheek. “Don’t mention it. See you later.”

Nari blurred away from me and left a faint pink trail of light behind her. I watched her vanish up the fire stairs, moving faster than an arrow in flight.

I circled Sarah’s car. Every muscle protested, but I bit down on the pain and dropped into the shotgun seat.

Sarah got behind the wheel, started the engine, and waved out the window. Uniformed officers moved in from the cordon at her gesture. I sat back in the shadow of the car and focused on keeping my breathing level. Biomancy worked its magic over the burns.

Neither of us spoke for three blocks.

Sarah was the first one to break the silence.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

“You’re sorry.”

“Goddamn it, Ed. I tried to get you real backup. I went through every channel. Called in every favor. But someone higher up countermanded me at the last second. The Purifiers were ordered to observe only. Let you handle it alone.”

“They sent me out to get killed, you mean.”

“You want someone to blame, blame Darius.” Sarah’s knuckles whitened around the steering wheel. “He wanted to see what you could do under pressure. See if you were worth the investment.”

“Investment in what?”

Sarah was quiet for a while. The streetlights flickered past us.

I suddenly felt very tired. The pain flushed most of the anger away. I needed to sleep, needed a long bath with a good helping of Biomancy, and to find out what the hell Dyson had done to my Core.

I still had juice in the tank. After slugging it out with one of Zilra’s hitters.

“I don’t know,” she said at last. “But whatever happened back there, whatever changed in your Core when Dyson hit you with that Tempestry blast—” She glanced at me. “—they were watching for exactly that.”

The warm glow in my chest thrummed once.

“Natural Core Mage,” I said aloud. “That’s what this was about, wasn’t it?”

Sarah grimaced, and she shook her head again. “SENSE has taken interest in you. I know it feels like you were set up, but I think—”

“Sounds to me like Zilra and SENSE had a little sit-down with each other and set up a scenario to see what I could handle. And how far I was willing to go under all the pressure in the world.” I swore under my breath.

“That’s conjecture, Ed.”

“Doesn’t make it any less true.”

“Where to?” Sarah asked.

I still had that meeting with Vickers. But if Zilra’s Head of Acquisitions wanted to have a conversation with me, he could damn well make a phone call like everyone else.

“Take me home,” I said.
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Sarah pulled up outside my building at half past ten. I’d spent the drive back mostly in silence. Biomancy flooded out of my Core, latched onto the scrapes and burns, and suppressed the worst of the pain. I’d already purged the last touches of Dyson’s Tempestry, but my Mana Core still felt the same.

Energized. Brimful of potent magic.

Sarah dropped her car into park and nodded up to my apartment.

“Get some rest,” Sarah said. “We’ll talk tomorrow.”

“This isn’t over, Tessa. There’s still—”

“Ed, you’ve done enough. Please. Just get some rest. I’ll debrief you tomorrow.”

I wanted to fight her on it. But Sarah had my number when it came to being stubborn.

I nodded and climbed out of the car. My legs protested against my weight, but I forced myself upright and headed inside. The elevator ride up felt longer than usual. I keyed open my apartment door.

Tessa paced past the window, and her head snapped up at my entrance.

“Ed!”

She rushed toward me, as if to catch me in a hug, and stopped short when she got a better look at my clothes.

“Holy shit, what happened to you?”

“Everything’s fine,” I said. “Dyson resisted orders. The Purifiers showed up. We got him.”

“You’re covered in blood.”

“Not all of it’s mine.” I limped past her toward the kitchen. “You should get some sleep. We got him, Tessa.”

“I can’t sleep.” Tessa followed my footsteps into the kitchen. “I’ve been jacked up about this all night. I kept thinking they’d kill you, or I’d get arrested, or—”

“I’m here.” I opened the cupboard and eased down my box of anchors.

The Hawaiian volcanic stone felt warm in my palm when I drew it out and bounced it in my hand.

“I need a bath. You should rest.”

“Let me help.”

“Tessa—”

“Don’t argue with me.” She moved past me toward the bathroom and turned on the taps.

Water thundered into the tub.

“Just let me help, okay? You look like you’re about to fall over. I need to work off some of this energy or I’ll lose it.”

I wanted to argue, but she had a point. My left leg threatened to give out with every step. The burns across my chest and arms throbbed despite the Biomancy I’d used to dull the worst of it.

I sat down on the toilet lid and watched steam rise from the filling tub.

Tessa disappeared into the living room and returned with the medical kit from my desk drawer.

“You went through my stuff?” I asked.

“There’s only so much TV I can watch, okay? And half of your books actually hurt to read. Magically.”

“Old NYOC wards,” I said. “To keep the uninitiated out. Sorry, I should’ve mentioned it—”

She knelt in front of me and smiled nervously up at me. “I figured it was something like that.”

Her fingers brushed against my buttons and eased the fabric away from my chest. The backlash from the fight washed in, and I couldn’t help but notice how vulnerable she looked beneath me.

“I can do that myself.”

“Shut up and let me help.” Her fingers worked the buttons free. “You’ve been taking care of me all week. Let me return the favor.”

I stayed still while she peeled the fabric away from my skin. The shirt stuck to the dried blood and burn tissue. She hissed when she saw the full extent of the damage.

“How are you still standing up?”

“Biomancy’s not all about boosting your muscles. You can use it to heal, too.”

“This should have you in a hospital.” She gently touched the edge of a burn on my shoulder. “I’ve seen stuff like this before—you should need grafts.”

“Yeah. Chalk it up to magic.”

I was just as curious as she was. Tessa worked the remnants of my shirt down over my arms, and her hands came to rest flat on my thighs. The air between us turned electric, and it had nothing to do with Tempestry.

Her fingers found my belt, and I caught her wrist.

“I’ve got it from here,” I said.

Her cheeks colored. “Right. Sorry.”

“Just watch the door.” I stood, showed her out, and tried not to think about how damn good Tessa looked on her knees.

I already had a gumiho in my life. I didn’t need to complicate things more than that. She nodded and stepped outside the bathroom. I locked the door behind her and dropped the rest of my clothes. The water bit into the burns, but I gritted my teeth and lowered myself until the water covered everything up to my chin.

I held the Biomancy anchor between my knees and closed my eyes.

My Healing Rituals were rusty, and I was working outside of  a proper Circle, to boot. But I wanted to find out just how much more efficient my newly-charged Core had become.

Heat spread through my palm and up my arm. I directed it down into the water and raised the temperature. Degree by degree, until steam curled up off the surface of the water and filled the room. A faint smell of rich soil filled the bathroom. The Ritual was tricky under normal circumstances—maintaining the precise temperature while simultaneously channeling healing energy through my body required split focus and careful control.

But tonight it came easy.

Too easy.

I monitored my Mana Core and felt the reserves drain at half the normal rate. The warm glow I’d been carrying since the parking garage thrummed, and I could feel it feeding into the Biomancy Ritual. It enhanced my magic, smoothed the rough edges, and made the whole process feel effortless.

The burns across my chest began to close. Blisters flattened and skin knit together, and the bruises along my ribs faded from purple-black to yellow-green. My muscles relaxed in the superheated water, and exhaustion crashed over me like a wave.

I let my head rest against the porcelain and focused on breathing. The steam filled my lungs, and the heat sank into my bones. An hour passed, maybe longer. Time blurred in the sauna-like atmosphere. The water cooled to lukewarm, and I opened my eyes and glanced down at my skin.

Scar tissue. Angry red patches no worse than a sunburn.

I looked normal.

Or as close to normal as I was going to get.

I stood on shaky legs and grabbed the towel from the rack. I dried off as best as I could. Steady, warm exhaustion spread through every muscle I had, but it felt better than stabbing pains and an unstable Mana Core.

Someone knocked on the front door.

Right on cue.

I wrapped the towel around my waist, opened the bathroom, and found Tessa asleep on the couch. She was curled up with her face pressed against a throw pillow, chest falling and rising.

I padded through the living room and checked the peephole. Nari stood in the hallway, my Glock in one hand and a smile on her face.

I lowered the wards and opened the door.

“Hey.” She skipped past me with a soft kiss on my cheek and set my Glock down on the kitchen table. “I found it, managed to grab it before your friends took it in as evidence.”

“Thanks.” I checked the chamber—empty, thankfully—and returned the weapon back to its usual spot in my desk drawer. “Did they see you?”

“All clear. The cops showed up about five minutes after you left. SENSE is handling the scene. The Purifiers  told me to tell you that Dyson is in custody and they’re processing the bodyguards.”

“Good.”

Nari looked me over. Her eyes traced the faint scars on my chest where the worst burns had been. “You heal fast.”

“And you fight like a demon. What the hell was that back at the garage?”

Nari’s grin widened, and subtle points of fangs flashed through her smile. “Got to keep you on your toes, Detective Carter.”

She skipped closer, inhaled my scent, and put a hand on my chest right over my Mana Core. “I’m sure of it, jagiya. You’re different now.”

“Am I?”

“You’re running hotter. Whatever that bastard threw at you, your body just ate it up.” She traced small circles on my skin. “Reminds me of what we were up to the other night, now that you mention it.”

Heat rushed to my face. “Nari—”

“Kidding.” Nari’s tone told me that she was doing anything but.

“If you two are going to get into it, could you keep it down?” Tessa’s voice rolled up from the couch, and we turned to look at her.

“I thought I told you to get the door.”

“You were in there forever,” Tessa complained. “And you said we were safe.”

Nari sniffed the air, and her smile turned downright devilish.

“You weren’t sleeping,” the gumiho said. “Were you?”

Tessa’s face went beet-red. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Nothing.” Nari’s grin widened. “Just that I can smell interest when I’m standing in it.”

The ENE’s eyes drifted between my nonplussed expression and Tessa’s mortified look, and Nari’s fingers strayed down my bare chest to the edge of my towel.

“We could take turns if you want,” Nari told Tessa. “I’m in a giving mood.”

“That’s not—I don’t...” Tessa began.

I caught Nari’s wrist. “No. Absolutely not. I’m beaten up enough as it is.”

Nari rolled her eyes, but her smile didn’t waver for a second. “Later on, then, you spoilsports. Come on, Ed. I’ll tuck you in.”

The gumiho shot finger guns at Tessa. Tessa looked like she wanted to fall into an abyss of not being noticed, and I took my attention off her before I could process the implications of what Nari had just said.

I closed the door of my bedroom and sat down on the edge of my bed.

Nari held up one of my shirts from the dresser. “Mind if I borrow this? I want to sleep in something that smells like you.”

“You’re going to do it whether or not I want you to.”

Nari beamed at me. “Now you’re getting it.”

She slipped into the ensuite and left a trail of clothes behind her. She came back a minute later, naked under the see-through white fabric. It was a hell of a sight, and my brain wanted to indulge me, but I knew my body wouldn’t be able to keep up.

I dropped back against the covers with a sigh of relief.

Nari hopped up beside me and dropped her head on my shoulder. “What happens now?” She traced the outline of my chest with one finger. “Now that you’ve taken out the bad guys?”

I stared up at the ceiling and thought it through. “Dyson lawyers up,” I said. “Zilra claims he was operating outside their sphere of influence. All of this goes away.”

“You’re kidding me,” Nari protested. “That’s not fair.”

“It’s not.” I closed my eyes. “But that’s how it works when you’ve got enough money and the right connections.”

“What about you?” she pressed.

“What about me?”

“What happens to you?” Nari propped herself up on one elbow and looked at me. “Those Purifiers standing around like that was weird. Even Sarah seemed off about it.”

I didn’t have an answer. The Purifiers watching instead of helping was out of character for SENSE. Even Sarah had been cagey about what happened and why Darius had pulled rank on her.

Something was going on behind the scenes.

And it had to do with something called a Natural Core Mage.

Nari settled back against my chest and filled my nose with her scent.

“Get some sleep,” she whispered.

I wanted to keep talking to her, but exhaustion dragged me under before I could form the words. I closed my eyes and the fatigue took over.

I woke to the smell of fresh coffee and bagels. Sunlight streamed through the bedroom window and painted stripes across the floor. Nari had vanished from my side, and my crumpled dress shirt sat beside me. The gumiho’s scent hung in the air where she’d cuddled with me.

I focused my hearing and recognized a voice outside in the kitchen.

Sarah.

I pulled on a fresh shirt, tie, jacket, and pants. The pain had faded into a dull throb, and a glance over myself in the mirror told me that my skin had already recovered from the burns. Which shouldn’t have been possible for a Class 2 Registered Mage who didn’t fully-focus into Biomancy.

Something had happened to me.

I walked into the living room and found Tessa and Sarah sitting on the kitchen counter. Tessa’s legs swung back and forth as she munched on a bagel and grinned at something the Lieutenant had said.

Sarah held up her coffee cup as I entered.

“Morning to the conquering hero,” she greeted me.

My mind flashed back to last night, and I forced my anger back behind a wall where it wouldn’t spoil the morning we were enjoying.

Tessa held out a cup of coffee to me, and I took it with a nod of thanks.

“You two are debriefing?”

“Just making conversation,” Sarah assured me. “How do you feel?”

“About as happy as I look,” I replied. “What’s the situation?”

“The Purifiers have Dyson,” Sarah said. “He’s in custody at the Federal Plaza detention center. Zilra is now under investigation for conspiracy to distribute controlled substances and conspiracy to commit murder.”

My bullshit radar pinged.

“That doesn’t sound like Zilra. They’ve got lawyers who could get the Pope out of a murder charge.”

“They do.” Sarah set down her cup. “But SENSE is pushing hard on this one. The evidence you collected from Tessa and the situation in the parking garage is enough to start formal proceedings.”

“Did you know it was a setup?”

Sarah met my eyes. “No. I didn’t know Darius was going to go over my head until the Purifiers told me. I said it last night, and I’ll say it again—I swear to you I had nothing to do with that, Ed.”

Tessa looked between us. “What is he talking about?”

“SENSE left me to apprehend my suspect alone,” I said.

Tessa’s eyes widened, and she stared at Sarah. “You what?”

“It wasn’t her,” I said. “Higher-ups.”

“Why?” Tessa demanded. “Why would they do that to you?”

“Someone higher up wanted to see what Ed could do under pressure,” Sarah said. “The Purifiers were ordered to observe unless Ed’s life was in immediate danger. They were testing him.”

“For what?” I asked.

Sarah hesitated. “I don’t know. But one order has come down from SENSE leadership.”

My eyes fell on the manila envelope on the bench beside her.

“You’ve been offered a new position,” Sarah said. “Lead Fist Officer in NYC. You’d be in charge of all Purifier operations in the city. De facto magical police chief for Manhattan and the boroughs.”

Tessa’s jaw dropped, and I almost lost my grip on my coffee.

“You’re joking,” I said.

“I’m not.”

“Quit fucking with me, Sarah.”

She sipped her coffee and eyed me over the brim of the mug. “Do I sound like I’m joking?”

“I hate SENSE. SENSE knows I hate SENSE. They almost got me killed last night.” I set down my coffee before I crushed the cup. “Why the hell would they offer me that?”

“Because you’re effective,” Sarah said. “You closed a case alone. You took down a Zilra operation, arrested one of their contractors, and you did it with minimal collateral damage. The Five Families could’ve started a war over this, but you took care of it quickly enough that they have someone to point the finger at. And as for the offer—you know the Purifiers respect results.”

“I don’t want it.”

“Think about it before you decide.” Sarah stood and straightened her jacket. “You’d have real authority. Real resources. You could actually make a difference in this city instead of operating on the margins.”

“Right up until they decide to test me again, you mean.”

“Yes.” Sarah didn’t flinch. “You would. But you’d also be in a position to change how SENSE operates in New York.” She spread her palm out on the manila envelope. “It’s an offer, Ed. They’re not forcing you to do this. And neither am I. You know I respect your decision either way.”

I didn’t have an answer for that. The idea of working for SENSE again made my stomach turn, but Sarah had a point. Lead Fist meant authority. It meant I could push back against the worst of SENSE’s policies and protect people like Tessa from getting ground up in the machine.

And it also meant I could set my crosshairs over Zilra. But that went without saying.

“I’ll think about it,” I said.

“That’s all I’m asking.” Sarah pulled an additional envelope from her jacket and handed it to Tessa. “Until further notice, you’re assigned to Ed in WitSec. You stay with him, he supervises your training, and you prepare to testify at the trial. Understood?”

I blinked. The demonstrations of trust were stacking up fast.

Tessa nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Good.” Sarah looked at me. “You’re responsible for her. Keep her safe.”

“I will.”

I took Sarah to the front door. She paused beside it and gave me a once-over.

“Good work, Ed,” Sarah said. “I’ll keep you updated every single step of the way.”

“Thanks for listening to me,” I told her firmly. “I couldn’t have done it without you.”

“Sop,” she teased.

“Pen-pusher.”

That made her grin. She wrapped me in a quick hug, stepped outside, and I locked the door behind her and leaned back against it.

Head of the Fist Division? Leader of the Purifier Division?

All because I’d knocked over one of probable dozens of illegal Zilra operations in New York? What the hell was Darius thinking?

Tessa sidled out of the kitchen. She’d brushed her hair back, and it took me a moment to realize that she was wearing one of Sarah’s slack-and-blouse combinations. It looked a little strange with Tessa’s tattoos and streak-dyed hair.

We took each other’s measure for a long moment. I could see that a question about last night was on the tip of her tongue, but I wasn’t ready to cross that bridge. At least not until I took care of the last of my outstanding business.

“Come on,” I said. “We’re heading out.”

“We’re going out? Why?”

“I need to go and talk to the king of New York. And I need a bodyguard.”

“You sure that’s safe?”

“It’s New York,” I reminded her with a grin. “Come on.”


27

Tessa’s head snapped left and right the moment we stepped off the subway platform near Central Park. Her eyes tracked every passerby. I knew the look. Tessa had just gotten comfortable in my apartment, and now she was looking for vampires in every nook of the subway station.

“Relax,” I told her.

“I can’t.” She tucked her hands into her pockets to hide her clenched fists. “Not when I know that they might be after me.”

“They’re not.” I guided her up the stairs toward street level. “You’re paranoid because you’ve spent the last few days either being hunted or doing the hunting. Welcome to the comedown.”

She rubbed her arms. “How do you deal with it?”

“Breathing helps.”

Tessa glared at me. “How the hell is breathing going to explain what happened to a pack of vampires who want payback for Addison? Or worse, from Europe?”

“We go and talk to the guy that the vampires are scared of,” I said.

She stared at me in abject horror. “You know, you’re really not making me feel any better.”

I grinned at her and gave her a playful nudge with my shoulder. “Better sooner rather than later,” I said. “If you’re really serious about figuring out how all of this works, then you may as well meet the head honcho.”

I stopped at the edge of Central Park and pulled out my phone. The morning sunlight filtered through the trees and caught on the dew clinging to the grass. A jogger passed us, earbuds in, completely oblivious. Tessa let a long breath slide out of her and made a visible effort to relax.

I dialed Xiao Qing’s number.

She picked up on the first ring.

“Mr. Carter.” Her voice carried that familiar note of amusement. “I trust you slept well?”

“Well enough.” I glanced at Tessa. “The situation’s been handled. The man responsible is in custody. I’m pretty sure that you know all of this already, though.”

“Do I?” She sounded entirely too innocent.

“Nothing happens in this city that you don’t know about,” I told her.

Xiao Qing laughed. “What can I do for you, Mr Carter?”

“I want to give my full report,” I said. “I’m happy to meet you at Central Park.”

“You’re right on schedule.” The amusement in her voice deepened. “I’m here. So is my master.”

My stomach did a small flip. I knew the old man’s movement patterns—everyone did—but I’d hoped to have a little more time to explain everything to Tessa.

And to prepare myself, while I was at it.

“We’ll see you soon,” I said.

“We’ll be waiting.”

I hung up and pocketed my phone.

Tessa grabbed my sleeve. “What’s going on?”

“Whatever happens,” I told her carefully, “you can’t freak out.”

“That’s not reassuring.”

“We’re about to meet with someone so ancient and powerful that they’re probably on the Class 5 scale of things.”

Tessa went pale. “Class 5? You said those were civilization-ending threats!”

“Voice down,” I cautioned her.

Tessa gritted her teeth and gave me an apologetic look. “This sounds dangerous.”

“He is.” I started walking into the park. “But he’s also the reason the Five Families aren’t currently tearing Manhattan apart looking for you. He’s the reason I got out of jail after our fight. He’s the reason there’s any peace at all in this city.”

“And if he decides he doesn’t  like me?”

“Then we’ll both have a very bad day.” I softened my tone. “Just be respectful. Answer honestly if he asks you a direct question. Don’t lie to him because he’ll know.”

Tessa swallowed hard. “I’m guessing you won’t tell me how?”

“I’ll tell you once I figure it out. Just follow my lead.”

We followed the pathway deeper into the park. The city sounds faded behind us into a blend of bird calls and the rustle of leaves overhead. I spotted our group a few minutes later. A varied blend of people—completely unaware humans and a few ENEs—working their way through a gentle tai-chi exercise.

Xiao Qing led them.

Mr Chan’s second-in-command looked resplendent in a white, flowing dress. Her movements were mesmeric, perfectly-controlled, and borderline inhuman. The others in the class did their very best to follow suit after her, but they didn’t stand a chance against a couple thousand years of practice.

Xiao Qing spotted me.

She nodded toward an old Asian man on a bench behind the class.

“Stay close,” I said to Tessa in an undertone.

My new charge’s face went bloodless, but she nodded and stuck to my left side.

Mr. Chan sat with a bag of birdseed in his lap. Pigeons clustered around his feet. He wore his usual outfit of a loose white cotton shirt and khaki shorts that had seen better decades. Rubber flip-flops closed over gnarled old feet with uncut toenails. Thick-framed glasses made him look like any other senior pensioner. And the worst part of it was, he was a master at concealing his aura.

He looked up as we approached.

His warm brown eyes fixed on me and flickered to Tessa.

A smile creased his weathered face.

“Mr. Carter,” he said in heavily-accented English. “You bring friend to feed birds?”

“Mr. Chan.” I stopped a respectful distance away and bowed. “This is Tessa Malone. Tessa, this is Mr. Chan.”

Tessa stared at the old man. I could see her brain trying to process how this kindly grandfather could be the most dangerous thing in Manhattan.

“Hello,” she managed.

Mr. Chan patted the bench beside him. “Sit, sit. Birds don’t mind company.”

I sat on one side of him. Tessa hesitated before taking the other side.

The pigeons didn’t even flinch at our presence.

“I wanted to give you my full report,” I said. “About the High Line murders and everything that followed.”

Mr. Chan scattered more seed. “Tell old man your story.”

I laid it out methodically. The three murdered European vampires on the High Line. Grimm and his operation, enhanced with Zilra’s biomancy treatments. Tessa’s recruitment and forced awakening. The attack on Easy Fix and Addison’s involvement in the Glamor distribution. The connection to Zilra Incorporated and Vickers. The parking garage arrest of Dyson. Tessa’s testimony tying everything together.

Mr. Chan listened without comment. He fed his pigeons, and his expression never changed from gentle interest.

I fell silent, and the Class 5 ENE turned to Tessa.

She froze like a rabbit that had just noticed the hawk.

“You intend to cause trouble in my city again?” Mr. Chan asked her.

His voice was still kind. Still grandfatherly.

Which made him all the more terrifying.

Tessa’s knuckles went white around the edge of the bench. She took a breath to steady herself.

“I won’t start trouble,” she said quietly. “Unless someone has trouble with me.”

Good answer. Ballsy, but a good one.

Mr. Chan laughed.

The sound was warm and genuine. He reached over and patted Tessa’s hand.

“I like you,” he told her. “Honest. Better than pretty lies.” He scattered the last of his birdseed. “The Five Families have been discouraged from seeking their own justice. You sleep easy, little one. No vampires come for you in night.”

Tessa didn’t look convinced, but she gave him a nod.

“Thank you.”

“Thank Mr. Carter.” Mr. Chan turned his attention to me. “He risk much to maintain balance. To keep peace.” His smile faded slightly. “I grateful for this.”

“I was just doing my job,” I said.

“No.” Mr. Chan shook his head. “You do more than job. You put self in danger. You protect girl who kill three of my subjects. You stand against powerful corporation.” He folded his empty seed bag and tucked it into his pocket. “Old man appreciates this. Old man wishes to reward this.”

I had a bad feeling about where this was going.

“I offer you position,” Mr. Chan said. “In my ranks. Work for me directly. Better pay than SENSE. Better protection. Real power to change things.”

The offer hung in the air between us.

I took my time with the reply. Measured each word carefully.

“I’m honored,” I said. “Truly. But I have to decline.”

Mr. Chan’s eyebrows rose. “Why?”

“I’m still too close to SENSE,” I told him honestly. “Too connected to their operations. If I worked for you, I’d be an effective operative, but I’d also bring a lot of heat down on your organization. SENSE would watch me constantly. They’d use me as an excuse to investigate your operations more thoroughly.”

“SENSE works with me,” Mr. Chan reminded me gently. “Not other way around.”

“I know.” I spread my hands. “But I have more work to do inside the system for the time being. I can do more good from where I am right now. Maybe that’ll change in the future, but for now, I need to stay independent.”

Mr. Chan studied me for a long moment.

Then he sighed.

“Zilra,” he said simply.

“Yes,” I agreed.

“You go after them?”

“If I can,” I said. “They’re too big and too connected to take down all at once. But I can make them bleed. I can save the people they’re using as test subjects. I can make sure what happened to Tessa doesn’t happen to anyone else.”

Mr. Chan nodded slowly. “Dangerous path.”

“I know.”

“You need allies for dangerous path. Friends in high places.” He reached into his pocket and withdrew a thick envelope. “Old man can help.”

He handed me the envelope.

It had a lot of weight in it.

A lot of cash. Easily ten thousand dollars in hundreds.

Beneath the money was a handwritten note in elegant Chinese characters.

Xiao Qing had provided a translation in beautiful handwriting underneath it.

Missing homeless people. East Village. Six in two weeks. Shelters worried. Police do nothing. Find them. Bring them home.

I looked up at Mr. Chan.

“Someone taking street people,” he explained. “Someone powerful enough that police look other way. Someone with resources and protection.” His eyes glinted behind his thick glasses. “Someone who thinks old man doesn’t notice what happens to his city’s forgotten.”

I folded the envelope and slipped it into my jacket. “I’ll look into it.”

“Old man thinks you find connection,” Mr. Chan said. “Connection to case you just close.”

Zilra.

Of course it was Zilra.

“I’ll find them,” I promised. “All of them.”

Mr. Chan smiled. “Old man knows you will.” He stood up, slowly, and his joints creaked. “I respect your decision. Both of you. Girl who chooses testimony over running. Man who chooses principle over power.” He bowed slightly to each of us. “Old man will follow your trajectory with interest.”

I stood and bowed back. Tessa scrambled to her feet and did the same.

“Thank you for your time,” I said.

“Thank you for your service.” Mr. Chan inclined his head in a bow of respect. “Now go. Feed your own pigeons. Make your own path.” He glanced at Tessa. “Teach girl to do same. Before someone else does.”

We walked away from the bench. I could feel his eyes on us until we turned the corner and the trees blocked his line of sight.

Tessa seized my arm.

“What the hell just happened?” she demanded.

I patted the envelope in my jacket. “You’re off the hook, Tessa. Nobody’s going to go after you because of Addison. That, and we got a new case. And unless I’m reading Mr. Chan’s subtle messaging wrong, Zilra has something to do with it.”

“Missing homeless people?” Tessa frowned. “Why would a pharmaceutical company be kidnapping street people?”

“Test subjects,” I said grimly. “People nobody will miss. Nobody will look for. Perfect for illegal human experimentation.”

“Jesus.” Tessa’s face went pale. “How many?”

“Six in two weeks. Probably more before someone started noticing the pattern.” I headed for the park exit. “We need to talk to the shelters. Find out who disappeared. Look for connections.”

“We?” Tessa looked up at me. “I’m helping?”

“You’re in WitSec under my supervision,” I reminded her. “That means where I go, you go. At least until the trial.”

“What about SENSE? What about that job offer Sarah mentioned?”

I thought about the envelope in my pocket. The cash. The note. The implicit partnership Mr. Chan had just offered despite my refusal to work for him directly.

“I’ll think about the job,” I told her. “But right now, I’ve got work to do. We’ve got work to do.”

We emerged from Central Park onto the street. Morning traffic crawled past. A hot dog vendor set up his cart on the corner. Two pigeons fought over a discarded bagel.

Normal New York. Normal life.

Except nothing was normal anymore. Not for my crazy life, and not for Tessa. Not for the six people who’d vanished from the streets while everyone else looked the other way.

I pulled out my phone and started making notes.

Shelters to visit. Contacts to call. Resources to tap.

Tessa worked her jaw up and down. I’d seen that look before. The paralysis that came immediately after narrowly avoiding a traffic incident. She was working her way through the insane new reality that she’d just found herself in.

“Where do we start?” she asked.

I looked at her. Really looked at her. Saw the potential Sarah had seen. The strength Mr. Chan had recognized.

The person she could become if given the chance.

“We start by doing what I do best,” I said.

“Which is?”

I grinned. “Go ask a lot of questions and piss a lot of people off.”

Tessa’s jaw set with determination. “I’m in.”

“Good.” I pocketed my phone. “Let’s go to work.”

We walked side by side down the Manhattan street. Past the morning rush. Past the food carts and the businesspeople and the tourists with their cameras.

Into whatever came next.

Into the unknown territory of a Natural Core Mage with power he didn’t understand and enemies he’d only begun to identify.

I’d worked solo for a damn long time in the city.

I smiled at Tessa’s firm stride beside my own.

Not anymore.

End of book 1
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