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Chapte r

One

Put a finger down if you’ve ever gone out to lunch with a gorgeous French fae man at a cafe in London,  only  to  be  interrupted  when  your  ex-husband  shows  up  in  a  borrowed—and decomposing—body with a note from a voodoo priestess. Just me? Well, okay then. 

The note was not an invitation to a party either. Or at least, not the kind of party anyone would want  anything  to  do  with.  It  didn’t  help  that  Alan  stood  swaying  beside  us,  further  adding  to  the stench, but at least he wasn’t talking. For once, he was keeping his mouth shut. 

Remy reached across the table and curled his fingers around my wrist, rubbing his thumb up and down my forearm. “What is it,  ma chérie? I am assuming nothing good.” One side of his mouth tipped up. “Not that trouble is a surprise with you.” 

I sighed and rolled my eyes. “That would be correct, it’s never good news when a mostly dead man shows up with a delivery from his boss.” 

Remy and I had been through a lot together, searching for the first witch—a woman who held the power to be part of a major spell that would bring an army of vampires to life. And not a vampire like Roderick, who seemed to have good control over himself. No, this would be an army of ravenous beasts, unleashed on the world and killing at random. 

Remy had been hunting for the first witch for a different reason. 

She was his mother, and yet he’d seemed unbothered by her death. 

That was a discussion we needed to have, for sure. I mean, mommy issues were not something I’d dealt with before with a man, and I didn’t want to start. 

His fingers worked across my tense muscles. “Are you going to tell me what is in that piece of paper that has you so upset, or is it from another secret lover?” 

That  had  me  laughing.  “Jaysus,  no  thank  you!  If  there’s  one  thing  I’ve  learned,  it’s  that  I  can’t handle more than one man at a time. Lawd in heaven knows I surely don’t need to do that again.” I looked at the note a second time and shook my head. 

The  message  was  hastily  scrawled  but  legible:   The  siren  is  next.  It  could  only  mean  that  Corb was  next  on  the  Dark  Council’s  hit  list  now  that  they’d  killed  the  first  witch.  Maybe  that  was  why he’d  been  so  willing  to  go  hunting  for  her.  Maybe  he’d  hoped  the  Dark  Council  would  leave  him

alone if they got hung up on a different spell item. 

So, yes the note  was about another man, but although Corb had kissed me a few times, we most definitely  weren’t  a  thing.  Especially  since  he’d  betrayed  me  on  more  than  one  occasion,  most recently leaving me to die in a flooding underground cavern. 

“Men are trouble,” I said finally, and folded the piece of paper into a tiny square and laid it on the table. I found my hand spinning the bracelet on my opposite wrist, the blue stones catching the light. 

“This is a decision is all. A rather poopy one if I’m being honest.” 

Remy’s  dark  eyebrows  rose  in  tandem,  and  his  mouth  quirked.  “Poopy?”  He  caught  my  hand, stilling me from spinning the bracelet. 

“I’m trying to be good with my language, we’re on a damn date.” I tapped the corner of the paper against  the  table.  Paper  that  held  a  warning  that  my  friend—strike  that,  ex-friend—was  next  on  the Dark Council’s hit list. In other words, he was in deep, deep . . .poopy. 

And  this  note  was   supposed  to  send  me  chasing  after  him.  Send  me  in  the  direction  that  the council—or at least the voodoo queen, Marge—wanted me to go. Her signature was clear as a day at the bottom of the paper. 

Although  she  seemed  like  the  kind  of  woman  who  followed  her  own  council  and  no  one  else’s rules, I knew that she’d worked with the Dark Council before. Given they were the ones who wanted to bring about the whole vampire nightmare scenario, she was bad news—even if she was the kind of person who’d go wherever the money took her. 

“It is a date, though I wouldn’t call it a damn one.” Remy smiled and sipped his wine. “What does this piece of paper say?” 

Beside  me,  Alan  swayed  slightly.  “God  in  heaven,  Bree,  can  you  just  not  be  difficult  for  once? 

Marge is trying to help!” 

Remy barely glanced at him. “You really have a knack for working with the dead, don’t you? He quite likes you, I think. He seems unable to look away.” The space between his eyebrows narrowed a little, but the dancing twinkle in his eyes spoke louder than his voice. 

“That’s an understatement,” I muttered. “I can’t get rid of him, not by divorce or death. Lucky me.” 

Remy lifted a glass of wine and tipped it toward Alan. “Care for a drink?” 

Alan glared at him. “I can’t drink, I’m dead. Can’t you see that I’m dead? Are you stupid as well as ugly?” 

A smile flitted across Remy’s lips. “Tres mal,” And then he lifted his glass and took a sip, never looking away from Alan. “This is the very finest wine, cool and crisp. Just the thing to quench a thirst on a warm summer day.” 

Yup, Remy was teasing a now-scowling Alan. It made me like the French fae even more. Hell, it was a damn turn on. 

Alan, who was still swaying slightly to my right in the borrowed body, put his fists on his hips. 

“You really like these ugly brutes, don’t you?” 

His swaying reminded me of Robert. 

A pang pierced my heart at the thought of my other friend, once again trapped in his skeletal form. 

He’d been free of it for a few short days, only to lose his connection to his living self once more. 

I closed my eyes and found myself reaching for my hip bag. Robert was in there—close and yet so very far away. 

Then my mind got around to processing what Alan had said. 

I tipped my head and looked up at him. “Wait, does Remy look ugly to you?” 

Alan snorted. “A toad would be better looking than this one.” 

So  Remy  used  the  same  trick  as  .  .  .  someone  else  .  .  .  someone  whose  name  I  wasn’t  going  to think of. This other person, he also showed men an ugly version of himself—and women a beautiful version. A type of glamor. As if to confirm that truth, our waitress showed up, unable to speak around her  blushing  and  stammering  as  she  stared  at  Remy,  her  eyes  wide  and  her  lips  parted.  She  was  so entranced with him she barely glanced at Alan. Would she see Alan, really see him, or just figure he was down on his luck and had forgotten to shower for a few . . .weeks? 

Remy winked at her. “A moment,  si vous plait.” 

Her blush deepened, her chest lifted in a few deep gulps, and she stumbled away without getting a single  word  out.  Yup,  he  was  definitely  pulling  the  same  trick  as  that  other  person  whose  name  I wouldn’t think. Or speak. 

Leaning across the table, Remy put his hand on mine, pinning it down and stopping the drumming of my fingers. “Bree, your face has gone dark with your thoughts. What is the matter? Tell me what is in the note, so that I can help.” 

I picked up my drink and took a sip of the chilled wine to wash the thoughts away. Not as good as a strong whiskey, but I’d take it in that moment. Setting the dainty glass back on the table, I slid my hand out from under his and then passed him the note. “Here, see for yourself.” 

He unfolded the paper. “The siren? He is in trouble now?” 

I nodded. “Corb is next on the Dark Council’s list. That’s what this means. And that puts me in a bind, seeing as I pretty much told him to duck off and never darken my doorstep again the last time we spoke.” 

Alan dared to lean in close to me, reminding me that he was there, a waft of mildly rotting stink rolling off him. “He’s my cousin, Bree. I . . . hope that you will help him. If I have to, I will beg.” 

I  looked  at  him,  knowing  full  well  that  Alan  wouldn’t  beg  for  his  mother’s  life  if  there  wasn’t something in it for him. “And what do you get out of this deal?” 

He rolled his eyes and threw his floppy hands into the air. Classic Alan avoiding the truth. “I’m trying to be a better person, Bree.” 

“Maybe a better dead person,” I said and repeated my question. “What’s in it for you, Alan? A new  lease  on  life?”  The  way  his  eyelids  flickered  said  it  all.  I  snorted.  “I  know  your  ticks  when you’re lying. That’s how I knew you were cheating on me.” 

Remy choked on his wine. “He cheated?” 

Alan’s slightly gray lips pursed hard. “Please help Corb. That’s all I’m asking.” 

So, Alan was pretending to play nice after years of being a total and complete asshole. If anything, that  made  me  more  convinced  that  they  were  trying  to  manipulate  me  into  doing  something  that  I probably didn’t want to do. 

Marge must really want me to look for Corb. But why? Who was paying her this time? 

That’s  what  had  me  drumming  my  fingers  yet  again.  I  picked  up  my  wine  and  took  another  sip, thinking through what I’d seen in the last few weeks. 

They’d been a doozy. 

The council in Savannah had sent me running after the first witch, to stop the Dark Council from getting to her first. Things had not worked out the way they’d hoped. Sure, I’d found the first witch, but  I’d  pretty  much  led  the  bad  guys  straight  to  her.  And,  gem  that  she  was,  she’d  sent  my  buddy Robert back to his skeletal form (admittedly, he’d become a vampire, so it was probably for the best). 

Crash had shocked us all by killing Karissa. Oh, and Corb had abandoned us to die again,  after  we saved his life. Again. 

Now that the first witch was dunzo, the ‘first witch’ title would move on to another witch—most likely Missy. Missy, who’d been a thorn in my round ass since my return to Savannah. Missy, who had known that if the first witch died, the title would fall to her. And after it all, we were pretty sure that the Dark Council had her for their ducking spell. 

Gawd above, what a mess. 

Remy handed me the note back. “What will you do?” His question felt . . . careful. I hadn’t known Remy  long,  but  he  seemed  to  have  his  shit  together.  And  he  knew  there  was  some  tangled  history between me and Corb. 

Just like there was a history between me and Crash. 

Damn it. 

Why did I have to even  think his name? My cheeks heated and I stared hard at the uneaten food on my plate as thoughts of Crash swirled through my head. There had to be a way to exorcize him from my mind. 

The problem was this: when I closed my eyes, I could still see him so clearly, standing in front of me in nothing but a sheet wrapped around his waist. The tattoo across his ribs, his blue eyes, and his perfect ass. A shudder of remembered pleasure rippled through me when I thought about his fingertips brushing my skin. Hell, I could even feel his breath against my face as he spoke words that I wanted so badly to believe. That he cared. That he wanted to protect me. That he was trying to change. 

He’d said all of that in Paris, before the big showdown with the first witch. 

But  trying  to  change  was  not  the  same  as  having  to  do  some  work  on  yourself.  And  I  deserved better this time around. 

“I need to get ducked,” I muttered. 

Alan  let  out  a  low  groan  of  disgust.  Remy  grunted  as  if  I’d  gut  punched  him.  Then  he  laughed softly. “I can offer assistance with that. If you are truly asking, that is.” 

I rubbed a hand over my forehead and lifted my eyes. Gawd in heaven, he was a gorgeous man, as beautiful as Crash. Maybe not quite as big—get your mind out of the gutter, I’m talking muscles here

—but just as pretty. Besides, he had a great sense of humor, he was into me, and he seemed to have more of his baggage dealt with than Crash. Or was that just wishful thinking on my part? 

Did I even trust my judgement anymore? I wasn’t sure that I should. 

“Thank you, I might just take you up on that.” I smiled. “But not today.” 

“I  can’t  believe  you’d  sleep  with  him!”  Alan  spat  out,  showing  me  that  no,  he  hadn’t  really changed and was just as big of a tool as ever. “And flirt with him right in front of me! As if I’m not even here! Seriously, your standards have got to improve!” 

A few of the other diners looked over at us, eyes wide and, I was sure, ears wider as they took in the scene. The ex and the new boyfriend. Jaysus. 

“Shut  up,  Alan!”  I  snapped  my  fingers  at  him  and  watched  in  fascination  as  his  jaw  literally snapped shut and one of his teeth fell out. That was better. Much better. 

A woman a few tables over, stood up and clapped for me. She wore a shirt with an American flag across the front. “You tell him, girl! Don’t let him ruin your date with that fine piece of ass!” 

Remy  stood,  pushing  his  plate  away.  “Perhaps  we  should  go  back  to  the  others?  Maybe  this  is something  to  discuss  with  your  friends?  More  minds  on  a  problem  can  help  us  find  a  path  that  is hidden.” 

I  followed  his  move  and  stood.  “Yes,  let’s  go  back  to  the  apartment  and  see  what  they  make  of this.” 

Maybe  one  of  them  would  have  an  insight  to  this  situation  .  .  .  or  a  magic  wand  to  make  it  all better? 

Yeah, I didn’t think so either. 

The skirt of my dress swirled around my legs, reminding me that for just a few hours my life had been quiet—normal. 

Remy came around the table and offered me his arm. I slipped my hand over it, and he tugged me gently to his side. “You know, I’m starting to think there will be no peace and quiet while I am with you.” 

He said the words as if it was already a forgone conclusion that he was with me—as in dating. A couple. 

I wasn’t sure how I felt about that, but I didn’t hate it. 

I  looked  up  at  him  as  we  walked  along.  “This  is  a  surprise?  Want  me  to  find  us  another  giant talking snail to fend off? Want to almost drown and chase off some psycho leprechauns while we’re at it?” 

We’d survived both things in France the prior week. 

Remy laughed and held up his other hand, palm toward me. “No,  ma chérie,  no!  That  one  snail was more than enough. I am not sure that I will ever look at escargot again the same.” He tugged me a bit closer to his side. “Perhaps you have used up all the excitement allotted to you?” 

It was my turn to laugh. “Oh, I don’t think that’s how it works.” 

I looked over my shoulder several times as we made our way back to the apartment to check on Alan, shuffling along behind us, waiting for my answer. His face was not his own, but his ghost, soul, whatever  you  want  to  call  it  was  superimposed  over  the  new  body  he’d  stolen.  Or  been  given. 

Whatever the case may be. 

When I stared hard, I could see the original owner of the body had been a young-ish man with a receding hairline that had once been bright red. Now, like everything else about the body, the color had faded. 

“Marge must really like you,” I called back to him. A few people walking past us gave me looks, which I ignored. They could see Alan too, but it probably looked like I was harassing him. Until they got close and got a good whiff of his rotting body. Then they hurried themselves along faster yet. “I mean, to not only send you on vacation, but to do so with a new body . . . How did you get here by the way? Certainly, you didn’t get on a plane with that rotting thing!” 

Alan shuffled a little faster. “It’s complicated.” 

“I’m sure it is, but I’d like you to try and explain it.” I slowed my pace so he could get closer. An idea  was  bubbling  up,  one  that  I  wasn’t  sure  I  liked.  There  was  no  way  he  could  have  made  the journey  in  that  body.  Unless  he  used  the  pathway  of  the  dark  fae—the  same  as  us.  But  that  was unlikely. He would have been snagged by one of the gate guardians for sure. 

I could easily see the snicken, a horrifying chicken and snake hybrid, taking him down. 

In my mind I could only see one other way that Alan could be here with a body that was in fairly good  shape.  Marge  had  brought  his  soul  and  animated  him  in  a  fresh  (or  fresh  enough)  body  here, herself. If that was the way it had happened, the voodoo queen was in England, trying to steer me in whatever direction her new client wanted me to go. 

But why? Could she be working directly for the Dark Council again? 

Only one way to find out. 

I tugged on Remy’s arm. “Here, I think we should stop a minute.” We were next to a bus stop, and I pulled my bag around and dug into it. I pulled out my new notebook, which I kept for tracking all the craziness in my life, and tore out a piece of paper. Remy glanced down into the book. 

“Is that the full spell?” His finger traced the words. “So many things.” 

“Yes, exactly why I wrote it down, so I wouldn’t forget,” I said as I scribbled a quick note and handed  it  to  Alan.  “Take  this  to  Marge.  Tell  her  I’ll  meet  her  in  an  hour  at  the  base  of  Big  Ben.”  I snapped my book shut, nearly catching Remy’s fingers, then shoved it back into my bag. 

Alan’s  commandeered  body  stared  blankly  at  me,  but  his  spirit  looked  at  me  and  then  away, rolling his eyes once more. Classic sign of guilt with him. Then he lied through his teeth. “She’s not

here, Bree. I can’t get this to her.” 

I shrugged. “So, I guess I’ll be at the big clock all by myself. I don’t like games, Alan—you of all people should know that. I suggest you tell your new boss that too and ask her to show up and explain herself. And whatever she’s up to.” Lawdy, this man would be the death of me yet, just from the sheer frustration he caused. 

Alan looked at the note and then at me. “Fine, I’ll try to get it to her. Though how she’s going to fly all the way from New Orleans to here in an hour, I don’t know.” 

“Fine, you do that,” I parroted back at him, already turning away. 

Remy and I continued to walk away, leaving Alan behind us to go to wherever Marge was waiting on him. 

“It is a wonder that no one asks if he is feeling unwell,” Remy said. “He smells like death. Even his nose was dripping chunks of . . .something . . .from time to time.” 

“Marge  doesn’t  care  if  her  pets  rot  and  stink,”  I  said,  but  my  mind  was  already  working  on  the problem at hand. Who was paying her, and why did they care about saving Corb? 

I slowed my steps further because this was still technically a date and, well, on dates you asked questions. I took a deep breath, possible now that Alan was gone, and dove in. 

“So, your mom was a real witch, huh?” 

Remy  choked  on  a  laugh  and  then  grinned  down  at  me,  though  his  eyes  were  not  sparkling  as before. “You met her, what did you think?” 

I chewed the inside of my lip. “That you aren’t like her, not at all.” 

He swept my hand up in his and tucked it into the crook of his arm. “Thank you, Bree. She had many, many abilities and that made her dangerous. As you know.” He sighed. 

I frowned. “You mean besides the magic that made her the first witch?” 

His  hold  on  me  tightened.  “Ah,  I  so  wish  I  had  met  you  sooner,  ma  chérie.  She  could,  if  she wished,  take  on  the  persona,  even  the  very  image  of  another  person.  She  could  convince  you  of anything, and her lies would become like a drink you would crave. It took me many, many years to break free of her.” 

Holy shit. 

I frowned. “I guess we lucked out. I mean, she could have been far worse to deal with.” I found myself touching the bracelet on my wrist, the blue stones warm against my fingertips. 

“Exactly,” He sighed. “But she is gone now, and the world is a better place for that.” He lifted my fingers and brushed his lips across my knuckles. “And now I have you at my side. The world is far better than it was.” He smiled and locked eyes with me until I stumbled, unable to look away. 

The moment heated as he rubbed his hands over my wrist and whispered something in French. No idea what it meant, only that the cadence of it was . . . dark and sensual and I found myself falling into his eyes. 

“Ma chérie, ” Remy purred, “Come with me, we can go to your home. Back to Savannah. Leave

all  this  behind.”  He  waved  a  hand  at  what  I  assumed  was  the  rest  of  the  world.  But  right  then  I couldn’t focus on anything other than him. I didn’t want to lose this connection to him. 

Yup, he was getting under my skin and working his way toward my panties. 

“Savannah?” I murmured. “You want to go there? Why not New Orleans?” 

His smile brightened. “I like the idea of seeing the city that produced a Guardian such as you.” He swept one finger under my chin and tipped his face toward mine. “One with a heart and mind that is so incredibly intoxicating.” 

I wanted to kiss him; I really did. 

But we were on a time crunch, and I feared that if I started to kiss him, it would be all over. 

I closed my eyes and pushed my will through the crush of emotions and crazy hormones. “Come on.” I turned from him and dragged him along with me. “We have less than an hour for me to get to that meeting with Marge.” 

His  sigh  was  heavy,  but  he  gave  me  a  slow  nod.  “Always  something,  ma  chérie.  Always something comes between us. Perhaps, one day, it will not?” 

It was the hope in his voice that got to me. “I’m sure that at some point nothing will be between us.” 

We got back to the big brick building where we were all (with the exception of Remy) staying on the top floor. The whole floor was dedicated to the local coven—of whom only one or two were left, according to Penny. Neither of them was in the country at the moment. Worked out for us. 

I stood at the bottom of the steps that led up the five flights and sighed. “You’d think when they retrofitted this building, they’d have put in an elevator. Or an escalator. Or air conditioning.” 

The heat was stifling within the building, as if we’d stepped into a hot yoga class instead of an apartment  building.  Even  though  there  were  only  five  flights  of  stairs,  I  was  going  to  sweat  like  a motherducker. 

Remy laughed. “You want to race? It is another way to get your blood pumping, yes?” 

“Jaysus, no! I don’t want my blood pumping that way!” I laughed back at him. “You go ahead if you want. I’ll be sweating by the top of the stairs and will for sure need a shower and a fresh set of clothes.” 

We started up, and immediately my right knee protested. I’d been in enough tumble out fights now that my body was getting somewhat used to being bashed around. But I didn’t bounce back like I had in  my  twenties.  I  kept  on  moving,  trying  not  to  huff  and  puff  in  front  of  Remy.  Sure,  he  knew  I  was older than him—sort of—but that didn’t mean I had to remind him. 

Besides,  he  was  just  ahead  of  me,  and  the  view  was  rather  sweet.  He  had  a  nice  .  .  .figure. 

Watching  him  go  up  the  stairs,  my  heart  did  indeed  begin  to  pump  a  little  harder,  and  for  the  right reasons this time. 

At the fourth floor, Remy turned around, his eyes on me as I made my way up that flight, barely a glow of sweat on his face. “Ma chérie, are you good? Truly, it is nothing to take you by the hand.” 

I shot him a look, and he held up both hands in mock surrender. I’d have said something pithy, but I was saving my breath for the last flight. 

We reached the top of the stairs, and the best I could say was that I wasn’t dead. I  was sweating, my lungs burned, and my right knee was throbbing, but I’d made it under my own power. I swiped my face with the back of my hand, smearing the make-up Kinkly had worked so hard on. She was going to give me shit for that, and I couldn’t blame her—she’d spent an hour on my face. 

A sigh escaped me, and I kept moving toward the apartment. 

Outside  the  door  I  paused,  a  tingle  of  apprehension  rolling  through  me.  I  lifted  my  hand  and pressed it to Remy’s chest, stopping him. Then I touched a finger to my lips and pressed my ear to the door. I couldn’t say what I was reacting to exactly, but the air felt charged, as though something was off in the building. 

The part of me that was figuring out how to survive in the shadow world had picked up on it—and that survival instinct was not going to be ignored. 

We had a lot of friends with us. Eric, Sarge, Gran, Penny, Feish, Eammon, and Kinkly. Robert was with me, as always, his finger bone tucked into my bag. We even had the  garrache, the mother of all werewolves, shacking up with us, though I didn’t think she’d stay. 

But the voice on the other side of the door didn’t belong to any of them. 

It was a voice I knew all too well. I leaned my head against the door, wishing I were anywhere but right there. Why, of all the people who could have shown up, did it have to be him? 

Of course, the timing was perfectly fitting, all and all considered. 

“Want to run away with me?” I shot Remy a sideways look. 

“Is that a serious question? Because if it is . . . I’ve already suggested Savannah.” Remy leaned forward and pressed his ear to the door, so we were looking at each other as we listened in on the conversation. His lips brushed mine gently as he spoke. 

“Are you afraid?” he asked quietly. “I will take you away if it is fear. I may be a trickster, Bree, but you make me want to be something more.” 

Something  more.  I  didn’t  want  to  think  about  what  else  he  could  be—the  exchange  was  far  too deep for a moment like this, so I pretended I didn’t hear him. “But you would not take me away if I’m just tired and irritated and don’t want to deal with this shit?” My lips quirked up at his nod. 

“This one will not go away easily this time, I think,” Remy said, and he stood back up, “but you can deal with the energy he throws off, I am sure. And if not, your friends and I are here to help. It is not the end of the world.” 

I grimaced. I was not so sure of that. I mean, we were hunting down—and trying to destroy—the ingredients to a spell that would raise an army of undead vampires to swarm the world. 

So yeah, we kind of  were dealing with the end of the world. 

And it was only a Wednesday morning. 

Chapte r

Two

There was only one way to handle the situation in front of me. I took a deep breath and shoved the door open hard enough that it banged against the wall. 

I  should  have  thought  my  move  through  better.  I  figured  the  bang  would  get  people’s attention and shut everyone up and maybe make the person I was pissed at a little bit afraid. 

What  happened  was  the  door  banged  against  the  wall  hard  enough  to  ricochet  back  toward  me with the force of a speeding bullet. I barely had time to squeak and get my hands up before the heavy door slammed into my face. I caught it with my palms and just barely kept it from breaking my nose. 

Still, I ran with the move as if I’d planned it all to happen that way. 

“Jaysus!” I yelled and shoved the door open again so I could see the problem clearly. “Corb, what the actual duck are you doing here? That you’d have the nerve to show your face, to think you’d be welcome near us, is astounding and, well, just. . .” I trailed off, getting a better look at him. 

He sat on the couch with his head in his hands, elbows on his knees, all by himself. My friends were ranged out around him, all of them on guard. I mean, if you knew them, you’d see it. Sarge was obviously  tense,  his  gold  eyes  semi-wolfed  out.  Eammon  and  Penny  stood  back,  Penny  lightly thumping her cane on the floor in a beat that just felt irritated. 

Feish was in the kitchen, puttering. Quiet. Feish was never quiet. Eric stood to one side, my eyes sliding off him the first time I looked. Which meant he was pulling on his ability to go unnoticed. 

“Bree, look at the problem that did come in through the window,” Eammon said. 

“He  came  in  through  the  window?”  I  took  a  couple  of  steps,  feeling  the  pull  toward  Corb  even now. Energy indeed. 

He  didn’t  lift  his  head.  “The  Dark  Council  is  hunting  for  me,  Bree.  I  am  the  last  of  the  sirens belonging to my clan.” 

“Yup.  I  know  they’re  looking  for  you.”  I  lifted  my  bag  over  my  head  and  set  it  on  the  table. 

“Marge tipped me off.” 

He lifted his head. “The voodoo queen?” 

“One and only. I hope,” I muttered. 

He swallowed hard. “I got a note too.” 

Now that was more than interesting. “Let me see it.” I held out my hand, and he dug a piece of paper from his back pocket. 

I pulled my own note out and compared them. Marge hadn’t signed the letter she’d sent to Corb, but the writing was the same. 

“Does it matter why she would warn you both?” Remy asked. “If she is trying to help, perhaps it is a gift not to look away from.” 

Feish  sidled  up  to  me.  My  friend  leaned  in.  “He  still  trying  to  get  your  cat  I  think.  Working  on sympathy and your squishy bits.” 

I nodded. “You mean my soft heart?” 

“I mean all your softness.” She patted me on the ass to make her point, then grinned and winked. 

Sassy friend. I turned back to Corb and handed him both notes. 

“So, we both got the same warning. And now you’re here. Why, Corb? And why does the Dark Council want you out of all the sirens out there? Because, let’s be honest, you aren’t one of a kind. 

There are more than a few sirens kicking—pardon me—swimming around out there.” 

Sarge cleared his throat. “Actually, he is the last of his line. The last siren of the Iliad Waters.” 

Feish grabbed at me. “That’s why he wanted your cat so badly! To make a new siren!” 

I pushed her hands off, even though I knew she was probably right. The fact that Corb didn’t lift his eyes to mine and just stared at the notes didn’t help his case. 

I shrugged, playing off that I wasn’t interested and didn’t care. “Even with all this, why are you here?” 

Corb  slowly  lifted  his  head.  “I  need  your  help,  Bree.”  His  eyes  met  mine,  and  I  was  proud  of myself for not flinching or looking away. Hell, I wanted to, because I knew that he had the ability to suck me under with his magic. And even though I could break the spell, it wasn’t fun. Corb’s magic could always get under my skin. 

Remy was on my right, and Feish was on my left. My friends were here, and even with them all present,  I  could  feel  Corb  trying  to  pull  at  me  with  his  power.  The  smell  of  the  ocean  filled  my nostrils,  and  the  pulse  of  waves  beat  against  my  skin.  The  warmth  of  hot  sand  trickled  around  my fingers and toes, as if I were on my hands and knees, his lips against my lower back. 

Whispering that we fit, that he loved me, that it was meant to be. 

Motherducker, he would try and make me buckle even here? In front of everyone? 

I gritted my teeth and stared him down, pushing against his energy with my own, calling up a much darker  power—the  magic  that  connected  me  to  the  dead.  The  warmth  of  water  and  waves  was replaced by a cool wind and the smell of fresh turned earth, and Robert suddenly bobbed into being at my side, swaying back and forth, a growl on his lips. 

Everyone sort of leaned back from the two of us. I tried hard to raise one eyebrow and settled for one and a half. “No, Corb. You don’t just want my help. You want to manipulate me again. Did you send these notes?” 

He didn’t look away from me, and I wondered if maybe I was wrong about him. Then a flood of warm air circled back to me—

“If  they  find  me,  they  will  kill  me,  Bree.  And  then  the  Dark  Council  will  be  one  step  closer  to realizing their goals,” Corb said. “I don’t want that to happen. Neither do you. Or has your love for the blacksmith finally gotten the better of you? Have you changed allegiance for a piece of ass?” 

You know, he could have probably suckered me into helping him if he hadn’t decided to get snotty. 

My jaw ticked, and if I could have strangled him right there, I would have. Because this was some pickle I was facing. Did I want Corb anywhere near me? Nope. Did I want him to get snagged by the Dark Council? Also, nope. 

Corb  stood  up,  and  I  found  myself  looking  up  into  his  eyes.  “I  know  you  are  a  Guardian,  Bree. 

Come with me and help keep me safe. I can take us both to deep waters, so deep that they won’t find us. We can stay down for a couple of weeks, come up for air, and then go back again. My magic will keep you safe. I can take you as deep as I can go, if we are bonded.” 

Yeah, that had all sorts of underlying meanings. “Seriously? I don’t have a cage around my heart, Corb. I’d die.” I didn’t look away, though I wanted to. The pull of his magic was still working across my skin, and I was fighting it with all I had. Robert grabbed hold of my hand. 

“Friend.” 

The cool of the grave once more pushed back the scent of the ocean. 

Corb looked down at Robert holding onto me. “I’ll go by myself. And probably not make it on my own, not with the entire Dark Council looking for me.” 

Guilt trip, anyone? Maybe he and Alan had more in common than I’d ever realized. 

Feish burbled and put her hands on her hips. “You think we do not know this?” She glared at him. 

“Drink your tea I gave you. I made it special to help calm you and your stupid nerves.” 

He slowly sat, dutifully took a sip, and grimaced. “It’s sour.” 

“Going to make you expel all the stupid from your body maybe,” Feish muttered. 

Corb drank the tea, but his eyes never left me, and his energy kept beating at mine. Idiot. Mind you I did not let go of Robert either. I wasn’t taking a chance. 

“I don’t think you need to go to your meeting now,” Remy said. “Corb is here.” 

Maybe, maybe not. Marge was a funny one, and she obviously had a hand in this. But I wouldn’t understand her role until I knew who was paying her way. Corb? That was possible. Again, I felt a push in a direction that didn’t quite make sense. It nagged at me, compelled me. Meeting Marge was important, I was sure of it. I just didn’t know why yet. 

“This discussion will be resumed later. I have business to take care of.” Look at me go, sounding all important and in control of the situation, which I was pretty sure was spiraling out of control. 

I put a hand on Feish’s arm. “Keep an eye on him.” I looked around the room. “All of you keep an eye on him.” 

Corb set the teacup down. “I’m not waiting—” 

“You stay here,” I said. “I have a meeting. When I’m done with that, I’ll deal with whatever this is. We’ll make a plan of action to keep you safe and out of the Dark Council’s clutches.” I waved my hand  at  him  as  I  stomped  off  toward  my  current  bedroom  for  a  change  of  clothes  and  a  moment  to collect myself. 

By  the  time  I  stepped  into  my  bedroom,  Corb’s  energy  had  seeped  from  my  skin,  and  I  could breathe easily again. Robert had come with me of course, but I didn’t get a chance to shut the door behind  us.  Kinkly  zipped  through,  and  Feish  was  right  behind  her,  pushing  it  wide  open  and  then slamming it behind her. Robert shuffled over to one corner of the room, swaying, his head hung low. 

“Did you kiss him?” Kinkly swept around my face. 

“What?” I was yanking my clothes off, my mind all wrapped up in the Corb dilemma and the notes delivered to both of us. Of course, his had said,  You’re next, while mine had said,  The siren is next. 

“Kiss who?” 

“Remy, of course!” Kinkly circled around me and gasped. “Goddess, what did you do to the make up? It took us over an hour! Oh, please tell me it’s because you got hot and sweaty with him!” 

“Stairs and no air conditioning, nothing so fun as being naked with Remy,” I muttered as I shucked off my new to me dress and found my work clothes. I yanked on my leather pants, corset top, and arm bracers, and at the last second pulled on the shoulder caps too. Just in case. Then I caught my face in the mirror. 

I  looked  like  a  raccoon.  A  crying  raccoon.  I  grabbed  a  package  of  facial  wipes  and  quickly smeared off the worst of it. Nope, it only seemed to make my eyes look like I was—

“You going to war?” Feish asked. 

I glanced over at her as I tried to get more of the smudged black liner off. “Marge is cagey. I don’t trust  her,  and  she  sent  Alan  in  a  new  dead  body  to  give  me  a  note  saying  Corb  is  next  on  the  Dark Council’s list. And then sent him the same message. It’s a game, but maybe war? Who knows at this point?” 

Feish wrinkled up her nose, the gills on the sides of her neck fluttering. “Killed the mood, huh? 

Did you even get to banging the pretty boy with a quickie?” 

I flushed. “Feish, we were having lunch. We didn’t even kiss, never mind getting . . . never mind. 

Alan interrupted, and we came back here. And now—shocker—Corb is being an ass and throwing his magical weight around.” 

There was a sudden shout, like a yelp, followed by the sound of a door banging, and then a loud male groan could be heard through the walls. Feish smiled. “That keep Corb busy in bathroom. Safest place in house.” She winked. “No window big enough to climb through.” 

I finished getting dressed and pulled my hair into a long braid. “Your special tea?” 

She gave a wide grin. 

I frowned. “But you gave him the tea before you knew he’d have to stay.” 

She shrugged. “I was hoping he’d shit his pants and leave.” 

Laughter  spilled  out  of  me,  and  I  ended  up  bent  at  the  waist.  “He’d  have  ruined  the  couch!”  I could barely speak through the laughter. 

Again,  she  shrugged.  “Send  him  the  cleaning  bill.  Maybe  he  would  leave  you  alone  then.  Too embarrassed to try and kiss you after he shit his playboy undies in front of you.” 

Kinkly  screeched  with  glee,  and  I  joined  her  as  the  sound  of  moaning  slid  through  the  walls, followed by the thump of a foot or fist, I wasn’t sure which. It only set us off further. Corb deserved it and  then  some  given  how  he’d  treated  me  and  my  friends.  As  if  we  weren’t  good  enough,  as  if  we were easy to cast away. 

We’d all just been part of his game of manipulation. Maybe he’d been using us all along because he thought we were keeping him safe? It was hard to know for sure, but that was what it was starting to look like. 

“Think he knows we’re laughing at him?” Kinkly snickered as she landed lightly on my shoulder. 

“Probably suspects,” I wiped a tear away from my eye. “Thanks, Feish, I needed that laugh. You going to come with me to see Marge?” 

Feish frowned. “No, I’ll stay and give him more tea. He probably doesn’t suspect yet that’s what sent him to the pooper?” 

I snorted. “If he doesn’t suspect, he deserves whatever amount of your special tea you can get into him. And you’re right—it will keep him from moving around much and getting in my way. If he runs off before we have a plan, it won’t matter if the notes were meant to help.” 

She held up a webbed hand and I slapped her a high-five. She gripped my fingers, not letting them go. “But you take someone with you for this meeting, right?” 

I nodded. The easy answer would be to take Remy with me, but . . . “I’ll see if Penny will come. 

I’d like to talk to her about the spell again.” 

“Good choice. Old lady is tough as leather.” Feish led the way out of my room. 

“And I’m coming,” Kinkly sat herself down on my shoulder. 

“How is your wing, good enough?” 

She’d had a set back with her torn wings. They fatigued a lot faster than previously, which meant she had to sit on my shoulder a lot. Not that I minded. She was hardly noticeable with her tiny frame. 

“Getting stronger.” She sighed. “I don’t know if they will ever be back to where I could fly all day. I think . . . the damage is too much. But I’m not complaining. The alternative would be to never fly again.” 

That was more than she’d said about her wings since the damage had happened. They’d been torn in an epic battle with the Dark Council prior to our trip to France, and a friendly demon—yes, you heard that correctly—fixed them. 

“I’m not really upset,” she went on before I could say anything. “The thing is most fairies who’ve had  damage  to  their  wings  don’t  ever  fly  again.  That’s  why  I  was  so  sharp  with  you  when  we  first met. You know, when I was stuck up in the gum. I was terrified.” 

“Maybe  you  would  have  been  better  off  not  meeting  me  then,”  I  paused  before  we  entered  the living room. “You’d still have your wings. Suzy wouldn’t be trapped as a melusine.” 

Suzy,  stuck  now  as  a  twin-tailed  mermaid.  All  so  that  we  could  stop  the  Dark  Council  from finding  the  first  witch  before  us.  Her  transformation  forced  her  to  stay  behind  in  France,  unable  to come home with us. Unable to be with Eric even. 

All for nothing. 

“Meh, but how boring would life be without my beautiful Guardian friend?” Kinkly said. “I can’t even imagine my life without you in it!” 

I snorted. “You called me old and fat the first time we met. Remember?” 

“Still  old.  Not  so  fat  now.”  She  laughed  softly.  “It’s  a  worthy  trade  off  in  my  mind.  Wings  that keep me humble for friends who love me no matter what.” 

Heart warm and throat tight, I stepped back into the main room of the house. All eyes turned to me. “Penny, do you want to come with me to chat with Marge? You have history with her.” 

My mentor pushed to her feet, gripping her cane with her wrinkled and gnarled fingers. “I’d love a chat with Margie. We haven’t spoken in years. Perhaps it’s time I called in some favors.” 

Her words made me think of the accusation Missy had leveled at her—she’d claimed Penny was the  one  who’d  taught  Marge  her  voodoo  magic.  I  didn’t  necessarily  disbelieve  her  .  .  .  it  could  be true. I mean, we all made mistakes, right? Just look at me. I’d (briefly) thought Corb was the one for me and look how that had turned out. Then I’d thought Crash was my hero, and it had turned out he was part of the Dark Council. 

So yeah, I really wasn’t in a place to judge other people’s past decisions. 

I held my arm out for Penny and grabbed my bag with the other hand, slinging it over my shoulder. 

Remy caught my eye and winked. “I have some things to do, but if you’d like me to stay and keep an eye on things,  ma chérie, I can do that as well.” 

“That’s fine. Everyone here will keep an eye on Corb. Though it sounds like he won’t be leaving the ceramic throne for some time.” I winced as an almost whale like-wail erupted from the direction off the bathroom. 

“Extra strong, I steeped it double time,” Feish whispered to me. 

Eammon snorted, although his attention was on Remy, not Feish. “Lad, you won’t be impressing her  like  that!  You  need  to  not  be  a  total  knot  head.  Maybe  you  could  find  her  a  new  weapon?  Or another bit of leather to wear?” 

Sarge  and  Eammon  started  in  on  Remy,  teasing  him  about  all  the  ways  he  could  show  his affection. And loyalty. 

Eric,  my  friend  from  the  very  start  of  my  journey  back  into  the  shadow  world,  stood  off  to  the side. 

He looked . . . lost, his eyes dim and his skin sallow. With Suzy gone, he’d stopped laughing and smiling.  He  was  grieving  her—we  all  were,  but  none  so  much  as  him.  “Eric,  do  you  want  to  come

with us?” 

He touched his glasses and pushed them up a little. “No, I think . . . I will just stay here.” 

I took note that he didn’t offer to bake anything. That was usually his go-to when it came to stress. 

“Do you want to make something? Corb probably could stand to eat something, cleaning his guts out like he is.” Not that I gave a single flying duck about Corb right then, but if it got Eric motivated, that was worth it. 

He gave a slow nod. “Good idea. Maybe a quiche? That’s a good, protein-filled item.” 

As we left, the sound of the eggbeaters started up, but it was quickly muffled when we shut the apartment door behind us. 

Penny  sighed.  “That  boy  is  heartbroken.  I  don’t  think  he’s  eaten  more  than  plain  toast  since  we arrived in London.” 

I grimaced. “It’s my fault. I shouldn’t have let Suzy—” 

“Not true,” Penny let go of me and held the banister as she made her way down the stairs. “Not true at all. He knows that Suzy went in of her own will. And . . .well she said it to you, she’d been dreaming of the melusine girls. She knew that they were calling to her in a way that only another siren would understand. Eric is no fool, he knew this was a possibility with Suzy.” 

Penny and I made it down the stairs without breaking much of a sweat, but I was already dreading going back up. Maybe the air conditioning would be fixed by the time we came back? Yeah, probably not. 

“He’s a good guy,” Kinkly said quietly. “He’ll find someone else.” 

“I don’t think he wants anyone else,” I said. “And, honestly, I don’t want him to find someone else either. I want him to have Suzy back. So, we just need to find a way to bring her home.” 

My mind immediately went to Corb. He was a siren, and he had been Suzy’s mentor. Maybe he could help? Might be worth asking. Assuming he survived Feish’s tea, we could ask him to agree to a trade: we’d keep him safe, and he’d help us find a way to rescue Suzy. 

“After we deal with Margie,” Penny said. “One thing at a time, girl. You cannot run before you can walk.” 

“I don’t want to run,” I said. “Walking is just damn fine.” 

I took us to the closest bus stop, and we made our way toward Big Ben. 

The bus we were on was full, and I found myself looking around at the other passengers. Penny took the seat beside me, and I stayed standing. 

You’d think that I’d stand out with my leather pants and corset, but honestly, there were weirder looks. A clown stood at the far back, honking his fake red nose and irritating people. More than one passenger got up and left his vicinity. I didn’t blame them. Clowns were not cool. 

Two  kids  were  dressed  as  a  pair,  one  all  in  white,  one  all  in  black,  and  they’d  tied  themselves together with a big hunk of rope. 

And closest to me was a man sitting in nothing but his underwear, holding a sign that said, “Money

for clothes.” 

The rest of the people were everyday citizens trying to go about their day and not take notice of the weirdos. Of which I was currently one. 

I smiled. 

Even a year ago I would have been mortified to be caught out in public like this, standing out like a sore thumb in a hammering contest. I would have worried about embarrassing Alan. Even though we were in a serious rough patch, I’d tried to hold it together. 

But now? Not so much. 

“What are you smiling about?” Underwear Man asked. “You have a pretty smile.” 

I turned to him and saw his face . . . wobble. Not unlike No-Face Bruce. My heart rate shot up so high and fast that my knees wobbled like his damn face. “Who are you?” 

He blinked a few times and licked at his lips. “Just a man in his underwear begging for change or clothes.” 

Penny touched my arm. “House elf. They have been mostly run out of England. And they always got their clothes from their masters.” 

I didn’t look away from his wobbling face. As I stared, it smoothed out until he was about the size of our friend, Bridgette, though less stocky. He kept tugging his underwear up, almost to his chest. 

I had only one thought. Don’t let the underwear fall off. It was too early in the morning for random dick pics of any kind. Most especially those in the flesh. 

“I have no money or clothes to offer you, friend,” I said softly. “I’m sorry.” 

He smiled up at me. “A kind word is a good boon too, Guardian.” 

Shit, did everyone know who I was? 

“How did you know?” 

“You have a smell to you,” He sniffed and touched a finger to his nose. “Human but not quite. It’s unique.  Not  many  guardians  of  cities  left.  Been  a  long  time  since  I’ve  seen  another  Guardian  near here. Would be nice to keep you around. You looking for a place to protect?” 

“I think she smells nice,” Kinkly said. “Are you saying she stinks?” 

Kinkly’s words flowed over me as I caught up with the man’s words. Guardians of Cities. I mean, people had said I was a Guardian of Savannah, so it made sense there were other Guardians, I just hadn’t put two and two together. That meant that there were others like me. Of course there were! 

I leaned forward to ask him if he knew any others, and where they were, but was interrupted by a large honk. As if from a clown’s oversized nose. 

I looked up as the clown headed our way, no longer jovial and irritating. 

Eyes  flaming  red,  black  lines  racing  across  his  white-painted  face  like  cracks  opening  up,  he stomped his oversized feet toward us and swung his arms. “Time to die, Guardian.” 

Chapte r

Three

“Shit!” I scrambled out of his way as he swung something at my head. It whooshed past, and I recognized it as a billy club. Penny sat down hard behind me. Kinkly screeched and tangled herself into my hair. 

“You’d  better  get  Robert  out  ’cause  I  won’t  be  helping  with  this  one!”  Penny  said.  “Too  many people for my magic. More harm than good!” 

I  scrambled  for  my  bag  and  tried  to  yank  Robert’s  finger  bone  out,  but  I  couldn’t  find  it  in  the depths of my carry all. Duck me upside down and sideways! These were tight quarters. This was not the time to get klutzy. 

I was backing up, people were screaming, and the psycho clown kept swinging hard with his billy club while he laughed merrily along to a tune only he could hear. 

“Time  to  die,  Guardian!”  He  repeated,  and  I  wondered  if  he  knew  any  other  words.  Maybe  he didn’t. 

“Nope.  I  have  a  to-do  list  a  mile  long.  Can’t  die  yet!  Give  me  another  year  or  two.”  I  hollered back as I ducked down and kicked out with one leg. I managed to catch the clown in the ankle, which sent him sprawling into the lap of a little old lady. 

Said little old lady with the cotton ball hair screamed like a banshee, and slammed her purse into his head, knocking his bright red wig off. “Off me, you scoundrel! You rake! You loser! Pervert!” 

I kept backing up until I was at the front of the bus. “You might want to pull over!” I shouted. 

The bus driver glanced back at me. “Miss, I can’t just be . . . what is going on back there? What are you doing?” 

I swiveled my head and saw what he did—the little old lady was still swinging at the clown for all her worth, and he was on his hands and knees, taking the pummeling of his life. 

“Yes, well, I suppose there are exceptions to the rules,” the bus driver pulled over to a cacophony of honking from the vehicles around us. “Get out!” 

“Penny, come on!” I yelled as I pushed to my feet. 

Penny swung her cane at the clown as she passed him, connecting with the back of his head and dropping him flat. “I suppose I was wrong,” she said smugly. “I did help with this one.” 

The  back  of  my  hair  was  trembling  from  Kinkly’s  shuddering.  Whatever  the  clown  was,  he’d freaked her right out. Then again, maybe it was just the fact that it was a clown. 

The  doors  to  the  bus  slid  open  and  I  was  out,  all  but  dragging  Penny  with  me.  We  were  on  a bridge, the tall green metal lamp posts the first thing I noticed. The second was that the clown got out of the bus and followed us onto the bridge. Stumbling and rubbing at the back of his head. 

“Should have known it wouldn’t be that easy,” I muttered. 

Using the traffic to block us from view, I helped Penny to the side of the bridge, to the sidewalk. 

“You go to the clock, it’s just up ahead, and I’ll deal with Ronald over there.” 

Penny sighed. “Get Robert to help you.” 

I nodded and shooed her along, then flipped my bag around and dug out the finger bone. “Robert, we got company.” 

I couldn’t help but feel another pang in my heart, because Robert wasn’t himself anymore. But his finger bone slid from my hand, and before it even landed on the ground, he was standing there next to me,  swaying  under  his  black  hooded  cloak,  long  straggly  dark  hair  hiding  the  fact  that  he  was  still skeletal underneath it. 

“Friend,” he whispered. 

“We’ll have whiskey later,” I said as I turned to the stumbling clown coming toward me. “Kinkly, you okay?” 

“I  can’t  move,”  she  whispered.  “It’s  the  man  I  see  in  my  dreams.  I  thought  .  .  .  I  thought  I  was having a waking dream, but this is real!” 

“Do you know what he is? How do we deal with him?” 

Her shuddering increased. “Boogeyman. I just know he’s a boogeyman.” 

Boogeyman? 

I  frowned,  wanting  to  pull  out  my  gran’s  book  of  spells  and  such.  But  of  course,  that  wasn’t happening. 

Instead, I pulled out the book of curses and spells that Oster Boon—the book seller from Death Row at home in Savannah—had handed to me. I held it tightly but didn’t try to read anything yet. We needed a bit of space between us and our boogeyman. 

The people around us on the side of the bridge seemed to not see Robert—not surprising, there weren’t  many  humans  who  could  see  the  supernatural  without  help—but  for  whatever  reason  they could see the clown. 

More than one person screamed as he lurched toward us, swatting at anyone who got in his path. 

Was that because he was a boogeyman, created to scare humans? My recollection of things said yes, that was the case. He’d hidden it behind his equally terrifying clown suit, at least for a bit. 

I tapped Robert’s shoulder as an idea slowly bubbled its way to the front of my mind. “This way. 

We’ll take him down below the bridge.” 

Even though the humans couldn’t see Robert, I didn’t want to endanger them unnecessarily, or end

up on the five-o’clock news. And the fact that the clown was scaring them this badly was concerning. 

Could they see his flaming red eyes? Kinda looked like they could. Then again, people didn’t take to clowns at the best of times. 

Robert swayed along beside me as I hurried across the bridge. I didn’t need to look back to check on the clown. He was still coming; I could hear him laughing and screaming about me dying. 

“Subtle  like  a  sledgehammer,”  I  said.  “Robert,  any  idea  how  to  deal  with  the  clown?  Or  the boogeyman?” 

I  didn’t  expect  much  of  an  answer  from  him,  so  I  wasn’t  overly  disappointed  when  I  didn’t  get one. 

“No,” he grumbled. Yup, that was the extent of it. 

We  were  at  the  end  of  the  bridge  now,  and  there  was  no  obvious  path  that  went  down  below.  I scrambled up on the edge of the fence, struggling to get my right leg over. (I needed to do more yoga, this was ridiculous.)

“Not friend,” Robert growled as he climbed over behind me, agile, flowing like water. 

Yeah, I’d figured that out myself. I landed with a thump on the other side of the bridge fence and trotted down the steep slope. There was still screaming and hollering from the humans up above us. 

At least our ‘not friend’ was still following. 

Weird that I wanted him to follow. Wasn’t long ago that I was all about just running—slowly—for my life. 

I  made  it  down  to  the  bottom  of  the  slope  and  looked  back  as  the  clown  peered  over  the  edge, giving him a one-fingered wave. “You know, you look like a potato dressed up in a clown suit. Not terribly intimidating.” 

His eyes flared and the dark lines on his face deepened, widening into cracks. 

I smiled. “Seriously. A giant. Stuffed. Potato. A potato that peels.” 

Robert snickered. “Potato.” 

Damn, his vocabulary was getting better! 

Kinkly shook with fear. “Don’t anger him, he’s terrible!” 

“I’m not going to  just anger him, Kink,” I said as I pulled out the black blade that Crash had made me. “I’m going to kick his ass until he tells us who sent him.” 

The boogeyman clown tumbled over the railing and rolled down toward me, far faster than I had expected, arms and legs windmilling hard as he came straight for me. 

“Gawd in heaven!” I yelped and leapt to the right, just under the bridge, to avoid being taken out at  the  knees.  Just  thinking  about  a  direct  hit  like  that  made  them  ache.  I  did  not  need  to  add  broken kneecaps to my list of injuries or aches and pains. Of course, the leap I made sent me sprawling onto my belly and knocked the wind out of me. 

I gasped for air and rolled over to see potato clown looming over me. He grinned and the black cracks in his face widened further, his skin peeling away to reveal mottled gray and green scaled skin, 

teeth like a rat, and ears to match on the top of his head. 

“Hello, Guardian,” He clicked his huge front incisor teeth. 

I smiled up at him and kicked out. “Not nice to meet you.” I managed to catch him in the upper thigh, but instead of sending him away, it made him land hard on me. 

“Son  of  a  miserable  bitch!”  I  yelped.  I  barely  got  my  arm  up—thank  Gerry  for  the  bracer!—in time to catch his rat teeth on my forearm. 

He  bit  down  deep,  clinging  hard  to  me,  the  leather  squeaking  under  his  teeth  and  my  flesh protesting, but he didn’t get through it. 

Kinkly  let  out  a  scream  and  started  sobbing.  Nothing  I  could  do  to  help  calm  her  while  I  was dealing with this doofus. 

“Who sent you?” I yelled at the rat boogeyman clown potato—whatever he was. “Who wants to kill  me  today?  Louis?  Someone  else  on  the  Dark  Council?  Roderick?”  I  was  throwing  names  out, hoping he’d respond to one of them as he chewed on my arm. 

He  shook  his  head,  but  was  he  denying  the  names,  or  did  he  just  want  to  tear  my  arm  off?  I punched him in the side of the head with my other hand—and scrambled for my knife that had been flung to the side. “You don’t want to talk, then I’ll just talk for you.” 

I had a plan. I was going to keep him busy while I pulled my knife and stuck the potato with it. 

That was the plan. 

“I think you have a small penis, and that’s what’s caused this uproar. Never made sense to me why a man with a small penis would feel the need to prove himself in other areas. It’s not like it will grow if you level up, you know.” 

He snarled, rage twisting his features. I almost had my hand on my knife handle. Almost. 

That’s when the plan went sideways. 

Robert suddenly launched himself onto the boogeyman’s back, slamming him right into me. Even more  accurately  right   onto  me.  The  combined  weight  of  both  Robert  and  the  rat-faced  boogeyman knocked what was left of the wind out of me. 

“Off, off!” I gasped out the word while rat face was inches from my nose. The only thing holding him from me was my bracer. 

Thank all that was holy for Gerry and her amazing leather work. 

Robert grabbed at the rat’s ears and yanked him back, riding him like a pony. But rat face did not let go of me, which meant we were both yanked up. I managed to land on my knees and pushed to my feet, arm still stuck in rat face’s mouth. 

“Corb? Is that who sent you” I twisted hard and got my arm back, though my fingers were tingling. 

I stumbled sideways as the boogeyman lunged for me, held back only by Robert’s death grip on his ears. 

I  didn’t  want  to  say  this  next  name.  “Crash?  Did  he  send  you?”  Another  snarl.  Relief  flowed through me. “Wait, is it Missy? Or Monica? Alan? Marge?” 

Crap, I had a lot of potential enemies. Maybe more than even I realized. 

A clap resounded behind the rat-faced boogeyman, and a rush of thick energy filled up the space around us. 

“I did not be sending this thing to you, though I  can send him away,” Marge’s voice echoed from her massive frame and ridiculously tall blue hair. 

“Would you mind? I feel like he’s going to impede our discussion.” I stepped back, watching as Marge approached, her Amazonian frame impressive even outside. I’d only ever dealt with her in her house  before  now,  and  a  little  in  my  dreams,  and  her  stature  had  been  intimidating  in  those  small spaces. 

Kinkly clung to me, her skin cold with fear. I wished I could give her a hug. “Almost over, Kink.” 

The rat-faced boogeyman crouched, but Robert did not let him go. Instead, he growled and yanked him a little harder. 

Marge circled around Robert and Rat Face, her tongue clucking away like a hen in the barnyard. 

“You  do make the most interesting people come for you. Like this one. He’s not who you’d think. Not at all.” 

She  flexed  her  fingers  in  front  of  the  face,  and  the  skin  that  had  peeled  away  closed  back  over, covering up the teeth and mottled skin, until it had been restored to the creepy clown facade. “I can send him away, but I think this one and others like him will keep coming for you until you kill their master. I believe you’ve done stirred up a bee’s nest. Not that it is a surprise at this point.” 

“Just  ducking  peachy,”  I  muttered,  feeling  pain  in  my  arm  and  the  bruises  that  were  surely blooming on my back. I knew better than to ask her how to stop the boogeyman. That would cost me. 

One last wiggle of Marge’s fingers, and the boogeyman’s eyes went blank. He lay down, taking Robert with him. 

“Robert, you can let him go now.” I carefully went around and touched Robert’s shoulder. 

“Not friend,” he grumbled. 

“Yeah, I know. But he’s sleeping now. We’ll leave him here.” 

Marge  had  already  turned  away,  and  I  saw  Penny  beyond  her.  She’d  made  it  to  the  base  of  Big Ben apparently, and sent Marge to help. 

Following Marge, we made our way up to the small grassy square. 

“How did you know I was in England?” Marge asked as we came to a stop, and she turned to face me. 

“Alan. How would you get him here? The dark fae pathways? I don’t think so. And even if the guy whose body you used had a passport, Alan sure as shit wouldn’t pass through Homeland security like that  without  getting  a  full-on  body  cavity  search,  and  I  can  only  imagine  what  body  parts  would accidently fall off as they dug around in him.” 

Her lips twitched. “I flew. I brought your Alan and a few others and stuffed them into bodies once I arrived.” 

As I’d thought. 

“Why do you care about Corb’s safety?” I jumped right to the point, and Marge’s eyebrows shot up to her dark blue hairline. “What’s in it for you?” 

Marge  sighed.  “It  would  be  bad  for  business  if  a  swarm  of  vampires  were  to  show  up  on  our doorstep, if you know what I mean. Who has need of a voodoo queen to raise the dead if you can just get someone bitten ahead of time?” 

I stared at her and wondered how dumb she thought I was. “Try again. You worked for the Dark Council. So you can’t pretend that you care about unleashing an army of vampires.” 

She  stared  right  back.  “Before  I  knew  what  they  were  doing.  I’ve  worked  for  all  sorts,  girly. 

Good, bad, morally gray. Don’t matter to me as long as the coin is good.” 

Kinkly peeked out. “You mean people . . . actually have you raise up their loved ones?” 

“Some people bequeath a certain amount of money in their wills, along with the other supplies I need.” She shrugged. “I don’t ask what their families think of it. You want to put it in your will, you let me know.” Marge winked. 

As if I would ever ask to be like Alan. Stuck in a rotting body? No thank you. 

“Nope, I’d rather end up like my friend over here,” I tipped my head to Robert. Sure, he might be slumping around in nothing more than his bones, but at least he was still in his own body, or whatever remained of it, and his mind was somewhat intact. 

“I can help you with that too.” She laughed. 

Penny  thumped  her  cane  on  the  ground,  and  it  reverberated  through  my  feet.  “Avoiding  the questions, Marge. Why Corb? Why help us now?” 

“And  who  are  you  working  for?”  I  added.  Because  that  would  tell  me  how  much  I  needed  to worry about her. 

Marge dipped her head and almost . . . curtsied to Penny, ignoring my question. “Yes, ma’am. The thing is, the Dark Council believes Corb is the only siren that the spell will work with.” 

“Why him?” I asked. 

“While that might be true,” Marge said. “The spell refers to a siren’s cave. There’s only one kind of siren that has their own cave inside of them. The Iliad ocean siren.” 

Siren’s cave. Yes, that was in the list of spell ingredients. She knew about the spell fully then too. 

So much for it being a secret. 

A cave inside of him? “Like . . .a va-jay-jay?” Kinkly popped out from under my hair. “He has both bits?” 

Marge snorted. “No. He has a second protection around his heart. It’s a natural evolutionary aid to help  with  diving  under  deep  pressure,  so  he  could  go  to  the  bottom  of  the  ocean  if  he  chose.  It’s  a heart cave. He’s literally the only siren left who has it.” 

I shot a look to Penny. Marge didn’t just give up information for free, but I sure as shit on a pig’s feet wasn’t going to offer anything for what she’d just told me. 

“And  who  is  paying  you  to  send  us  running  after  Corb?”  I  pressed,  choosing  my  wording carefully. 

Marge smiled, a rather unpleasant smile. “Are you sure you want to know that?” 

I put my hands on my hips. “What will it cost for you to tell us?” 

Her smile widened, until I felt like her face would crack open like the clown’s. 

“A  bit  of  hair,  that  should  suffice.”  She  reached  for  my  tangled  ponytail,  her  long  nails  just brushing through the straggling ends. 

Penny stepped between us. “No.” 

Marge  bowed  her  head  and  curtsied  again.  “I  respect  that,  Penny,  but  it  is  not  up  to  you.  Our newly minted Guardian must decide if the cost is worth it to her.” 

Penny  thumped  her  cane  once  on  the  ground  with  enough  force  that  I  was  sure  I  felt  a reverberation. “You took all I trained you in and twisted it. Never were the things I taught you meant to be peddled to those who would harm the world.” 

“Matter of opinion.” Marge shrugged her massive shoulders. “You see, I think that harm is in the eye of the beholder. If you got bitten by a snake instead of me, then no one would think anything was wrong with the world.” 

I thought Penny was going to smack Marge with her cane. Her wrinkled hands clutched at the top of her cane. 

“Okay,  well,  I  don’t  think  we’re  going  to  change  her  mind  on  that.”  I  thought  about  the  cost  of knowing who had paid off Marge. In some ways, that was more important than anything else. Because it would help me judge the importance of her warning. “How would I know you’re telling me the truth about your current employer?” 

She spread her arms. “I will show you the letter of engagement sent to me by courier. Last week. 

On the seventh.” 

The  seventh.  That  was  the  day  the  first  witch  had  died,  Robert  had  been  sent  back  to  skeletal form, and Karissa’s head had been lopped off. Before I could even fully agree, Marge was pulling out an envelope from what looked like thin air. A magician’s trick or real magic, didn’t matter. 

“Don’t,” Penny warned. “It won’t do you any good and the cost is high.” 

Was it though? I hesitated. She’d trained Marge, so she would know better than I did. I motioned at Penny. “Let’s get you home before dark.” 

Penny gave me the slightest widening of her eyes, a tip of her head, silently asking me what I was up to. A shrug back, and I kept moving. 

“Come back,” Marge said, and I paused and looked over my shoulder. She held the envelope out to me. “Consider it a gesture of good will.” 

So she  wanted me to know who’d hired her. Why? 

Penny’s eyes narrowed as did my own. “You don’t do anything out of good will, Marge.” 

“I don’t want vampires running amok,” Marge said. “Not those kind.” 

Again, she could be lying, but the envelope was right in front of me. “No cost?” I asked. Clarity would be incredibly important here. 

Robert let out a low grumble. 

Marge shook the envelope at me. “No charge today. I meant what I said. Those vampires wouldn’t be good for anyone.” 

I took the envelope and peeled it open. A single sheet of paper lay folded neatly inside. I pulled it out, the smell of flames and steel twisting my guts into knots, almost as if I’d been drinking Feish’s tea. 

Before  I  even  saw  his  handwriting,  I  knew  who’d  hired  Marge  to  send  Corb  running  and  me running after him. 

Crash. 

Chapte r

Four

Penny and I stood at the top of the stairs that led into the apartment. We were both breathing hard, though I think she was a little less strained than I was. Maybe it was stress on my part. 

Or the lack of air conditioning. 

“You haven’t said a word since we left Marge.” Penny leaned against the wall, propped up with her cane. “I would think you’d have a lot to say after her revelations. After seeing who hired her.” 

The note was burned into the back of my eyeballs, I couldn’t unsee it. 

 The  Dark  Council  wishes  to  have  the  Guardian  believe  that  Corb  is  next  on  the  list  of ingredients  we  will  gather.  It  will  remove  her  from  our  way,  and  from  the  items  we  are  seeking. 

 Name your price. Be discreet. 

I  bent  at  the  waist  and  pushed  my  bag  over  my  hip.  “Nothing  new,  Penny.  Someone  wants  me dead. Corb is in trouble. Crash can’t be trusted. Not what I’d call much to talk about.” 

“You thought about what to do with him? Corb, that is,” Penny said. “Any idea where he would be safe? He obviously can’t be staying with us, and even though the Dark Council is obviously trying to keep you busy while they go after other elements of the spell, he does need to be hidden.” 

This time I nodded. “Yeah, I have given it some thought. I think we need to go home to Savannah. 

Here we don’t know the ins and outs. On our home turf, we stand a fighting chance. And I think Dr. 

Mori could help—he has a good understanding of the shadow world, better than anyone else I know. 

Maybe.” 

Dr. Mori had a connection to the dead, and to the shadow world that rivaled that of many of the other supernaturals I knew. We’d met in a hospital, and he’d helped me stop a horde of zombies from taking  over  Savannah.  He’d  also  promised  to  train  me  in  my  connection  to  the  dead.  Something  I hadn’t had a chance to do yet. 

Penny tapped her cane lightly. “Good. It’s too cold here, even for summer. Do us all some good.” 

I didn’t want to tell her that I had a sinking feeling we weren’t  all going home. I suspected Eric would stay to be close to Suzy. Gut instinct said that our group would be changing again. 

I forced my feet to the door and then opened it, pushing inward. 

The scene in the kitchen would have warmed my heart at any other time. Eric was cooking—the

first  time  since  we’d  lost  Suzy—and  everyone  else  was  sitting  around  the  table  playing   Uno  of  all things. 

“Pick up four, and I want it blue now!” Feish yelled at Corb, tossing her card onto the pile with an aggressive throw. 

He dutifully picked up four cards off the deck. 

“Marge told me what a siren’s cave is,” I said, breaking the silence. No point in beating around the bush—I was far too tired for subtlety. 

Corb’s head jerked my way, his green eyes wide. “She . . . told you?” 

“Right. So, you need to go into hiding, that would be best,” I said. “I mean, if they can’t get that from you, then they won’t be able to make the spell. It would be a moot point.” 

Corb’s eyes lingered on my face. “So you understand why I—” 

“Don’t even try it,” I shut him down. He wanted to say that he’d been a dick to me to protect me from  being  the  collateral  the  Dark  Council  would  use  against  him  .  .  .  but  I  wasn’t  in  the  mood  to listen to nonsense. 

I  was born at night, but not last night, and not the night before either. 

“We  need  a  witness  protection  program,”  I  said.  “Is  there  anything  like  that  for  the  shadow world?” 

Sarge snorted. “Well yeah. It’s called being dead.” He took a slug of his beer, smiling. 

I looked at the werewolf and gave a slow nod. “Now that’s a good idea.” 

Sarge choked on his drink. “I was kidding, Bree.” 

I started talking my thoughts out loud. “The thing is, you’re not wrong. Once you’re dead, you’re dead. But then there would still be the body to deal with, surely the Dark Council would want to dig it up to get to the cave?” 

Corb stood up slowly. “You’re talking about killing me to keep me out of their hands.” 

I waved a hand at him. “Faking your death isn’t the same as  actually dying, Corb. But you have to look at this from all the angles. Would they go looking for a body? How do we keep them from doing that? Who would they go after next?” 

Notice how I’d told him nothing about this being a ruse? About how Crash had been the one to set it up? Yup, that was intentional. 

“There are other sirens,” Corb said. “Maybe not with the same cave as mine, but similar enough.” 

Eric clattered a pan onto the counter. “You think they might go after my Suzy?” 

His face was spotted with color, his lips pinched white. I sighed. “I hope not, but I honestly don’t know,  Eric.  I  don’t  know  who  is  safe  and  who  isn’t.  We  are  going  on  Marge’s  word  that  the  Dark Council wants Corb specifically. But we don’t know that they couldn’t just pluck any siren out and kill them for what they need.” 

Eric picked up the pan and slammed it back onto the counter, cookies flying everywhere. “So even now she isn’t safe?” His shoulders hunched and thickened, sprouting a bit of long hair. 

“Safer than the rest of us,” Corb said softly. “The melusine are brutal, getting past them to claim her would be . . . difficult. Nearly impossible.” 

“We all got past them, dummy,” Feish pointed out. 

Corb shook his head. “Suzy and I are sirens, and you’re a river maid. We got by because of our abilities. The Dark Council doesn’t have anyone like that. That’s why they sent Bruce to follow you, Bree.” 

Guilt shot through me. Not because I’d unintentionally led the Dark Council to the first witch, but because Suzy had paid the price for my efforts. 

Eric’s head was bowed, and I couldn’t look away from him. “Eric—” 

“Not  your  fault,  Bree,”  he  said  softly.  “I  know  what  you’re  going  to  say,  and  it’s  still  not  your fault.”  He  came  around  the  counter  and  caught  me  up  in  a  big  hug.  The  smell  of  sugar  cookies  and memories of Savannah enveloped me. 

I leaned into him and hugged him back, trying to give him as much strength as he was offering me. 

“I’m still sorry, Eric. For you and for Suzy. She doesn’t deserve this.” 

“And I’m still sad,” he rumbled. “But it’s no one’s  fault. It just is.” 

“Dark council’s fault,” Feish said. “That’s who we blame.” 

Eric  pulled  back  and  put  a  big  hand  on  my  shoulder.  “Feish  is  right,  we  should  be  blaming  the Dark Council. But that doesn’t give you any answers regarding Corb.” 

Corb grunted. “I do have some say about the trajectory of my life. It would be easy enough for me to find a section of deep water where I can’t be reached.” 

“No, you don’t get a say,” Sarge said. “You came here for help, so whatever we decide to give you is the help you get. If you’re not satisfied with that, you can fuck right off to whatever deep water place you want. Which, if you know it’s so safe, you would have done. Unless you want something else. Like Bree.” 

I turned as the two men—previous lovers—locked eyes. “You’ve changed,” Corb finally said. 

Sarge shrugged. “I just realized who was manipulating me, and who wasn’t. Who my real friends were, and who they weren’t.” 

Corb paled and his jaw ticked, but it wasn’t like he could argue—he’d used us all at some point. 

Maybe he’d known all along he might be targeted, but if that were the case, he should have treated his friends better. He should have trusted us. 

Eric leaned down and whispered in my ear. “If I may make a suggestion? From all my years of avoiding  bigfoot  hunters,  there’s  one  trick  I  learned.  The  best  place  to  hide  something  is  where everyone  has  already  looked.  Especially  if  there  is  something  nasty  in  the  same  area.  Like  the melusine.” 

His  words  sunk  in,  his  meaning  clear.  I  mulled  the  idea  over  for  a  brief  moment  before  I  gave Eric’s  waist  a  squeeze.  “You  are  as  brilliant  as  you  are  kind,  Eric.  Probably  one  of  the  best  men  I know.” 

He hugged me back. “I have my flaws.” 

“Haven’t seen any yet,” Feish pointed out. “You cook too.” 

Sarge was already looking at me and Eric, and I felt another set of eyes on me from the corner of the room. A quick glance revealed the  garrache, who was lounging on the couch back there. She had done  very  little  leaving  of  the  apartment,  instead  settling  in  and  binging  Netflix  shows,  Downton Abbey being one of her current favorites. 

Of course, with their wolf hearing, they’d already picked up on our discussion. 

I let go of Eric. “Corb. Eric’s suggestion is a good one. I think you should go hide in the castle basement  where  the  first  witch  hid  herself.  With  the  melusine  guarding  the  waters  and  the  castle already cleaned out by the Dark Council, the likelihood of them looking for you there is small.” 

“Oh, I like that,” the  garrache said from the couch, almost purring the words. “The Dark Council has already searched there, so why would they go back? And then yes, Suzy could watch over him. It has a lovely flavor to it, this plan of yours. But you might need more protection. I can go with him. 

The cathedral has the weefee, so I can watch Netflix, right?” 

Corb’s  eyes  bugged  open  and  his  face  paled.  I  wasn’t  sure  if  it  was  because  the   garrache  had offered to be his companion, or because Feish’s tea had hit him again. 

Sarge nodded. “And so will I.” 

Eric  was  already  shaking  his  head.  “You  two  are  known  to  the  Dark  Council,  or  at  least  to  the ones who are searching for the items for the spell. There is no way they won’t recognize you if you are seen.” 

“I agree,” I said. “We need a way to sneak Corb back in—” 

Penny snorted. “How about I make some more of my shrinking liquid? He could be stuffed into someone’s pocket and then carried in.” 

I grinned. “Now that’s ducking brilliant.” 

Corb stood up. “Wait, I didn’t—” 

“But who would be the best one to take him?” Eammon muttered. “Who be the best at hiding?” 

As  a  group  we  all  turned  to  look  at  Eric.  It  made  perfect  sense.  The  bigfoot  shifter  had  made hiding something of an art form—Hide and Seek champion of the world. He was the perfect one to take Corb. 

He smiled, really smiled. “Then I would be close to my Suzy.” 

Corb slumped. “Jesus. Are we really doing this?” 

“What choice is there?” I said. “Your deep dive can hold off unless needed.” 

“Excellent.” Penny thumped her way through the kitchen to the door on the left of the apartment, the  one  leading  into  the  spelling  room.  “It’ll  take  me  a  couple  hours.  The  coven  has  a  stocked selection of items, so I don’t need you to be getting me nothing. Just need to get enough of it together.” 

Eric patted my shoulder. “This is good. I’m happy to be closer to Suzy.” 

“I don’t know if you will be able to talk to her, or even see her,” I said. And I was worried that he

might give away their position if he tried. 

He  squeezed  my  shoulder  gently.  “I  will  keep  Corb  safe.  No  one  will  even  see  us  slip  into  the cathedral. I’ll go as a tourist.” 

Mont  Saint-Michel  had  that  going  for  it.  Shortly  after  our  little  episode  with  the  first  witch,  the tourist side of things had opened back up. It would be full of people once more, which would make it far easier for Eric to slip through unnoticed. 

Feish came up beside me. “So, what are we going to do while Corb is being lazy, sleeping in and doing nothing except pretending to be scared and hiding?” 

I did have work to do, and Remy wanted to go to Savannah—

“Wait, did Remy leave?” 

I looked around the room, and indeed, he wasn’t there. 

“Your boyfriend said he had a meeting,” Corb said, an edge to his voice. 

Jealousy again? Seriously? 

“Not my boyfriend,” I purred. Corb visibly relaxed, and I couldn’t help digging the knife in a little deeper. “My duck buddy. Get it straight, Corb.” 

Corb’s  energy  spiked,  and  the  entire  room  tensed  with  it.  The  smell  of  ocean,  or  a  raging, lightning-filled  storm  across  open  waters,  battled  with  the  lingering  scent  of  whatever  fresh-baked, jam filled goodies Eric had baked, their scent reaching me. For me, the pastries won, and I popped one in my mouth. The berry jam was still warm but not hot, and the sweet icing drizzled across it had a tart, lemony undertone. 

Yup, better than sex. 

“She’s ribbing you man.” Sarge pushed Corb back into his chair. “Ease off or everyone in the area is  going  to  know  you’re  here,  and  they’ll  alert  whoever  it  is  looking  for  you.  The  energy  you  are throwing off is massive.” 

I glanced at Corb. He was glaring at me as though I’d threatened to cut off his balls and feed them to the sharks. I didn’t really care what he thought of me anymore. Not with all the history between us. 

I turned away from them all and headed to my room. 

“It’s been a day, folks. Goodnight.” 

Again, I was not left alone, not by a long shot. Kinkly and Feish followed once more, and I didn’t stop them. 

My gran’s spirit was waiting for me too, sitting on the edge of my bed, her hands folded in her lap. “You aren’t going to help Penny with the spell?” I asked. 

“She doesn’t need my help, honey girl, you do.” 

I sighed. “Yes, I’m sure I could use all the help in the world. And even that might not be enough at the rate I’m going.” 

“No, not that much,” Feish said, sitting down beside me. “But a lot for sure. Buckets of help.” 

I  pulled  my  bag  around  my  side  and  flipped  it  open.  I  dug  around  until  I  had  the  book  I  was

looking for. I’d started my own book—not of spells, but of notes. Things to keep track of about the shadow  world.  Part  journal,  part  to-do  list.  I’d  been  filling  it  up  rapidly  in  the  last  week,  writing down  everything  that  had  happened  .  .  .  and  everything  I  figured  I’d  have  to  do  to  stop  the  Dark Council. 

I opened my book to the page I was looking for. 

“Here we go.” I pointed to the words. “I wrote the spell down.” 

 OF DEMON SKIN and angel wing

 Of stolen cross and healing spring

 Blood of a ghost, and an unmarked grave

 Soul of a witch, and a siren’s cave. 

 Bound swiftly neath the darkest night

 Those of the blood shall have their sight

 Of death and power, of magic and pain

 That which comes shall find those slain

 Raised anew and given life

 A warning once, this call is strife

 One last line to lock this spell

 A soul whose blood has tasted hell. 

 Thus shall the ambrosia be brewed and given life to death. 

This  was  not  new  to  me—I’d  read  it  a  lot.  But  this  time  I  lightly  scratched  out  the  things  that  I knew for sure (or as sure as I could be) that the Dark Council had already gathered. 

 Of demon skin and angel wing

 Of stolen cross and healing spring

 Blood of a ghost, and an unmarked grave

 Soul of a witch, and a siren’s cave. 

 Bound swiftly neath the darkest night

I stared at the page. “Demon skin?” 

“I think they got that from that stupid book they took from the blood demon,” Feish muttered. 

“Damn it.” 

I  didn’t  cross  it  out,  though,  not  yet.  Blood  of  a  ghost  was  the  blood  of  a  bigfoot.  They  hadn’t gotten that from Eric, but there were others like him. Siren’s cave was Corb. “Unmarked grave, that could be anywhere in Savannah. Anywhere in the world really.” 

“It will be something specific,” Gran said, her finger brushing along the page. “Even though these items seem generic, you can see they’re gathering the best version of each. That matters for a spell. 

The unmarked grave will belong to someone important but lost to time.” 

“That’s why they want Corb? He’s the best of the best when it comes to sirens?” I grimaced. He didn’t need another reason to be impressed with himself. 

My  gran  nodded  and  settled  herself  beside  me.  “And  it’s  why  they  will  settle  for  another  siren only if  there  is  no  other  option.  I believe  that’s  why  they  wanted  Eric  too.  He is  .  .  .  one  of  a  kind when  it  comes  to  a  bigfoot.”  Gran  tapped  a  particular  line  in  the  spell.  “You  could  ask  your   new friends about demon skin, perhaps, to be sure? Find out if any of their kind have gone missing?” 

My new friends that she’s still salty about. Gran wasn’t on board with our decision to seek help from Damian and the other demons local to Savannah. We’d gone and asked them anyway, and they’d helped us save the city. 

“Maybe.” When I touched the page, my fingers tingled, as if magic waited for me. My eyes were drawn to two words that I couldn’t look past. I didn’t know why, only that they tugged on me more than anything else in the room. 

 Healing spring. 

My fingertip brushed over those words again and again, and the tingle continued to work its way up my arm. This was what we needed to find. The healing spring. 

“This, this is what we need to find.” I looked up at my gran. “We need to find the healing spring.” 
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H ow the hell did one find a healing spring that as far as I knew, had never been found? 

There were legends and stories that I vaguely recalled regarding the healing spring, but it was all from when I was younger. Mostly that any sort of healing spring was impossible to find. 

I rubbed at my face, wondering if there was anyone I could ask about this outside of our group. 

Because we’d all gone over the spell a hundred times at least. 

Marge? No, I didn’t need to get further involved with the voodoo queen. She may have given me the information about Crash willingly and without charge, but that didn’t mean she was going to make a habit of being helpful. I didn’t want to owe her anything else. 

Roderick? He might have something for me, but he was at the beck and call of the other vampires and  the  council.  While  his  help  was  mostly  solid,  it  was  hard  to  know  if  he  could  even  give  any again. 

Crash? Nope. That was a solid nope. I was holding firm to my conviction he needed to figure his shit  out.  Besides,  he’d  hired  Marge  on  behalf  of  the  Dark  Council.  He  may  have  killed  Karissa partially to protect me, but I couldn’t trust him, however hard that was to admit. 

Remy?  Just  his  name  caused  a  warm  flush  of  certainty  through  me.  I  stood  as  soon  as  I  thought about him, knowing that he was my best possibility. He was at least part fae, which meant he did not age the same as a human. That meant he would have years and years of knowledge tucked away. Also, I wanted to know what the meeting he’d left for was all about. I had not forgotten that he was a self-proclaimed trickster, and lordy only knew what he was up to. “I am going to ask Remy. He knows a lot—” 

“About  kissing  and  pleasuring  women?  He  surely  does.”  Kinkly  sighed.  “Oh,  I  wish  that  juicy man were my size, I’d tie him up in my bedroom for a month and make him beg for mercy.” 

Feish snorted. “Tied to a bed? He’d die probably.” 

“Oh, but he’d die happy, a smile frozen on his beautiful face and a limp—” 

“Nope, don’t say it.” I stopped Kinkly and tucked my journal back into my bag. A quick glance out

the window proved what I already knew: it was dark. I’d said I was going to bed. Maybe I  would go to bed. 

Maybe I’d go to bed wherever Remy was? Now  that was an idea. My cheeks flushed. I’d seen a nearly naked Remy, and he was . . . lovely to look at, lovely to touch. His kiss lit me up in a way only one other person ever had. 

Nope, I was not going to think about that other person when I was thinking about Remy, I was not, not, not. 

Crash was also lovely naked. Tattoo up his chest. Big arm and chest muscles. 

“Gawd damn it,” I swore at myself. “I’m going to—” 

“Find Remy, we know.” Gran waved a hand at me. “Hurry it up. Get it out of your system, girl. 

And while you’re at it, see what you can find out.” 

I blinked and stared at my Gran. “Pardon, what did you just say?” 

“You’re all pent up. I thought . . . no, never mind that. You just go ‘talk’ to Remy. See what you can learn from him.” Gran made a shooing motion with her hands. “Go.” 

I was up and moving before my gran thought better of what she was suggesting—that I go and get laid by a hot French guy. 

I’ll take “Things I never thought my gran would say” for a thousand, Alex. I’ll take it, and damn well run with it. 

I  swallowed  and  took  a  step  toward  the  bedroom  door  but  was  stopped  by  a  tug  on  my  hand. 

Feish  had  a  hold  of  me.  “We  should  go  out  the  window.  If  Corb  sees  you  go,  he’ll  make  a  fuss. 

Everyone else doesn’t matter but . . . we need to keep him quiet. And keep him here.” 

Through  the  walls  I  heard  the  pipes  of  the  toilet  flush.  “I  don’t  think  he’s  going  to  see  me.  You gave him your special tea. Twice.” 

Feish  didn’t  let  go  of  me.  “I  will  come  with  you  and  guard  the  door.  Make  sure  you  aren’t bothered.” 

I  frowned.  While  Feish  had  adamantly  pushed  me  toward  her  ‘boss’  Crash,  she  had  warmed  to Remy quickly and deemed him acceptable. I wasn’t sure what to think about that. “Really?” 

“Yes,  you  keep  escaping  through  windows  without  me.  My  turn  to  come  with  you  for  an adventure.” She bobbed her head and her gills fluttered. 

It took me only a half a heartbeat to agree. “Okay. Gran, you tell Eric where we’ve gone and why

—to get  information. Kinkly, you stick close to Corb, okay?” 

Kinkly grimaced. “He doesn’t smell as good as normal. Not with that tea running through him. But fine, I’ll stick close enough that he can’t shake me.” 

Another flush through the pipes rattled the wall, and I grinned. “He deserves it, though.” 

I held up my hand, and Kinkly gave me a high five. “Yeah, he does. Maybe I’ll pour him another cup.” 

Feish snorted. “He be goose shitting for days then.” 

Kinkly giggled. “Two cups then.” 

Feish  laughed  with  her,  and  I  turned  away.  “Remember,  only  tell  Eric.  Sarge  and  the   garrache might know what’s going because of those ears of theirs, but otherwise let’s keep it quiet.” 

I kinda felt like a teenager rebelling and sneaking out, except that my gran was basically pushing me to do it. 

I lifted the window, the wood frame sticking at the halfway point. I looked at the opening. It was going to be tight for me, but . . .Remy waited on the other side. 

Sliding one leg through, I laid my chest flat and then pushed through, either side of the window squeezing me. 

“Breathe  out  and  push.”  Feish  shoved  me  from  the  other  side,  popping  me  through  to  the  fire escape. 

I stumbled and stood, my boots clattering a bit on the metal footing. I grimaced. “Thanks.” 

“Always glad to help a friend.” She slipped out and stood next to me. “Where to? Where is Remy, the boy you will give your flowers to, staying?” 

I did a double blink. “Flowers, that’s a new one. What are you reading now?” 

“Historical  romances,”  Feish  said.  “Hoping  for  history  lesson  of  sex.  But  everything  is  about budding flowers and giving flowers to men. Makes less sense than cats!” 

Not laughing was difficult, but I managed to clear my throat and nod. “Right. Well, keep on with your research then.” I surely wasn’t going to suggest any erotica titles to her. I didn’t think she was ready for that, not yet. 

Remy had given me the address of the place he was staying in case we needed him. I didn’t blame him  for  wanting  his  own  space.  Not  with  the  huge  crew  we  had  going  on,  all  stuffed  into  a  large apartment  that  felt  significantly  less  large  with  a  half  dozen  people  living  in  it.  Then  again,  maybe he’d wanted to go solo so he could have his meetings in secret? 

I  shook  the  thought  off  as  I  climbed  down  the  four  sets  of  ladders.  “He’s  not  far.  Just  a  couple streets over.” 

We made it down to the street level without any issue, but the minute my feet touched the ground the sensation of being watched drifted over me—the same feeling I’d experienced outside the burned-out shell of my gran’s house back in Savannah. My irritation bristled. 

“I know you’re watching me,” I snapped. “I don’t like it.” 

“Who is watching?” Feish burbled, looking around, her eyes wide. 

“I don’t know, but I’ve felt it before,” I picked up my pace. The sensation of eyes faded a little as we walked but did not go away entirely. Being watched was no good, but there was little I could do about it without searching down the watcher. Something I did not have time for. 

The night was cool but not raining, and there was little to no traffic, so hearing any steps behind us would have been easy—we didn’t, so whoever had been watching us was no longer on my round ass. 

As we got closer to Remy’s place, I started checking the numbers on the tall buildings, my heart pounding  a  little  harder  with  each  step.  I  could  say  that  I  was  here  for  information.  But  I  knew  the truth. 

I was here to get laid. Really  laid. I hadn’t had sex since I was with Alan, and lying on your back, counting ceiling imperfections wasn’t exactly what I’d call satisfying. And the times I’d gotten busy with Crash? Coitus interruptus, every time. Basically, my dry spell was close to a few years long at this point. 

“Here, 5671.” I tapped the address plaque at the front of the building and headed for the door. 

“I stay outside, guard you,” Feish patted a hand to my cheek. “Let him chase the cat, okay? Don’t just give him the flowers. Don’t give it up right away.” 

My eyebrows shot up. “What?” 

“You know, like the books say. Make him work for it.” 

I wasn’t sure whether to laugh or thank her for the sage advice. I cleared my throat. “Right. Well, I’ll take that into consideration.” 

She  nodded.  “Good.  You  do  that.  And  then  you  do  him.  Shove  his  face  in  the  flowers.  Like  the books say!” 

I  bit  my  lower  lip  and  turned  away  from  her.  The  concept  of  romance—and  the  accompanying lingo—had made a big impact on my friend, although she struggled with what it all meant. Every time I thought she had a handle on it, something else came out of her mouth that made me think, maybe not. 

The door opened, and I let myself into the lobby of the building. Remy was on the first floor. The hallway to the left was marked with the right numbers, and I found myself taking a deep breath before I walked that way. 

“Okay, it’s okay to be nervous,” I whispered to myself. 

How long had it been since anyone had chased my cat? I wasn’t sure I could count my ‘almost’

times with . . . someone else. And if I didn’t count  those, then it had been years. Alan hadn’t touched me  for  a  long  time  before  the  divorce.  Of  course,  he’d  said  he  was  just  stressed  and  tired,  and honestly, even though I’d pushed for intimacy from time to time, I hadn’t done it out of attraction. It was the only thing we’d had that connected us really. 

“Stop  it,”  I  ordered  myself  as  I  came  to  a  stop  in  front  of  his  door.  “Stop  thinking  about  idiots. 

You’re literally standing on the doorstep of a hot, seemingly stable guy who is interested in you. He’s nice. He’s funny. Hell, he has a great accent. He’s old enough to know what he’s doing in bed. This should be good. Amazing. Stop getting in your own way.” 

My stomach was flipping around, tying itself in knots. Because I’d stood in front of other doors, only to find out that the guy on the proverbial other side wasn’t so amazing after all and was really just another limp dick. 

I wasn’t sure I could take another limp dick man. I touched my fingers to the bracelet on my wrist, spinning it. Wishing . . . no, not for that, not for him. 

Before  I  could  change  my  mind,  I  lifted  my  hand  to  knock,  just  as  a  burst  of  laughter  rolled  out from behind the door. Remy laughing, then the rumble of his voice. He had company. Was it his secret meeting perhaps? Was he with another woman? I couldn’t hear the other person. 

Old  Breena  would  have  backed  away,  would  have  turned  tail  and  run.  Older  Breena  was  not about to do that. Steeling myself, I knocked on the door, hard enough to bruise my knuckles. Okay, so I’d  gone  a  bit  aggressive,  but  I  was  trying  to  channel  the  inner  hurt  and  feeling  of  betrayal  into something else. 

Maybe he had a friend in town? 

Maybe he was watching a funny show? 

Maybe he was with a beautiful blond whose long legs were wrapped around him? 

“Duck me,” I whispered, but I didn’t leave the door as footsteps approached from the other side. 

The  steps  paused  and  then  the  door  jerked  open.  Remy’s  eyes  were  wide.  “Bree,  is  everything okay?” He took my hand and pulled me in, checking the hall behind me. “What is wrong? Your skin is beyond pale. You look green,  ma chérie.” 

His hand was warm, and he tangled his fingers with mine as he drew me deeper into the room. 

“Come, meet my friend, Liam.” 

He had a  friend here. A man friend. If I had been by myself, I would have slumped with relief. I wasn’t  sure  I  could  take  finding  out  another  man  who’d  caught  my  interest  was  a  complete  liar  or asshole, because let’s be honest . . . 

My record wasn’t exactly stellar. 

The main room was high-ceilinged, and I realized that it probably took up all three levels of the building.  Hanging  from  the  ceiling  were  different  ropes,  some  with  knots  in  them,  some  without. 

There was what looked like a bridge that winged out from either side, up high, but the pieces didn’t meet in the middle. 

“A training room?” I asked. That or a seriously kinky sex den. 

“Yes, I am borrowing it from an old friend and his wife.” Remy nodded toward a man with a tall, slim build. 

Liam stood and I found myself struck by the sight of what had to be one of the most beautiful men I’d met—and that was saying something. Blonde hair and brilliant blue eyes were just the finishing touches on the face of an angel, paired with a mouth of sin that must have been crafted by the devil. 

“You have a lucky wife,” I blurted out. 

Liam smiled and I literally had to look away—it was too bright. Too much for me to take in and not fall at his feet and beg for him to never look away. “She seems to like me fine, yes. It was good to see you, Remy. Best of luck with . . . all your plans.” 

“Thanks, old friend.” They clasped hands and Liam saw himself out. 

“He seems . . . nice?” I offered because I wasn’t sure how to describe the intensity of the man I’d just seen. 

“He used to be a vampire, so some of that charm etched into him. I doubt it will ever leave. But you handled it well.” Remy sat on the only couch in the room and motioned for me to join him. 

The shock that anyone could stop being a vampire stole my ability to think for a moment. “Wait. 

That’s possible?” 

“His story is a long one,” Remy said quietly, “and I think it was sheer luck and strength of will that allowed him to survive something that would have killed most others.” 

I nodded. “Another time, you’ll tell me about it?” 

Remy turned to me, draping an arm behind me along the back of the couch. “Deal. What brought you to me? Is something wrong?” He held up both hands. “Wait. Let us have a drink first, then we can discuss everything you need to talk with me about.” 

Remy stood and went to the kitchen and poured us each a drink. 

“That’s a good idea,” I muttered. Something to straighten out my nerves. 

“It’s a new drink I think you might like. I call it  Devil in a Red Dress.” He came back to the couch and sat next to me, then handed me a glass. He tipped his to mine, clinking them together. 

I didn’t even look at the drink. I just tipped it back and drank it down like a single shot. Spicy was my first thought, a sweet-rimmed edge, and then the alcohol hit. It burned all the way down my throat, not unlike whiskey but a darker, deeper flavor that made my tongue thick and my eyes water. 

I coughed and Remy patted me on the back, laughing. “I did not expect you to take it as a shot,   ma chérie. It is meant for sipping.” 

I held my glass out to him and wiggled it around. “One more please. I’ll sip it this time.” 

Remy  went  and  poured  me  out  a  cup  of  plain  whiskey  this  time.  “I  only  had  a  little  left  of  that mixture.” 

“Whiskey is just fine.” I took a sip and the familiar liquid swished around in my mouth before I let it  slide  down  my  throat,  chasing  the  earlier  drink.  I  set  the  glass  on  a  side  table,  still  mostly  full. 

Okay, half full. 

I twisted in my seat, and was looking right at him, right into his eyes, and I tried to open my mouth to tell him that I needed help with the spell and that my attention kept returning to one particular line

— healing spring— but damn it, that is not what came out of my mouth. 

A tingle slid through me, the booze working overtime and loosening my tongue. 

“Do you want to sleep with me?” I blurted out, “I mean, not sleep, obviously, but it’s been a long time since I’ve been naked with a man, so for sure not sleep. I feel like you might want to, but I’m also terrified that you might mistake what I’m asking—” 

He leaned in and kissed me, his mouth sealing off the stuttering words. 

Every  thought,  every  worry  fled  from  me  as  he  slid  his  hand  around  the  back  of  my  neck  and tugged me to him, pulling me into his lap so that I was sitting sideways. There wasn’t a moment to breathe  as  the  kiss  deepened.  He  slid  his  other  hand  to  the  waist  of  my  pants,  running  his  fingers underneath and along the sensitive skin, eliciting a shiver that left my skin tingling. 

Anticipation and desire warred inside of me. 

My friends were right—I needed to get laid. 

He pulled back. “You have too many clothes on for this,  ma chérie.” 

I looked down at him, dressed in the nice shirt, belt, and pants he’d worn to our lunch. “You too.” 

He helped me to stand and led me away from the training/living room. “This is not the place. You deserve soft sheets and softer candlelight. Seeing as it’s been a long time.” 

Sweet baby Jaysus in heaven, this was really happening. 

I was about to get my just deserts. 

Chapte r

Six

R emy led me to his bedroom, and all I could think about was the fact that I hadn’t showered since morning, I’d been sweating all day, and my deodorant had probably worn off. 

I’d not shaved my kitty cat in months. 

Or my arm pits in gawd knew how long. I’d been in too much of a rush to even think about it that morning, all so Kinkly could do my makeup, and honestly, I hadn’t thought there would be any nudity on the date. 

Hell, my hands were sweaty from hanging onto him. 

Hadn’t brushed my teeth, didn’t even have a mint. 

Suddenly had to pee. 

Terror was whipping me into a tizzy. 

“Bathroom,” I blurted out. “I have to pee.” 

Remy made a slight adjustment, changing our direction. “Here, the door on the other side goes to my room.” He paused next to the bathroom. “If you aren’t ready, Bree, it’s fine. I don’t want you to do this because you feel you must. I want you to want all of this, and nothing more.” He kissed me on the forehead, lips warm. 

I nodded and slipped past him into the bathroom without another mortifying word coming out of my  stupid  mouth.  I  closed  the  door  and  then  leaned  on  it,  sliding  to  the  floor.  The  penny  tile  was beautifully done in black and white, and I let my fingers trace the hexagonal design as I tried to pull my shit together. 

Remy was . . . amazing in so many ways. Sure, he was a self-proclaimed trickster, but as far as I could  see,  he’d  been  honest  with  me.  He’d  helped  me  find  the  first  witch—sure,  he’d  had  his  own reasons  for  doing  that,  but  that  didn’t  really  matter.  He  was  giving  me  space  to  get  ready  for  him rather than pushing me along. He was good looking. Strong. Kind. 

What was wrong with any of that? 

A good roll in the hay would relieve some pressure. It would clear my head, wouldn’t it? Wasn’t that  how  this  getting  laid  business  worked?  And  if  Remy  didn’t  want  more  than  that,  I  would  be perfectly okay with that. 

Duck buddies, like I’d told Corb. Yes, I could do that. I  wanted to do that. 

There was only one thing, or rather person, holding me back, but I refused to think about him right now. No, I wouldn’t think about Crash, or the way he made me feel, or how his eyes looked when he stared down at me. 

“Put him away, he’s a dream,” I whispered. “You can’t have him, girl. You can’t have him.” 

Pushing to my feet, I winced at the tension across my back and hamstrings. I really needed to do more stretching. Yoga or dance or something. 

Taking a deep, cleansing breath, I stripped out of my clothes, peed, and then cleaned myself up as best I could using the sink and a cloth and the herb-infused soap on the counter. There was no razor, so there was no way to fix any of that Amazonian bush I had going on down there. 

“Maybe the French like an  au  naturel  girl,”  I  whispered  to  myself,  looking  down  at  the  jungle. 

This was a terrible idea. 

No,  no,  it  had  to  happen.  Feish  was  outside,  guarding  the  door.  This  was  my  chance.  My opportunity to finally let loose. 

Leaving  my  clothes,  boots,  bag,  and  what  was  left  of  my  dignity  on  the  floor,  I  grabbed  a  large white  towel  and  wrapped  it  around  my  naked  body.  I  wasn’t  quite  so  bold  as  to  step  out  of  the bathroom without anything on. 

 Deep  breath,  girlfriend,  you  got  this.  Let  him  chase  the  cat.  Give  him  the  whole  jungle  of flowers. 

I choked on my own stupid joke. My hands were sweaty as I reached for the door that led to the bedroom. One more deep breath, and I turned the handle and stepped into what looked like a fairy tale come  to  life.  Lit  candles  had  been  arranged  on  the  bedside  table,  on  the  window  ledge,  and  there were  some  floating—impossibly  floating—around  the  room,  as  if  on  an  air  current  of  their  own, giving the massive ceiling space a warm glow that was a lovely contrast to the black sheets and black material looped between the bed posts. I took a step, and the smell of vanilla and a sharper spice slid through me, softening the fear that this would go sideways. 

My belly was warm with liquid courage. I wanted to do this, I wanted to sleep with him. I was just nervous. 

Understatement of the year as I started to sweat again. 

The rugs underfoot were plush enough that I could imagine being laid out on them as well as the massive bed. Larger than king size, the mattress could have held three couples comfortably. 

It was far too easy to imagine Remy sprawled out naked under the slippery sheets. Or Crash. 

Nope, no I would not think of him. I would not let him ruin this moment for me. 

I reached out and ran my hand across the material. Softer than satin. Something fae made, I could feel it in my skin. 

I took a step back. Remy was not here. Maybe he was getting another drink? I wouldn’t turn one down. 

“Bold, it’s better to be bold,” I whispered to myself. Yeah,  whispered. As if that were bold. But dropping the towel? That was a smooth move. I let it slide off my body and then turned toward the door that led out into the rest of the house. 

“I’ll go find him and bring him back here.” I bobbed my head. “Then we will . . . we will . . .” 

Ducking hell, I couldn’t even say it now? I felt like I was a young girl again, virginal. Which was stupid. Mind you, I had slept with all of one person in my life. Alan. In a weird way, this  was like my first  time.  First  time  in  a  long,  long  time.  The  other  moments  with  .  .  .  someone  else  had  been spontaneous, not planned like this. 

Forcing  my  feet  to  move,  I  made  my  way  to  the  door,  noticing  every  part  of  my  body  that  was exposed,  every  part  that  moved  in  a  way  that  I  wasn’t  sure  I  liked.  I  would  not  back  down  now, though, I was set on this course. 

The door didn’t creak, and I found myself wondering if I’d scare the shit out of him, sneaking up in a way. Like seeing a ghost for the first time. What if he screamed when he saw me naked? What if he pulled a face? 

That  would  not  go  over  well.  Sweat  trickled  down  my  spine  just  thinking  about  that  kind  of  a reaction. 

 Deep breath, girl, almost there.  The edge of the hall was just ahead of me. Two more steps, and I was out of the hallway and into full view of the training room. 

My eyes took in a scene that my brain did not want to comprehend. 

All the air in me whooshed out. Every. Last. Puff. And I wobbled for all the wrong reasons. 

Crash  stood  with  Remy,  and  they  both  turned  to  me  at  the  same  time.  Crash  held  a  drink  in  his hand, his fingers tightening on it. 

Sure, they’d both seen me naked. 

Sure, I’d kissed them both. 

But  none  of  that  had  been  in  proximity  to  the  other  man.  And  I’d  never  been  fully  exposed  like this.  On display. 

Remy’s  eyebrows  shot  up,  and  he  grinned  at  me  like  the  fox  that  had  the  chicken  by  the  tail feathers. 

I  shifted  my  gaze  to  Crash.  His  eyebrows  shot  down,  narrowing  his  blue  eyes  into  glittering chunks of ice, but through that ice I could feel the heat he carried in him. Despite the distance between us, it warmed my skin in a way that I couldn’t help. Damn it. 

I thought he’d storm off. Take his anger and bolt. 

“Remy . . .” Crash’s voice was low. “What exactly did you say she wanted?” 

“A good ducking, I believe,” Remy purred. “Crash, you can’t possibly think she’d go for it. You might have suggested it, but it is not up to me. Or you.” 

“Go for what?” I realized I hadn’t covered up with my hands, nope, they were on my hips now. 

Because they were talking about me as if I weren’t even there. “You realize that I am here, right?” 

“Oh, I realize that very much, Guardian,” Crash purred, and the heat radiating from him increased, even as his jaw ticked. “Remy, I don’t think she knows what she’s in for, should she say yes.” 

Remy laughed. “It’s up to her, Crash. I think she could kill us both in the bedroom.” 

My brain stuttered over what they were  saying. What they were  suggesting. 

“At the same time?” I yelped. 

Remy  was  still  grinning.  Crash  was  not,  but  I  could  see  the  resemblance  between  them.  Not  so strong  that  you  would  think  them  brothers,  but  yes,  I  could  see  it  in  the  strength  in  their  jaws,  the similar shape of their eyes. 

At the same  time in bed with me? Did I really think that Crash would go for it? No, I didn’t. Not really.  When  Corb  had  suggested  sharing,  Crash  had  been  all  kinds  of  nope.  Had  he  changed  his mind? Decided he would take what he could get? 

Duck me sideways. I swallowed hard. 

Be bold. 

Be brave. 

Get ducked. 

Right? Wasn’t that the motto of the night? 

Alan would be mortified. 

Kinkly, Feish, and Sarge would cheer me on. Maybe even Gran would cheer me on. Suzy would have had all sorts of awards for me for something like this. 

Bold.  I  could  be  bold  and  pretend  to  be  brave.  Sure,  I’d  told  Crash  that  he  had  to  get  his  shit together.  But  this  .  .  .  this  was  .  .  .  I  didn’t  know  that  I  could  turn  this  down.  I’d  wanted  him  for months, and I’d get to have him. But . . .but . . . 

I tried to lift one eyebrow for all I was worth. “Remy, that would be sleeping with the enemy.” 

Crash growled and stalked toward me. I didn’t back down as he towered over me, the tension in the  air  between  us  so  thick  I  could  have  strummed  it  with  my  fingers.  The  bracelet  on  my  wrist warmed—the only thing I was still wearing. 

“I am not your enemy, Bree.” 

I locked my knees, knowing that the words that would come out of me next would change things. 

“Maybe. Maybe not. But we can’t trust you—you report to the Dark Council. And I told you to figure yourself out. Which means you have to go.” Did I want to spill the beans that I knew he was the one who’d sent me the note about Corb via Marge? Nope, I did not. 

The  hurt,  gawd,  the  hurt  in  his  eyes  was  almost  too  much  to  bear.  I  almost  buckled  under  the pressure  of  it,  wanting  to  smooth  away  the  pain  that  I  was  causing.  His  throat  bobbed  once,  he downed the last of his drink and then turned on his heel and stalked out of the house. 

He slammed the door so hard I felt the shudder of the building through the soles of my naked feet. 

I would not cry. I would not. I pressed my fingers into my eyes. This was not what I’d needed or wanted tonight. I’d wanted to let loose with Remy. 

“Here,” Remy said as he slipped something over my head. His shirt was still warm from his body and smelled like his cologne. His arms wrapped around me next, and he tugged me into his arms. “I did not know he would want to speak to me tonight. And I had no idea you would come out—” 

“Naked?” I mumbled against his chest. 

“Naked.  And  I  thought  you  would  not  turn  him  away,  I  thought  you  would  choose  him.”  Remy pressed his lips into my hair. “I am rather surprised.” 

My cheek was against his chest, and I turned so I could look up at him. “Why are you surprised?” 

“Because,  Crash  is  .  .  .well  he  is  Crash,  king  of  the  fae,  iron  smith,  charmer  of  all.  It  is  very difficult for any woman to turn away from him. I do not think he knows what to do with rejection.” 

I closed my eyes and let myself float for a moment, resting in Remy’s arms. Trying to put aside what had just happened. I may have drifted off. Maybe. 

Remy trailed a finger along the back of my neck, tracing lines I hadn’t known went straight to my core, waking me up. Gawd damn. My eyes flew open, and my breath hitched. 

“You had a question too, yes? Perhaps Crash could have helped us answer it. Maybe we should call him back?” 

Did I have a question? Right in that exact second, I was struggling to remember my own name. 

“Yes.  No.  I  .  .  .  have  a  question.  But  .  .  .  Crash  .  .  .”  Damn,  I  could  not  get  my  head  straight. 

Remy’s hands slid down my arms to my wrists, slowly lifting them over my head, holding me tight. I didn’t want Remy to stop those soft caresses along my back, neck, and upper arms, sending tingles in every direction. He tightened his hold over my wrists, just to the edge of painful. 

**THIS is your warning. Sexy times ahead. Skip to the next chapter, my shy friends. The rest of you saucy bitches, read on. **

“TELL ME TO STOP, and I will,  ma chérie, at any point.” His mouth was against the side of my neck. 

My whole body tightened, skin dancing with need. “Don’t stop.” 

Remy twisted me around, his lips finding mine. Crushing, demanding, the magic that was in him seared my body, and the ache and desire was instant, lighting my skin up. I wanted all of him. 

I couldn’t stop the moan sliding out of me as I tried to wind myself closer to him. 

Remy pulled back, stood and tugged me to my feet next to him. He spun me around, laughed softly, and then  bit  the side of my neck, sucking the skin into his mouth, laving it with his tongue even as his hands  drifted  down  around  my  waist,  sliding  over  the  curve  of  my  hips  and  forward,  toward  the jungle. 

I whimpered, hips writhing. 

He growled, and the sound reverberated through me, making my nipples perk up like they were

begging. Strike that, they were begging, they were totally and completely begging to be touched. 

Remy was making his way slowly down my back, nipping and sucking, tasting his way to the top of my ass, his hands sliding forward, pulling my legs outward. Making room for his mouth. 

I couldn’t breathe, and I surely couldn’t think beyond standing there and shaking. 

On his knees, Remy made his way around, then kissed his way up my thighs, across my belly, and higher yet. 

Hands  on  my  breasts,  he  slowly  massaged  them,  brushing  over  my  nipple  with  an  excruciating gentleness that made me arch and dance. 

“Bedroom.” I managed to whisper. I wasn’t going to be able to stand much longer. 

Remy growled and picked me up just as his fingers had almost, almost made it to the spot that was throbbing to be touched. Looked at. Something. 

The  move  to  the  bedroom  happened  in  seconds,  the  hallway  a  bare  blur.  I  was  tossed  into  the middle  of  the  enormous  bed,  and  Remy  followed  me,  crushing  my  body  to  the  mattress  under  his, pressing his length against me. I stared up into his face and . . . damn it, I wasn’t ready for the full meal deal. 

I squirmed, and he slid off to one side. “What is it?” 

I swallowed hard. “I’m not ready for everything that’s being offered.” 

“No sex?” he asked carefully. 

“Maybe? I just . . . this is a lot,” I slowly breathed out, and back in, doing what I could to make sure I didn’t say something that screwed this up. 

Remy was quiet a moment, and he seemed . . . surprised. “I think your heart is still tied in many places.  Once  you  decide  you  want  me,  all  of  me,  we’ll  seal  the  deal  with  some  naked  ballet.”  He placed a kiss on my collarbone. “Is that fair,  ma chère?” 

Sealing  the  deal,  as  if  it  were  a  contract.  I  would  have  laughed  if  I  weren’t  so  wound  up. 

“Agreed.” 

Remy trailed a hand from my knee to my thigh, ghosting over my center and to the breast closest to him.  “This  may  be  fun,  but  at  some  juncture  you  will  choose  between  the  blacksmith  and  me.  Your heart will only fully go to one mate. So no sex until you decide. But that doesn’t mean I can’t help . . . 

clear . . . your mind.” 

Clear my mind, that was not—

I frowned and tried to sit up, but he moved quickly, his mouth locking on the nipple closest to him, his hand going to the other. 

Fuck. 

Me. 

Upside down. 

Whatever thoughts I’d had of leaving literally exploded out of my mind—gone in a rush of heat and moisture, of tongue and gently tugging teeth. I closed my eyes and let the sensations take me over. 

I arched into Remy, squirming and dancing, tugging at his clothes and whimpering. 

I was damn well whimpering. 

Remy’s mouth moved off my nipple, letting the cool air in to ease the fire. His mouth slid up to mine, claiming, tasting. 

His hand moved . . . south. I couldn’t even comprehend really what he was going to do until I felt his fingers part my folds, sliding along my very, very wet center. He groaned against my lips, “Mon dieu, ma chèrie, you are so damn wet.” 

Remy slid his fingers in and out, finding a steady cadence as his mouth slid further south. Cresting over my belly, down to the top of my hips and further south yet. 

“Fuck.”  I  whimpered  the  word—yes,  still  whimpering.  I  wanted  to  touch  him,  but  every  time  I moved to do that, my hands were brushed back. 

“I’ll fix this,” Remy murmured against my belly. He snapped his fingers, and something dropped from above the bed. 

I  saw  the  slithering  satin  ropes,  felt  them  move  of  their  own  accord  to  wrap  gently  around  my wrists and then pin me to the bed. I blinked up to see Remy smiling down at me. “Behave,  ma chère, and I’ll have you screaming. Many times. But only  if you behave.” 

His hands and mouth went back to my nipples, rolling and tugging on them—a dance on the edge of pleasure and pain—just as his fingers found my clit with a single smooth stroke. 

I bucked against the first touch, unable to help myself. The ache was so deep and strong, I couldn’t not move. More, I wanted more, and that was all there was to this need. 

He laughed and the sound reverberated against the sensitive skin he was licking, which only had me shuddering more, crying out, making animal noises. 

“Gods, you are so untouched. It is like you haven’t known pleasure,” Remy said softly, “How can that be? But I suppose you were married to a fool.” 

“Stop talking,” I whispered. “More doing.” 

Remy took me at my word and drew hard on my nipple, pulling a mouthful of breast in with it. His hand was close behind, stroking across my clit, matching his movements to his mouth. Sucking against the aching bud, rolling it against his tongue and using his lips to squeeze it gently, round and round. 

Tongue and teeth and lips, he worked me over, even as he increased the pressure and rhythm of his fingers  pushing  inside  of  me,  drawing  them  forward,  pressing  on  other  places  I  could  not  breathe around. 

There was no thought as the climax grew, slowly, but with such aching pressure that a burst of fear rode the tide of pleasure. What if I peed? 

Hells bells, what if I farted? 

But the sensations he was dragging out of me sent all those thoughts flying. 

I was out of control, my body writhing and bucking against Remy as he drew me to the edge and then, with wild abandon, threw me over. 

I screamed as the climax hit, waves of pleasure rolling through me, each one taking me higher as Remy  continued  to  slide  his  fingers  harder  and  faster,  my  body  grabbing  at  him  and  wishing  very much it was something more than his fingers. 

Maybe I’d changed my mind, but I couldn’t vocalize it. 

The pulsing in my body as I came down from the orgasm left me limp on the sheets, a tremor that was both pleasure and something else. 

Anticipation and a spark of delicious fear. 

Because I knew without a shadow of a doubt that Crash would not let Remy be the only one to make me come like that. It would mean he’d look for a way to make his mark on me at some point too. 

Remy chuckled as he traced a hand up my middle to my breast. I could do nothing but watch him, my body twitching and dancing beyond my control. 

“Are you done,  ma chérie?” 

I blinked up at him. “You think that I’m a one and done girl? Are you offering more?” 

Couldn’t be bolder than to ask for a second orgasm. Certainly it was less than polite. 

Bless his heart, he had the cheek to wink. “I am hoping not.” 

Remy bent in to kiss me, his mouth warm and tasting of the vanilla and spice that hung in the air. I pulled on the restraints, wanting to run my fingers through his hair, but there was no give there. 

As Remy slid his mouth down the side of my neck, he talked softly, “I am glad to provide you with all the pleasure you wish.” 

His words barely registered. I was struggling to know where to focus, to know which part of my body  I  should  be  paying  attention  to.  My  skin  was  all  sensitized  and  tingling,  languid  with  the  first orgasm I’d had in . . . well I’d never had an orgasm like that before. 

And now? Gawd damn. I was about to go for a two-fer. 

Remy’s mouth demanded I pay attention as he spread my thighs, kneeling between them. “Maybe a pillow will help.” I said between kisses. 

“Excellent idea,” he growled. “Perhaps you are not so innocent?” 

“I read books,” I smiled. “And I know things.” 

Remy grabbed a pillow and tucked it up under my hips so I was . . . very exposed. I closed my eyes. No more looking at anything now. 

“Beautiful,”  Remy  mumbled  as  he  kissed  along  my  ear,  down  the  side  of  my  neck,  and  to  my breast. 

When  I  was  younger,  I  never  would  have  considered  this  even  as  a  viable  option.  When  I  was younger, I cared what other people thought about me. Now? Not so much. If Remy was good with a night of delivering passion, then who was I to deny him? 

Remy’s mouth and the rough edge of his unshaven faced brushed along my inner thighs, going back and forth, one to the other. Sensations rumbled up and through me, teasing at what was to come. He was taking his sweet time to get to my . . . 

He blew a soft breath across my clit, the cool rush from his mouth stilling my body for what was indeed coming. Spread out like this, legs wide and pussy propped up, he had me at his mercy. 

I couldn’t help but try to shimmy myself closer to him, silently begging. 

I knew the magic that was his hands and mouth. 

He  didn’t  go  straight  for  my  clit  but  worked  along  the  edges  of  my  slit,  tugging  on  my  lips, working his tongue closer and closer, dragging out the torture. 

His  hands  spread  me  wider,  fingers  digging  into  my  thighs,  thumbs  close  to  my  wet  center.  He slowly  began  to  massage  me  with  his  thumbs,  as  if  loosening  my  body  up  to  accept  a  rather  large intrusion. 

His  thumbs  slid  easily  over  my  skin,  pressing  deeper  and  deeper  until  they  slid  into  me  at  the same time, his fingers coming over to rest on my lower belly. 

Remy worked his thumbs deep into me and then drew them back, pressing up into that elusive spot that only one other person had ever found. 

I moaned with the pulsing, circling movement that Remy had going on inside of me. 

My legs were splayed open, my wrists pinned down, and I’d never felt so fucking amazing in my life. Everything was sensation—the pulse of need and the wish that it wouldn’t end. 

Remy changed his position so that he was straddling one of my legs, sitting sideways to me. His hard  cock  pressed  against  my  thigh  through  his  jeans.  Slipping  two  fingers  into  my  slit,  he  crooked them forward and pressed upward. “Better.” 

I wasn’t sure he was asking me, but my body agreed as I writhed under his hands. Pressure built as he stroked those fingers inside of me, his mouth never touching my clit. I wasn’t sure if I was happy or not about that. 

That sweet pressure he was giving me . . . I’d felt it once before but hadn’t quite made it to the finish line. 

We’d been interrupted. 

Not this time. 

The waves of intense need, of the ache in my body that had been denied for so long, began a slow building climb that I knew would leave me in a puddled mess. 

I wanted more though, I wanted Remy’s mouth on me, sucking my pussy up, marking me as his. I groaned, whimpering, making animal noises that were matched by Remy, growling right back at me. 

Because this time, the growing pleasure wasn’t just in me—something had shifted. I wanted him to  feel  something  too.  And  that  want  in  me  was  spilling  over.  My  own  energy  shifted  and  danced through the air. 

“Fuck,” Remy growled around my skin. “What are you doing, Bree?” 

I didn’t know, so I didn’t answer. Just opened myself up to that side of myself—that one that could do things I didn’t understand. Was it the witch blood, or the fae? Or some combination of both? It was definitely not my connection to the dead doing this sexy dance. 

Remy had one hand on my lower belly, pressing down, increasing the pressure between his two hands. I began to rock my hips, unable to stop myself from moving. 

“Please,” It was the only word I could manage between Remy’s touch, his hands on my body, his fingers inside of me. “Please.” 

“As you wish,” he whispered back as he dropped his mouth to my clit. 

Fire,  I  was  on  fire.  Heat  roared  through  me  as  Remy  sucked  my  clit  into  his  mouth  and  held  it, pulsing his sucking with the pressure on my g-spot. Magic spilled around us—two magics, mine and Remy’s—as my body rode the oncoming wave of pleasure. Building, building, the scream at the back of my throat. 

I had no choice but to follow where his hands led me. 

The climax wasn’t slow like the first—it slammed into me between one suck of Remy’s mouth and the next, pushing me over whatever edge was left. My entire body bucked, begging for them to finish me,  to  fuck  me  hard  and  ride  the  wave  with  me.  Like  the  first  orgasm,  this  one  didn’t  ease  off,  but instead  grew  and  pulsed  higher  and  higher,  cresting,  dragging  a  scream  with  it  and  before  I  could catch a breath, followed by a second—strike that, third—climb. 

“Don’t  stop.”  Maybe  I  whispered  it,  maybe  I  screamed  it,  I  don’t  know.  I  only  knew  that  if  he stopped, I would probably die. Remy was right after all—this was going to kill us both. 

Remy picked up his speed again, driving his fingers in deeper, dragging them across my g-spot as his mouth pressed harder yet against my clit. 

The  scream  that  ripped  out  of  me  was  echoed  by  Remy,  the  climax  taking  me  hard,  making  me buck and heave, the pleasure so intense that I blacked out. 

Yeah, I blacked out. 

Take that, terrible lover number one. 

Chapte r

Seven

H ey shy readers. Here we go. Quick recap: really good oral sex, no actual boom-chicka-bow-wow, but a total black-out moment (literally). On to waking up next to a sexy man. 

 And go! 

I  BLINKED  ONCE,  twice,  and  came  to  as  Remy  was  taking  the  restraints  off  my  wrists,  his  fingers brushing against the inside of my wrist. Was he checking to see if I was dead? Damn, that would be the way to go. 

Death by orgasm. Check that, death by  orgasms. I would have smiled, but I wasn’t sure I could even move my face muscles. 

“Bree,  are  you  okay?”  Remy’s  voice  was  raspy.  Looked  like  I  wasn’t  the  only  one  who’d  been hollering up a storm. 

“Am I dead?” 

He laughed and helped me sit up, pulling a sheet around me to cover up. He’d seen me naked, but

. . . it was still nice to have something to ground me in that moment. 

“You are not dead,” he said softly. “I checked.” 

So that was what Remy had been doing. “I’m not that old.” I muttered, “that an orgasm or three would kill me.” 

Remy  shrugged,  and  his  eyes  sparkled  with  humor.  He  stood,  and  there  was  still  a  noticeable bulge in the front of his jeans. “Why don’t you get dressed, and then you can ask your questions over something to eat?” 

Before I could say yay or nay, he was gone, giving me a moment. Did he realize that I was about to  have  an  existential  crisis?  That  somehow,  even  though  I’d  most  thoroughly  enjoyed  myself  with him,  and  knew  that  there  was  nothing  wrong  with  it,  I  still  felt  like  I  was  being  judged?  Like, somehow  there  were  people  out  there  who  knew  what  I’d  done  and  didn’t  approve?  I  could practically feel their gaze on me, silently telling me that I should have waited for Crash. 

That I shouldn’t have enjoyed my freedom with a man who was willing. 

I covered my face with my hands. Should I have not sent Crash away? 

“Duck  me  upside  down,”  I  whispered.  It  wasn’t  that  I  hadn’t  enjoyed  myself  with  Remy.  The orgasms on my end had been beyond amazing. 

But there was a niggling feeling of something . . . off. Maybe it was that fear of judgement, maybe it was just the shock that I’d actually done such a thing. 

I just sat there on the bed, trying to make sense of my feelings. 

Nope,  they  weren’t  going  to  sort  themselves  out.  I  let  myself  lie  back  down  on  the  ridiculously soft  sheets  and  the  perfect  mattress  that  cradled  my  body.  I  didn’t  go  to  sleep—I  just  lay  there, thinking about what had happened. 

Enjoyment? Solidly in the hundred percent range. 

Weird  hang  up  about  said  enjoyment?  Also,  solidly  in  the  hundred-percent  range.  I  was  so carrying my baggage around with me. 

“If I lay here any longer, I’ll never get up.” I forced myself up and toward the bathroom where my clothes lay in a puddle, inside out and backward. 

I washed up quickly, used the facilities, and got my clothes back on, settling my bag on my hip. 

“You’d better not have heard any of that, Robert.” 

For just a second, I thought I heard him laugh. That made me smile, and some of my worry slid off my shoulders. 

Steeling myself at the door, I went out to face the man who’d just . . . yeah, I could not think about that while I was trying to shift my focus to work. 

To start, I cleared my throat. Remy was sitting at the table with a small glass filled with amber liquid. “A double please,” I said as I approached. 

Remy pushed a cup filled to the brim toward the seat that was between us. “Already done.” 

I sat down and snapped the entire contents back without looking at him. The whiskey burned down my throat, hot and sweet with a distinct cinnamon flavor running through it. “Fireball?” 

Remy nodded. “I considered you might want something after our activities.” 

I flushed and tapped my glass, still unable to look up. “Another.” 

Yes,  you  and  I  are  both  amazed  I  wasn’t  falling  over  drunk,  but  apparently  the  sweaty  workout was indeed working in my favor. 

Remy filled it to the top. This time I sipped it, then dove right into the problems at hand. “I met with Marge.” 

He nodded. “How did that go?” 

“Well . . .” I sighed. “Crash is the one who hired her.” 

He coughed and put a fist to his chest. “To throw you off the scent?” 

“Maybe?” I shook my head. “But by Marge telling me that he had hired her, I’m thinking it was actually meant to help. Maybe he does have to go looking for Corb?” 

Remy tapped the table with his fingers. “Very possibly,  oui. But why do I feel like that is not the question?” 

I didn’t want to drink too much more of the fiery whiskey. “I’m feeling drawn to something else in the spell. I think that I need to look away from Corb, and find . . .” 

This was the test right in this moment. I either trusted Remy, or I didn’t. I blew out a breath and nodded, more to myself than to him. “I think I need to find the healing spring.” 

His  eyes  narrowed.  “But  that  has   never  been  found.  The  myths  would  have  us  believe  that  the healing  spring  is  full  of  magic,  more  so  than  any  other  item  on  that  spell.  In  fact  it  is  said  that  the water can even break spells that were considered unbreakable. It’s easily the hardest thing to find—

presuming they ever do. Not looking for it might in fact keep it safe.” His eyes lifted to mine. “You do recall that the Dark Council followed you to the witch?” 

I grimaced. “Yeah. I’m not going to forget that any time soon.” 

Remy swirled his glass, staring into the liquid. “What of Corb? Will you keep him close? I must say I am surprised that he would come to you for help. After all that has happened, if I were in his place, I would have hidden myself rather than throw my body at your feet and beg.” 

I smiled, because I could not see Remy begging either. 

“Penny has already started preparing the spells needed to help hide Corb. He’ll have bodyguards, but it won’t be me, and he won’t be near me.” 

Remy’s hand was under the table, and he reached over to squeeze my thigh. “I think that is astute, ma cherie. His energy is off putting.” 

I didn’t disagree. Although I could fight Corb’s magic, it had a way of cutting through to me, no matter how I actually felt about him. I didn’t like it. Apparently, Remy saw what I saw, and didn’t like it either. 

He  reached  across  the  table  and  rubbed  his  hands  over  my  wrist.  Bare  wrist.  I  looked  down. 

“Shit, my bracelet.” 

“You were wearing one?” Remy cocked his head and smiled. “I remember it at lunch, you were spinning it. To be fair, I was rather distracted by your body.” 

I stood and went back to the bedroom, sliding my hands over the sheets. Nothing. “Damn it!” 

I tried to remember when I’d last seen it on my wrist. In front of Crash and Remy. I went back to the living area and searched near where I’d stood. “I could have sworn I was wearing it here.” 

“It will turn, up, I am sure,” Remy said. “But this has sidetracked us from the true issue. What is your question?” 

He was right, I needed to focus on the spell even though I felt bare without my bracelet. “Where do we start? Where might the healing spring be? Any ideas?” 

Remy leaned back in his chair and looked to the ceiling, then stood and went across the room to a small selection of books. He came back with one in Latin. Flipping through the pages, he stopped on one that held a beautiful drawing of a fountain, spilling over, flowers clustered all around it. “There

are a few old stories. Ones I’ve heard only in whispers during my travels. The healing spring that was here  in  the  UK  was  destroyed  during  the  second  world  war.  The  one  that  was  in  Egypt  dried  up  a thousand years ago. But the third and most pristine of the three still exists. Or at least it does as far as this  text  is  concerned.”  He  tapped  the  page  and  turned  it  toward  me,  which  would  have  been  more helpful if I knew Latin. 

Still, excitement fluttered through me. “Does it say where?” 

He scanned the book, eyes skimming over the words. “Yes and no. It is the one fountain that was truly hidden, to keep it from being destroyed like the others. You see here?” He tapped another line. 

“It says that you must be of worthy blood to find it.” 

I frowned. “Anything else?” 

Remy read out loud. “Caught between worlds, the healing spring will reveal itself beyond the path  where  lay  the  bodies  of  many  dead,  within  a  city  of  dead.  Water  within  water  will  be  the gateway to the spring. Within and within, there you will find the healing spring.” 

Another  damn  riddle.  My  frown  turned  into  a  grimace.  “Okay,  so  a  city  with  bodies  and  many dead?” 

If we got the starting point wrong, we were well and royally ducked. 

“Paris Catacombs?” I suggested. 

“Not the whole city though.” 

“What about the Capuchin crypt in Rome?” 

“Same as Paris.” 

I tapped my fingers together. “Pompeii?” 

Remy gave a slow nod. “That would apply to the whole city. But is it the only one? The Ganges River is full of dead bodies, and it’s water.” 

“And,” I pointed out, “technically not a city, but a river.” 

“Good point.” Remy conceded. 

I couldn’t help the yawn that caught me off guard. 

So  far,  the  only  city  that  made  sense  was  Pompeii.  The  entire  city  had  been  wiped  out,  so  it certainly fit the description. But how was that going to work exactly? It was a huge tourist attraction. 

How could something so important be concealed there without everyone finding out? 

Another yawn, and I stood. “It’s late—” 

“Will you stay with me?” Remy asked, and I flushed all over again. 

Did I want to stay? I checked all my feelings, guilt, shame, excitement, and settled on fatigue. That big bed was awfully close and all but beckoning my name. 

“If we are just sleeping, then yes. But Feish—shit, I left Feish outside! She needs to come in.” I turned toward the entrance, but Remy beat me to it. 

“Feish is outside?” 

“She’s guarding me,” I smiled. “She’s a good friend.” 

Remy burst out laughing. “Mon dieu, that’s what Crash meant when he said someone told him you needed help!” 

My jaw flapped open. “Feish went and got him?” 

“As much as she might not mind me, I believe she will always put Crash ahead.” Remy laughed and shook his head. “I’ll get her.” 

He slipped out the door and was gone, leaving me with my thoughts. Feish had basically pushed me into a three way. Damn, she was either truly my best friend, or the friend that I needed to run from. 

I snorted, who was I kidding? Only a best friend would try to help you get laid by two hot men. 

Okay, sort of anyway. 

A moment later, Feish came striding in. “I see you still have clothes on,” she said disappointedly. 

Damn, she  had planned this! 

I smiled at her and winked, knowing it would give her a thrill. “Now I do.” 

Her mouth opened and her gills flapped excitedly. “Did you play hard to get? Or did you throw your flower boxes at them?” 

Jaysus, I really had to get her some different books for reference. “Yeah, sure. Look, we have a big day tomorrow. Let’s get some sleep.” I dug out my cell phone and fired off a quick text to Sarge that Feish and I were staying with Remy. 

His immediate response. 

GET IT GIRLFRIEND. 

Yup, I had good friends. All of that to say that was how I ended up in the big, amazing bed once more, Remy on one side of me and Feish on the other. 

Feish  burbled  in  her  sleep,  a  soft  snore.  Remy  laughed.  “You  have  good  friends.  Better  friends than most people ever have one of, and you have many.” 

“I  have  the  best  of  friends.”  I  yawned  and  snuggled  down  deeper  under  the  covers.  I  was exhausted. It had been a day of clowns, voodoo queens, and orgasms. Not the worst day I’d ever had, though, not by a long shot. 

“Remind  me  to  tell  you  about  the  rat-faced  clown  thing,”  I  mumbled  as  I  drifted  off  to  sleep, curled up on my side. 

I’D ALWAYS HAD vivid dreams, but never more so since I’d spoken the spell that would let the shadow world slide back into my life. 

This particular dream was so real, it felt like I’d walked into it. I was on the boat that belonged to Dr. Mori, my mentor, on the riverfront in Savannah. Dr Mori had agreed to help me—if I would train with him. 

He was in his human form. Of Japanese descent, he had dark hair, slicked back, and nearly black eyes staring hard at me. He had a three-piece suite on, and his hands were tucked behind his back. I

would not have been surprised to see a stethoscope around his neck, seeing as he was a doctor in the human world. 

The look on his face spoke volumes. He was not pleased. 

He sat across from me, the large table that represented all of Savannah between us. “You have not come for any lessons, Breena O’Rylee.” 

“I’m still in England—” I spread my hands wide, “—and I’m still trying to hunt down the items for the spell before the Dark Council gets to them. I wish I could just train with you, honestly.” 

“I  understand.”  He  bowed  his  head,  dark  hair  not  moving  an  inch.  “Which  is  why  I’ve  decided you will start learning now. We can meet in your dreams.” 

I  slid  into  the  seat  across  from  him.  “My  sleep  is  not  very  restful  when  we  have  these conversations.” 

“No, but it is the price you must pay, to be trained in time for all that is coming.” He touched the table, and the tiny figures moving along the top and bottom ran in the opposite direction. “Your magic is integral to stopping the Dark Council, and you have no idea how any of it works. I will help guide you, for the safety of everyone. Yourself included.” 

I couldn’t really argue with him, even though I knew I was going to be knackered in the morning. 

“Well, where do we start?” 

“I want you to spread your hands wide over the table and try to sense where the dead lay in the ground. You will need to extend your energy—and control it tightly at the same time.” 

I  knew  that  the  table  was  a  representation  of  the  city  of  Savannah,  and  not  only  in  image—one side showed those who had good intentions and the other showed those who had darker, even deadly intentions. If the table also showed where the dead lay . . . that could be handy. 

I  did  as  he  asked  and  spread  my  fingers  wide,  palms  down,  holding  them  just  above  the  table. 

“How do I—?” 

“You have a connection with your friend, Robert. You want to search for that feeling within the board,” Mori said. “The power that resides deep in your bones should act as a tuning fork. But you must concentrate.” 

For the next several hours, I  reached and  searched for the dead in Savannah. 

Honestly, even without any ability, I should have been able to just point. Because there were dead everywhere  in  my  home  city,  everyone  knew  that.  But  I  couldn’t  find  a  damn  one  using  my  power. 

Nothing happened except for a lot of sweating, cursing under my breath, and aching in my extended arms. Finally, I snapped, “For ducks’ sake!” and pulled my arms back, rubbing at my fingers. There had been just the briefest moment when I’d felt a tingle in my fingertips, but it had come and gone so quickly I wasn’t sure it had even happened. 

Probably was just imagining things at that point. 

“Why can’t I do this?” I tapped the table, and there was a flash, a flicker of a person I’d known years before down on the river front street. Desmona, the beggar—one of my gran’s sort-of friends. 

Only . . . how could she still be alive? She’d been ancient when I’d been a teenager. 

Mori spread his hands wide and squinted at me. “You have the magic, just not the understanding. 

We will try again tomorrow night. And the night after, and the night after—as long as it takes for you to find the dead without thinking. It is one thing to see ghosts, it is another to find those who do not wish to be found.” His words pulled me away from the flickering image of Desmona. “Do not give up hope. This is just a part of the process, Breena. Once you can pinpoint the dead, then you can learn about each of them. One by one, if you choose.” 

I stared at him. “That’s . . . a lot.” 

He tipped his head toward the table and ran a hand along the edge. “It is a great deal, that is true. 

Which is why we will work every night until you can do this first thing. Then we will move on to the next  task.  You  must  gain  an  understanding  of  your  abilities,  young  friend.”  He  stood  beside  me  and patted me on the shoulder. “You should go. Get some rest.” 

I didn’t wake up, not really. 

I kind of fell into a deeper sleep, one that was restful. Even if it was only for a few hours. 

And in my more restful dreams, I saw myself standing between Remy and Crash, and knew that at some point a decision would have to be made between the two men. 

Not today, though, and probably not tomorrow. 

Chapte r

Eight

The next morning Feish, Remy and I made our way back to the apartment where the others waited.  I  couldn’t  stop  yawning,  even  after  my  cup  of  tea  kicked  in.  I  needed  something stronger if I was going to work with Dr. Mori every night. 

Maybe I’d switch to espresso. 

Gran gave me a good once over, her hands on her hips, her lips pursed. “You’re all sweaty and tired looking. Were you doing it all night? I said get it out of your system, not go for a marathon!” 

“I just came up the damn stairs again, Gran, that’s why I’m sweaty. And I was up half the night working with Dr. Mori on my Guardian stuff when I should have been sleeping.” I was not about to tell  her  what  had  gone  down  between  me  and  Remy.  Nope.  Nada.  Not  happening.  Even  if  she  had encouraged it. 

“Also, she played half the night with Remy and—” Feish clamped her mouth shut. “That’s all. Just Remy.” 

Kill me dead and bury me fast so no one could see my embarrassment at being called out. 

Corb was nowhere to be seen, but I heard the toilet flush and a groan emanate from that direction. 

At least I didn’t have to deal with him freaking out in a jealous spat. 

“Good  for  you,  girl,”  the   garrache  purred  from  her  place  on  the  couch.  “Get  you  some.”  Her words echoed Sarge’s text, and I wondered whether she was the one who’d written the reply. 

“Stop, everyone stop!” I held up both hands. “We have to get Corb to that place we talked about, but don’t say the words out loud. We don’t know who might be looking for him.” I hurried over to the window  and  peered  out  into  the  street.  I  didn’t  want  to  say  Mont  Saint-Michel  out  loud  in  case someone who shouldn’t know was listening. Sure, we’d talked about it openly enough yesterday, in this very apartment, but paranoia was a real thing, and it didn’t follow any rules. “Penny, is the spell ready?” 

Penny was in the kitchen. “It was ready hours ago, but I told Corb it would take longer to keep him around. Did we decide who all is taking it?” 

“I think Corb should have one other person go with him. Besides Eric, who’ll be taking him into the place that we aren’t mentioning.” 

Sarge would be the logical choice—it didn’t matter if he’d be recognized, because the whole plan hinged  on  them  being  too  small  to  be  seen—but  I  wasn’t  going  to  force  the  issue.  The   garrache nodded. “I think I should go. I am used to protecting others, and I am rather good at it. I’ll take the pup with me too.” 

I sighed a breath of relief. “Good choices. Penny, is there enough for three?” 

She tapped her spoon on the pot. “There is.” 

I glanced at Eric. “And Eric, are you still good to slip into the . . . place?” 

He  nodded  and  adjusted  his  glasses,  his  very  obvious  nervous  tic.  “I  am.  We’ve  got  this,  Bree. 

You go stop the Dark Council. We will keep Corb safe.” 

I  didn’t  move  from  the  window,  standing  so  I  could  see  outside  from  the  corner  of  my  vision. 

“Here’s the thing. I don’t think we can presume they’re just looking for Corb. Those messages we got from  Marge?  They  were  from  Crash.”  Corb  made  an  aggrieved  sound  that  I  happily  ignored.  “He can’t make a move unless the Dark Council allows it, when it comes to passing along information. So his only way to give us information is to make stupid ‘mistakes’ for us to capitalize on, like leaving a note  with  Marge  that  she  could  show  me.  A  note  saying  that  the  council  is  trying  to  distract  us  by playing  up  the  danger  to  Corb.  Do  I  think  they  want  you?  Yes.  But  they  also  want  to  keep  us  busy. 

They’ll probably plan on following us to you . . . eventually . . . but in the meantime they’ll have an open run at the other spells. I’ll bet they’re splitting up to do it.” 

Silence met my words. 

“That’s a lot of assumptions,” Eammon said. 

I nodded at him. “Right. But even if I’m wrong, maybe us splitting up our resources is smart. If they can do it, we can. We tuck Corb away, then work on finding one of the other ingredients. Right?” 

Sarge and the  garrache both nodded. “Clever,” she said. “Very astute.” 

At  least  I  had  one  person  in  my  corner.  But,  one  by  one,  my  other  friends  nodded  and  gave thumbs-ups. 

I took a deep breath and tugged on the edge of the curtain. Eric wasn’t the only one with a nervous tic.  “Like  I  said,  we  have  to  split  up.  Eammon,  I  want  you  and  Penny  to  see  if  you  can  find  the unmarked  grave  mentioned  in  the  spell.  This  will  be  library  work,  I’m  thinking.  Looking  through records. Maybe your brother can help you?” 

Eammon  sighed.  “Oster  won’t  be  liking  it,  but  yeah,  he  might  be  able  to  point  us  in  the  right direction.” 

Penny looked me over. “And you?” 

“I’ll take Remy, Feish, and Kinkly with me,” I said. “If you’re good with that, Remy?” 

He  took  my  hand.  “I  am  with  you,  Bree.  You  have  whatever  talents  of  mine  you  need.  I  assume we’ll look into the matter we discussed last night?” 

 The healing spring.  I nodded. “Yes, that’s the one.” 

“And Robert of course,” Feish added for me. “Can’t forget the bones.” 

No, I would never forget Robert. 

Corb suddenly shot up out of his chair and ran down the hall, his guts gurgling loud enough that I could hear them clearly. No one else reacted to him—I suppose they were somewhat used to this run of his by now. 

“What will you be looking for off the spell list?” Eammon asked. “Or do we need to know?” 

I  tapped  my  ears  and  peeked  out  the  window  again.  Eammon  touched  his  nose.  “Gots  it.  Smart girl. It's why I knew to bring you onto the Hollows Group, you know. Too smart not to.” 

Sure, sure, and it had nothing to do with my connection to my gran. Or the fact that I’d bested a werewolf with nothing but my handbag and Robert. 

We passed out the cell phones we’d bought at the local black market, burned clear of any tracking devices.  I  tucked  mine  into  my  bag,  but  not  before  I  turned  the  ringer  to  vibrate.  The  last  thing  I needed was for it to go off in the middle of doing something sneaky. 

Corb came out of the loo, stumbling, literally green around the edges. “I hate you, Feish.” 

She smiled up at him. “Likewise, limp fish. That’s what you get for hurting my girl.” 

Oh, snap. 

Penny handed out her shrinking potion to Corb, Sarge, and the  garrache. 

Corb tried to catch my eye, but I looked away. “Let’s get you all going.” 

Eric called for an Uber to take them to the ferry that would then take them across the waters to France. From there, on toMont Saint-Michel. I hugged my friends goodbye, nodded at Corb, and then those who’d taken the potion started shrinking. 

“Hurry.”  Penny  helped  put  them  into  the  backpack  Eric  had  prepared  for  the  trip.  “I  made  it double  strength,  but  even  so  you  only  have  eight  hours,  and  you’ll  want  to  be  safely  inside  your destination before they size up again.” 

Eric put his bag carefully over his shoulder. “Be safe.” His big eyes took each of us in. “And we will be in touch if we can.” 

Without another word, he slipped out the door. 

With them all gone, the apartment seemed very quiet. 

“You  didn’t  want  them  to  know  what  you  are  looking  for?”  Penny  asked.  “I  noticed  you  said nothing about your goal.” 

“I don’t want anyone to know more than they have to.” I worried at the strap of my bag, rolling it between my fingers. “I think the Dark Council is changing, which is good, obviously. But if they’re backed into a corner, they’re going to be even more dangerous.” 

Eammon grunted. “Penny and I have passports. We’ll fly home soon as we can get tickets.” 

“I have a passport,” Remy said. “If Feish will swim again, then the four of us can fly.” 

Kinkly flew down from above the kitchen stove, yawning and stretching. “Where is everyone?” 

“Gone to hide Corb,” I said and smiled at her as she landed on my hand. 

“Where are we going, Pompeii?” Remy asked quietly. 

It seemed the logical place, it really did, but it didn’t  feel right. It felt like going there would put us in the wrong direction entirely. I rubbed a hand over my face. “We need to find a city that is full of the dead.” 

Penny and Eammon looked at me. Penny whacked me with her cane. “Have you lost your ever-loving mind?” 

“I’m tired, okay?” I snapped back, and then I did a double take. “Wait. Savannah!” 

Remy’s eyes widened. “Exactement! Bree, that is it! It makes perfect sense.” 

He was right, it  did make perfect sense. It felt right, but under that feeling was a trickle of dread. 

Everything was taking us home to Savannah. Was that good, or bad? I forced a smile. 

“I guess we’re all going to Savannah.” 

THE  AIRPORT  WAS  BUSY,  but  we  managed  to  get  through  in  a  decent  amount  of  time.  We’d  had  to purchase  tickets  for  the  flight  home  on  Remy’s  credit  card.  Eammon’s  and  Penny’s  cards  had  both been  turned  down,  and  I  couldn’t  find  mine.  Yes,  I  regularly  misplaced  my  debit  and  credit  cards. 

They invariably would show up after I received the new one. 

“Someone’s put a block on your money,” Remy said. “It’s what I would do if I were trying to track you and make your life difficult at the same time.” 

“We will pay you back, Remy.” I was so embarrassed. Who asks the guy they’re sort of seeing to pay for three flights on top of his own? “This isn’t much of a second date, you know.” 

He  shrugged.  “The  money  is  there.  I’m  not  overly  worried,  ma  chère.  And  it’s  a  stellar  second date. Flying first class no less.” 

I tried not to cringe because I was struggling with that too. The only seats that had been left were of course the most expensive. 

Penny and Eammon had their heads together a few seats down in the first-class lounge, discussing the unmarked grave. Every once in a while, I picked up on a word or two of their conversation. My gran hovered close by, listening in. 

“Do you have an idea of where to start?” Kinkly asked from her spot on my shoulder. No one had noticed her, at least at first. 

An  elderly  lady  with  bright  red,  obviously  dyed  hair  shuffled  along  with  her  luggage  dragging along behind her. Her eyes rolled past me, then she stumbled upright and did a double take. “What in the heavens is that?” With a trembling arm, she raised her finger until it pointed at . . . Kinkly. 

Kink squeaked and ducked behind me. I felt her slide down my back to my hip and then scramble around to my bag. 

The woman’s eyes never left my shoulder. “What is what?” I asked. “Do I have a spider on me or something?” I brushed a hand over my head and fluffed my hair. 

“I saw, I saw a little person on your shoulder. I’m sure of it!” Her eyes were completely dilated. 

Well shit, how had this happened? 

I did a slow turn and held my hands out to my sides, feeling more eyes swing our way. “No little people here.” 

A  snort  from  a  man  a  few  chairs  over  had  me  glaring  in  his  direction.  He  was  slumped  in  his chair, slightly balding, glasses, and his belly hung over his belt. 

“You can say that,” he muttered. “Cut the carbs, lassie.” 

Motherducker did  not just call me out. “Pot meet kettle,” I snapped. “Doing your pants up under your gut doesn’t mean they still fit. Idiot.” 

His  face  paled,  and  he  stood  up,  sucking   in   his  gut    as  if  that  would  fool  me.  Remy  stepped between us. “Ma chère,  our plane will be waiting.” 

With that, I motioned at Penny and Eammon, and we all strode away. Me striding because I was mad, and Remy and the others hurrying to keep up. 

“What the hell was that?” I muttered. “That woman saw Kinkly!” 

“I know. That is rather strange,” Remy said. “Perhaps she has some old blood in her? Some magic in her veins?” 

I shrugged. “Maybe?” 

Maybe wasn’t much of an answer. 

But it was what we had for the moment. 

“Let us go back to the question of where we should start, as Kinkly suggested,” Remy said. “Do you have an idea of what to look for?” 

“A  fountain?”  I  laughed.  “There  are  lots  of  those  in  Savannah,  but  I’ve  never  heard  of  one  that rejuvenates anything.” 

The thing was, there were lots of legends around Savannah. Legends were just legends, but I had no  doubt  there  was  a  kernel  of  truth  buried  within  most  of  them.  And  that  meant  I  needed  to  find someone who knew the legends inside and out . . . like the spirit I’d seen by chance the night before. 

Or maybe it hadn’t been chance? Maybe the path was being laid out for me? 

Nope, I wasn’t going to think like that. 

“Gran,  do  you  remember  that  crazy  old  lady  who  sat  on  the  street  corners,  screaming  about  the end of the world? Desmona, I think her name was.” 

My gran turned and made her way toward us, stepping around people as if she couldn’t just float straight through them. “Desmona? Yes, I remember her. She died before me, about ten years ago. At one point we were friends. That was before she started seeing death in every tea leaf reading she did. 

Including mine.” 

I grinned. “And then you died. Maybe she was on to something?” 

“Smart mouth.” Gran muttered. 

I  hadn’t  put  two  and  two  together  last  night,  with  Dr.  Mori.  I’d  seen  that  flash  of  Desmona  and then the memory of who she was had come back to me later. “I remember her because she used to tell

me stories if I stopped too long, and I traded her French fries for her stories sometimes.” 

Gran looked hard at me. “Why would you do that?” 

“I don’t know, but I think at the time I felt bad for her. She was always hungry.” I shrugged. 

Gran pursed her lips. “She was a stubborn woman who became lost in her own mind near the end. 

She would take help from no one. Not even me.” 

I  gave  a  slow  nod.  “She  wouldn’t  ever  let  someone  just  buy  her  something  to  eat.  She  always wanted to pay for it, which meant I got stuck more than once sitting and listening to her stories while she ate.” 

The thing was, I remembered one of her stories in particular, and seeing her on Mori’s boat had brought it back. 

“You  think  she  might  be  able  to  direct  you?”  Gran  was  incredulous,  and  I  didn’t  blame  her. 

Desmona  was  .  .  .well,  her  mind  had  cracked  long  before  I’d  found  her  on  the  riverfront  street, begging for food, like Gran had said. 

“I mean, it’s a long shot, I’ll admit that,” I said. But from the moment I’d seen her flicker to life on Mori’s table, I’d suspected it had happened for a reason. Maybe I was supposed to put her to rest—

no more or less—but I wouldn’t know until I tried to talk to her ghost. 

Our flight was called before we could discuss anything more, and we were loaded onto the plane and into our posh seats. 

The flight was quiet—with the exception of Kinkly having a meltdown as we took off. “Too fast, this is too fast! We’re going to die! Goddess, the pressure is awful!” 

People  were  looking  around  for  the  screamer.  They  could  hear  her,  just  like  the  woman  in  the airport had been able to see her. Whatever was happening to allow her to be seen was not good. 

“Hush, close your eyes and hang onto my ear,” I said. “Just hang on and close your mouth. People can hear you!” 

She  clung  to  my  ear,  her  tiny  fingernails  digging  in  hard  enough  that  it  felt  like  I  was  getting  an extra piercing or two, her breath coming in great gasps to the point that I thought she would pass out. 

But  as  the  plane  levelled  out,  she  relaxed  and  slumped.  “That’s  terrible.  My  insides  felt  like  they were being pushed up out of my mouth!” 

“All done,” I said. “Maybe we need to get you some fairy juice if we do this again.” 

Eammon leaned toward us from the other side of the aisle. “We’re not done yet. Landing will give her some g-force that she’s not used to.” 

“That’s a ways off,” I pointed out as I felt Kinkly start shaking again. “So, until then we’re just going to try and relax. Let’s order you a drink, Kinkly.” 

A  few  minutes  later,  I  had  a  double  shot  of  whiskey  that  Kinkly  sipped  at,  her  body  going  limp after a few mouthfuls. I picked her up and tucked her into my bag on my lap. Just in case someone else could see her. 

Remy stretched out in his chair, his long legs taking up the space ahead of us. “Ma chère, I suggest

that you try to sleep. You were restless last night, and if your mentor wishes to work with you again, then you will need to sleep where you can.” 

I didn’t disagree, but I worried I’d nap and find Mori waiting for me, and then I’d be more tired than if I’d just zoned out watching a terrible movie. 

He  tucked  my  hand  under  his  arm  and  pulled  me  closer,  so  my  head  rested  on  the  front  of  his shoulder. “Try. If it’s not restful, just wake up.” 

Just wake up? Like it was that easy? 

But he had a point—it was worth trying to rest. 

I closed my eyes and attempted to sleep. With the noise of the plane, and the low hum of people talking, I didn’t think I’d be able to. 

But I was apparently more tired than I’d realized, because it wasn’t long before I was out cold and dreaming. 

Not of Dr. Mori, no, this was a true nightmare. 

Karissa stumbled toward me, holding her head in one hand, her long blonde hair coated in blood, her body lurching and jerking like a marionette on strings. “You think you’ve gotten rid of me? You think that he can love you? You’re a fool. A stupid girl dabbling in things beyond your ken!” 

I backed up. “You don’t know that.” 

Her laugh burbled out of the spot her head had been attached. “The Dark Council’s influence goes far beyond its members. Farther than you can ever imagine! The dead work for them. You see? Even now, I am theirs!” 

My feet stumbled over each other as I scrambled backward, fear driving me. Not just fear of her, but of what she was saying. “No, the dead can’t—” 

“The dead are reflections of what they used to be.” Her voice was wet with her own blood. 

Her one hand reached for me, snake quick, and before I could get away, her fingers were around my neck. 

“You can’t stop them. No, in the end you will help them.” Her dangling head smiled. “You will be the one to raise the army, Guardian, and all you love will die. Because of you!” 

I couldn’t get her fingers off my throat. She squeezed, constricting and cutting off my air, digging into the soft flesh of my neck, stopping me from breathing or speaking. 

I tried slapping at her. Tried kicking her. Tried prying her fingers off. But I wasn’t strong enough. 

Even dead, she was more powerful than me. Tears leaked down my cheeks as I felt myself slipping away,  blacking  out  .  .  .  maybe  this  was  better.  If  she  was  even  a  little  bit  right,  and  I’d  somehow helped the Dark Council, better that I die now. 

The black spots in my vision spread and my heart seemingly slowed. 

I jerked awake gasping, sweating, with my heart now pounding out of control, as if to make up for the  feeling  of  it  slowing  down.  I  was  up  and  moving  before  Remy  could  so  much  as  ask  what  was wrong. I stumbled forward, headed for the bathroom at the front of the plane. My guts were revolting

at my near miss with death, and at the thought that I might screw things up so badly that my friends and the world would pay the price. My belly was making it clear I needed to be where there was a toilet. 

In short, I was going to be sick. 

Grabbing the door, I yanked it open and stuffed myself into the small space as my stomach lurched and heaved. I gagged and dry heaved, but nothing came up. Shaking, I stood and braced myself on the tiny sink. Sweat dripped off my face as I leaned forward and stared hard into the mirror. 

I  had  more  definition  in  my  face  from  the  weight  I  had  lost  so  far.  Where  I’d  had  a  very  round face, my cheeks and jawline were more pronounced now. My skin was crazy pale—sickly and coated in a sheen of sweat. 

But it was my eyes that I couldn’t look away from. They were shocked and wide, blue as ever, except for a single dark spot in the right one. I blinked, thinking I was seeing things. Nope, still there. 

I stared into my own eyes, wondering how I was going to do all this. They drifted down to my neck where  there  were  long  thin  scores,  as  if  I’d  been  scratched  to  hell  by  a  set  of  sharp  nails. 

“Impossible.” 

I touched my neck and hissed. 

They hurt. 

They were real. 

The door rattled behind me. 

“Busy  in  here!”  I  snapped,  fear  making  me  sharper  than  usual.  The  door  didn’t  just  rattle  the second time—the lock unlatched, and then the door was pushed open, a large body shoving its way in with me. 

I squeaked and looked up into Crash’s blue eyes, the gold flecks pinning me to the spot. 

“What happened?” His hand reached up and touched my neck, and I winced. 

Did I question how he was on the same plane as us? Not right away. 

“Well, if my dream was real, Karissa did this. But seeing as she’s dead, I don’t . . .wait, how are you here? Did you sprout wings suddenly?” 

Crash frowned and kept his eyes and hands on my neck. “This is not possible. I took her head.” 

“Yes, I was there. But how are you here?” I pointed to him and then to the small space we were in.  Not  that  I  was  complaining.  His  presence  was  .  .  .well,  it  was  comforting  after  that  lovely nightmare with his miserable ex-wife. 

“I  bought  a  ticket,  as  one  does.”  He  turned  the  tap  on  and  put  a  bit  of  the  paper  towel  under  it before pressing it to my neck. “This won’t infect. I’ll bet it was someone impersonating her in order to scare you. A dream walker like your friend, Dr. Mori. Make sure you tell him about this.” 

I leaned into his hands. “That’s not what she said.” 

His eyebrows shot up. “What did she say?” 

“That  the  dead  belonged  to  the  Dark  Council  too,  at  least  the  dead  of  those  who’d  supported them.” I frowned. Did that mean I’d be dealing with the O’Seans again? I blinking well hoped not. 

A  sigh  slid  out  of  me.  “My  life  and  world  is  a  whole  damn  bucket  of  weird.  Honestly,  nothing surprises me anymore. Not even this.” 

I  looked  up  to  see  him  staring  down  at  me.  “I  do  not  know  how  or  why  this  was  possible,  but please be careful. I do not want to see you hurt.” 

I smiled, though I could feel it wobble. “Yeah, me neither.” 

He bent closer, his mouth brushing my cheek. The soft brush of his breath across my skin had me tingling. 

I couldn’t breathe, the shift in energy was immediate, his closeness setting off needs that couldn’t be filled in this small space. 

Needs that I couldn’t let him try to fill. “Crash, you can’t—” 

“I  won’t  bother  you  on  the  flight,  Bree.”  He  lifted  his  hand  and  brushed  his  fingers  across  my cheek.  “When  things  get  dark,  you  are  what  I  remember.  You  help  me  remember  what  we  are  all fighting for.” 

I couldn’t breathe. 

His hands slid upward until they cupped my face. “I am working on everything, Bree. I am. You make me want to be better for you, but for me too.” 

He didn’t give me a chance to answer him, bending down for a kiss that was both sweet and full of fire, crackling down my spine and straight to all the parts of my body that remembered his touch all so well. The sensation was one of the  oh, holy shit, let’s do this again right now variety. My body was  responding  to  his  kiss  on  my  mouth  as  if  he  were  kissing  other  areas.  Every  memory  of  our shared  times  came  rushing  back,  and  my  body  started  to  tremble.  A  pulse  of  energy  between  us wrapped tight around every nerve ending that he’d already plucked, and I couldn’t keep my legs under me. 

I pulled my face away, biting back a groan, terrified I was going to have a big O right there in the lavatory, and fell back to sit on the toilet. “Stop. Please. I can’t. Remy.” 

He  stepped  away—well,  shuffled  back  to  give  me  a  bit  of  room—his  hands  trailing  down  my arms. “Thank you, Bree. That’s all I wanted to say. I will be in Savannah, if you need me.” 

And then he was gone, and I was alone in the tiny cubicle, wondering why we didn’t just make a go for the mile-high club. I took a few more minutes to myself. Put the cold paper towels on my neck and face. Wished I could sit on an ice block for a few minutes. 

No such luck though, not even in first class. 

Taking my semi-cold paper towels, I wobbled my way back to my seat, passing by a seemingly sleeping Crash in the very front seat. I hadn’t seen him when we’d loaded onto the plane, or when I’d run for the bathroom. Maybe he’d loaded on after us. 

Remy helped me sit, taking my hands. But his eyes widened the second he touched me. “Crash is here?” 

“Front row.” I wasn’t even surprised that he could pick up something like that just by touching me. 

Remy  was  gone  in  a  flash,  and  all  I  could  think  was  that  I  hoped  they  wouldn’t  fight.  No,  they wouldn’t fight on the plane. They would not make that kind of mistake. 

I closed my eyes and leaned back in my seat and closed my eyes. 

Not to sleep, just to try and calm myself. But after the night I’d had, and the exhaustion chasing me, sleep took me anyway. 

This time, it gave me nothing but blessed quiet. No nightmares. No Dr. Mori teaching me about my powers. 

I woke up to Kinkly screaming in my ear. 

“We’re all gonna die! Goddess above and below, don’t let us burn in a fiery crash!” 

I jerked forward and tried to stand up, confusion rocking my sleep fogged brain. But I had a seat belt on, which meant I didn’t stand up, I just kinda lurched around as if I’d been drinking far too much whiskey. I couldn’t help but reach for my bag and try to pull Robert out. If there was a fight, I wanted to be ready this time. 

“No clowns!” I yelped as I came fully awake. 

Remy  laughed.  “No  clowns,  you  are  right  about  that,  ma  chère.  We  are  landing,  almost  to  your home of Savannah.” 

People were again looking around for the screamer, and I managed to get Kinkly back into my bag as  the  flight  attendant  came  by.  “I’m  going  to  have  to  ask  you  to  tone  it  down.  You  are  scaring people.” 

“Right, I’ll do that,” I spat out as my bag jumped and rumbled, Kinkly melting down all by herself. 

Remy’s hand on mine helped me calm my racing heart. Kinkly, on the other hand, was sobbing and struggling  inside  the  bag.  All  I  could  do  was  reach  in  and  kind  of  hold  her.  “Kink,  we  are  almost there, hang on.” 

The plane was dropping rapidly, and I saw the tarmac ahead of us. I’d slept that whole way? 

Shit, I had been more tired than I’d realized. 

I was feeling better though, and ready to face whatever the rest of the day threw at us. 

Our little group stumbled out of the plane, and the heat of the summer sun in Savannah paired with the high humidity was a slap to the face that woke me the rest of the way up. 

Crash was ahead of us, his broad shoulders above the rest of the crowd. Off to do . . .whatever it was he was here to do. And we were off to find the healing spring. 

Just like that, we were home, and the game was ramping up. 

Chapte r

Nine

The shitty house that we’d used as home base after being ousted from Gran’s house was still standing—apparently the Dark Council hadn’t decided to ransack it after we left. Or maybe they realized there was nothing worth ransacking. 

Which wasn’t saying much because it was as bare as before on the inside, with peeling paint and drooping ceilings. 

“We need to fix this up,” I said as I did a slow turn in the main room. 

“I could help with that,” came a familiar voice. 

I spun to see Bridgette, my goblin friend, standing in the kitchen doorway. “I’m really very good with home décor, being as it’s kind of my job to look out for Charlotte and her mom’s house and the people in it.” Her bulbous eyes were wide, pleading. “I’d really like to help.” 

I bent and gave her a quick hug. “You made it back okay!” After everything in France, Bridgette had kinda just disappeared. Gone. Poof. I wasn’t even sure if she’d come back to Savannah. As much as she was a friend, she kind of hung on the edges of our group. 

She blushed, her skin purpling up across her round cheeks. “I found a ride back. I didn’t want to wait to get back to Charlotte. I worried about her the whole time. Penny hasn’t been able to work with her  much,  and  her  magic  is  growing.  She’s  pretty  busy  right  now,  though.  She  has  all  these  summer camps she is going to, so I’ve got nothing to do.” 

One more thing to add to the list. “I’ll remind Penny to look in on her this week.” 

Bridgette  closed  her  eyes  and  pressed  her  hands  together,  a  series  of  bangles  jingling.  “Thank you.” 

I hated myself for thinking it, but my paranoia had me wondering if she was not being fully honest with me about her reasons for taking off. I did my best to shake the feeling. “If you can help get this place in shape, that would be amazing. I’ll make sure that you have some money to do the job.” 

“No, no, it won’t cost anything, I have a knack!” She grinned, her smile dispelling my worry, and spun  away,  snapping  her  fingers  as  she  hurried  off,  the  colored  stones  in  her  bangles  catching  the light. Gaudy was my first thought. My second was that I hoped she didn’t decorate in the same vein. 

But she immediately started taking notes on what she needed to do. “I can go to Ikea and get shopping. 

I do love those meatballs!” 

I watched her go and wondered at my reaction to her.  Was this just paranoia, or were my worries valid? I scrunched up my face. Damn it, I didn’t like not trusting my friends. 

Gran floated by me. “You’ll increase your wrinkles making faces like that.” 

I grimaced harder, realized what I was doing, and tried to relax. “Thanks, Gran.” 

Eammon shot straight past me, clomping through the house to one of the back rooms. “We’ll use this one as our base!” Eammon hollered back at me and Remy. 

Penny thumped her way up behind him. “We need to get to the records department first, Eammon. 

Once we have a list of potential people who might not have graves, then we can start paring it down.” 

“No!” Eammon barked. “We need to get the images of the graves with no names. There’s enough of them floating about—” 

“Penny, check on Charlotte this week!” I yelled after them. She swung her cane up in a backward salute, so I knew she’d heard me. But that was her only response as they continued to argue back and forth and form their plan. 

Kinkly floated down to the table. “I am going to stay here; I need to recuperate after that hellish flight.” She shuddered. “I am never flying in a plane again. Ever.” 

“Hopefully we don’t have to do any continent hopping for a long time.” I agreed with her, but at the  same  time  it  was  better  than  taking  the  path  of  the  dark  fae.  Yep,  flying  was  better,  whatever Kinkly thought of it. 

“And  us?”  Remy  said.  “You  seemed  to  think  that  there  was  someone  you  used  to  know,  on  this Front Street, who could help?” 

“Possibly,” I said. “If I can find her. Come on, let’s go.” 

We  weren’t  far  from  the  river,  so  we  opted  to  walk  for  two  reasons—after  all  the  sitting  in  the plane, it felt good. My back wasn’t as stiff as I’d thought it should be, and only my left butt cheek was sore. But that was where I’d cramped up the night before. 

Remy also wanted to see the town. 

“I’ve heard many things about Savannah, but I’ve never seen it before. It has a strange feel to it, dark  and  light  at  the  same  time.”  He  looked  around  us  as  we  walked.  “Selfishly,  I  am  glad  that  the path has brought us back here, to your hometown.” 

I  nodded,  totally  understanding  what  he  meant  about  the  light  and  dark  existing  together.  “Feish should be here soon,” I said. “Maybe she’ll even meet us at the river.” 

“Is she really that fast?” he asked. 

We talked about Feish’s abilities as we went, conversation flowing easily between us. The banter too. Now the sexual tension . . . that was so high I might as well have been strung up like a violin on the verge of having its strings being snapped. 

But we made it to River Street without incident, either of a sexual or dangerous nature—go us! 

Once there, I bit the inside of my cheek. I had an idea of how to call on Desmona, but I was going

to need help. I’d always had Robert with me when I’d called on other ghosts. 

Which meant I needed to call him up. 

It wasn’t that I didn’t want to see Robert—I mean, he’d helped me out with the rat face in London

—but it was hard to adjust to his skeleton form again now that I’d had him in my life for real. A friend to lean on, and laugh with, a friend who could actually speak to me. 

Stuffing  down  my  sadness,  I  dug  around  in  my  bag  and  pulled  Robert’s  finger  bone  out.  “Hey, friend, I need a hand finding a dead woman.” 

Robert materialized beside me, swaying. “Friend. Help.” 

Gawd,  the  urge  to  reach  out  and  somehow  make  him  whole  was  overwhelming.  I  swallowed down the emotions. “I don’t know if she’s here,” I said, “but she might be a ghost. Can you help me find her?” 

Robert’s swaying slowed. “Friend.” 

Yeah, this was the shit part of Robert being skeletal again. His ability to communicate had really taken a hit. “I can sense ghosts, but only when they are strong. I’ve never really tried looking for one like this . . . when I wasn’t even sure one was present.” 

The flow of tourist traffic was high—middle of summer and middle of the day, which meant lots of people were walking about with food and enjoying their vacations. Enjoying Front street. 

Me?  I  was  still  dressed  head  to  toe  in  leather.  I  hadn’t  taken  the  time  to  change  before  we  left London,  and  honestly  the  clothes  were  comfortable,  even  in  the  heat.  Remy  was  in  jeans  and  boots and a button-down shirt. Basically, he looked normal, and I looked like a freak show. And the number of eyes on me said it all. 

“I should have changed before we came,” I muttered. 

“But then of a certain we would have been jumped by a pack of werewolves,” Remy teased. “Or maybe we would have fallen into the lair of a giant snail again. And you would have no protection.” 

I laughed. “Yeah, you have a point. Come on, this way I think.” 

I  made  my  way  to  the  position  Desmona  had  frequented  at  the  far  end  of  the  tourist  part  of  the road, near a tunnel that led to the more industrial side of Front Street. She had always sat on the right side, closest to the water, holding up a sign with the list of stories she could hand out in exchange for food, or preferably drink. I’d always asked about the fated lovers, bound to stay apart because of a curse on their families. That wasn’t why we were here though. One of the other stories, the one I’d never asked for but had noticed more than once on her cardboard sign. 

The fountain of youth and healing. What would a teenager want with a story like that? Nothing. 

But now, now I needed to hear that damn story. 

I stopped at the spot she’d always sat and did my best to open myself up to the side of me that connected to the dead. But it was like I was trudging uphill in a snowstorm with weights around my ankles. I was sweating in no time. Cursing shortly thereafter. 

I knew I was reaching for that connection to the dead in the right way, at least I thought I was, but

it was damn hard. Draining. Why had connecting with the dead become so hard suddenly? 

Robert  swayed  so  hard  one  skeletal  hand  whipped  out  and  whacked  Remy,  forcing  him  back  a step. 

“Friend.”  Robert  pointed  at  a  pile  of  stacked  stones,  worn  from  weather  and  being  touched  by many hands over the years. From Desmona leaning on it and rubbing her finger and palms across the top. 

I  pressed   my  hand  against  the  stones  and  there  was  a  vibration,  a  flutter  like  wings  against  my palm. There and gone before I could be absolutely certain. 

And yet . . . it reminded me of what I’d sensed on Dr. Mori’s table. “Desmona?” 

A flicker of movement to my right drew my eyes, there and gone. 

Another flutter, like a whisper of smoke turning over on itself, alive, pulled me in that direction. 

“What is it?” Remy asked. “Do you see her?” 

“I’m  not  sure.”  I  stepped  over  the  edge  of  the  street,  and  that  was  when  I  saw  it—something caught under a rock. A whisper of strange smoke whipped around it and then dissipated. 

Just the corner of the card was caught under the rock, waiting for me. A tarot card. 

The hanged man stared back at me. 

I  blinked  several  times,  because  I  knew  without  even  picking  it  up  that  it  belonged  to  the  same tarot  set  that  I  was  slowly,  inadvertently  collecting—the  same  one  that  had  been  owned  by  the O’Seans before I killed them. A shiver ran down my spine. 

“What is this?” Remy crouched but didn’t touch the card. I followed him, wincing as the muscles in my legs protested the movement. 

“The hanged man.” I picked up the card and flipped it over. There was something etched into the back. Just a number. 

Three. 

I  frowned  and  stood.  I  was  by  no  means  a  tarot  reader,  but  I  seemed  to  recall  that  one  of  the meanings of the hanged man had something to do with waiting or being patient. 

“Wait till three?” I murmured out loud, and a soft ‘yes’ answered me. The voice I’d clearly heard in my left ear was not my imagination, as the coolness of a spirit touching me had goose bumps rising over my arms and up the back of my neck. 

I took a step back. “We’ll be here at three then, Desmona. Thank you.” 

It was the best we were going to get. The fact that a tarot card had shown up told me that we were on the right track—at least in finding this particular ghost. 

But what to do between now and then? 

Robert swayed at my side, his head bobbing in the direction of the candy shop—the one that led to the secret headquarters for the council. 

“You want to visit Roderick?” 

“Friend,” Robert grunted. 

It was as good a plan as any to eat up time. If we had to wait until three in the morning—because we were past three in the afternoon now—we might as well see what the council was doing. The last we’d  heard  the  council  had  wanted  us—me—to  come  back  to  Savannah  immediately.  Which  of course I’d ignored. 

“What do you say to a little visit to our friendly council?” I asked Remy. 

He shook his head. “I should not go with you, Bree. They know me for the trickster I am, and they will not treat you better because I am there. I will wait here for you.” 

I nodded. “Okay.” 

He seemed surprised. “You are okay with this? With me not coming?” 

“I’m  taking  you  at  your  word.  If  you  hear  me  screaming,  be  sure  to  come  running.”  I  turned  to Robert. “Come on, buddy, let’s go see what trouble we can stir up.” 

Robert laughed, his teeth clacking together. “Whiskey?” 

“Shit, you bet. We can both go in there half cut.” I pulled out a flask from my bag and poured some right into his mouth. Sure, it ended up on the ground, but let’s be honest, it wasn’t like I was wasting it. This was Robert. He was my friend and deserved a drink now and then. 

I walked toward the Candy Shop, feeling the eyes of the tourists on me. “Be sure to check out our Pirates  of  Savannah  retelling  on  the  boardwalk  next  Saturday  at  noon!”  I  waved  and  smiled  at  the tourists, and suddenly they were the picture of friendliness, waving back at the weird lady in all the leather. 

At  least  no  one  seemed  to  see  Robert.  So,  whatever  was  going  on  with  Kinkly  hadn’t  suddenly made my animated skeleton pal visible to the masses. Thank gawd. 

Robert shuffled along, his bony fingers brushing against mine now and again. I took his hand, glad he was with me—even if it wasn’t fully in the flesh, so to speak. 

I  was  even  happier  I  had  a  hold  of  him  when  I  stepped  into  the  candy  shop  and  felt  my  heart freeze. 

A  tall  clown  stood  across  the  room,  his  back  to  us,  hands  over  his  head  as  he  folded  up  some balloon animals for the kids gathered at his feet. 

A  cold  sweat  broke  out  along  my  chest.  Of  course,  it  was  not  the  same  clown  as  the  one  we’d fought in London. I knew that. Still, to be on the safe side, I wasn’t sticking around. 

I didn’t even whisper a swear word, I just turned to leave, dragging Robert with me. We could go see the council by using the bitching stairs and cutting through Death Row. 

Hurrying, I left the shop, gave Remy a wave, and then headed for the stairs. Yup, that’s how bad the clown was freaking me out. I was willingly doing stairs. 

“Friend,” Robert grunted as we made it to the top of the stairs. 

“Yeah,  I  know,  they  suck.”  I  let  myself  into  the  tarot  shop—the  cover  for  the  official  entrance down to Death Row, the shadow world’s market—and also the council’s quarters. 

The shop hadn’t changed much, other than the owner. The female owner, who’d turned out to be

one of the O’Seans, affiliated with the Dark Council, had been replaced by an older gentleman who looked like a beach ball on legs. His deep green, star-speckled shirt strained at the buttons, but his face was jovial and his eyes crinkled with laugh lines. 

“Hello, how can I serve you today?” His smile didn’t ease. 

“Just need the back door there.” I pointed, hoping I wouldn’t have to explain. 

“My  name  is  Geo,  and  yes,  of  course  you  can  use  the  back  door.  You  know  how  to  get  where you’re going?” 

I  gave  him  a  thumbs  up,  and  then  I  was  slipping  by  him,  through  the  beads  that  hung  in  the doorway that led to the back, then on to the top of the long stairs that led down. “Thanks!” 

“Of course, come by any time for a reading or tea.” 

A reading. I could use that. “Will do, thank you, Geo!” 

“Of course, I am happy to do anything to help a Guardian of Savannah.” 

His words gave me pause, and then I was through the door and on my way down the long set of curving stairs. 

“I’ll  bet  the  council  will  not  be  happy  to  see  me,”  I  said,  keeping  my  voice  low  even  though  it was only me and Robert. “I mean, let’s be honest, I don’t usually listen to Roderick when he tells me what to do.” 

“Friend no listen,” Robert grumped. 

I grinned at him. “You blame me?” 

“Friend, trouble.” He pointed not at me, but behind me. 

I turned and looked up the stairs. 

Pickled donkey balls could not have made me pucker my face faster. 

My clown friend was staring right back down at me. 
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“Duck me!” I bolted down the curving stairs as fast as I could go. Sure, it was dangerous to run in the semi-dark down a set of stairs with no railing, but I wasn’t waiting around to make friends with that freakshow clown. 

Could he have just stumbled through by accident? I’d love to think so but doubted it was possible. 

My legs may have felt sore earlier, but I felt nothing as I all but flew down the stairs. 

“Faster,  faster,  faster!”  I  yelled  at  myself,  as  if  that  was  going  to  help.  Because  behind  me,  the heavy thumps of oversized shoes got louder and louder. 

Five stairs left, and I jumped for the bottom. Yes, I, Breena O’Rylee, leapt for the bottom landing. 

As I sailed through the air, I had time to think about what a terrible idea it was. 

Relying on my luck and my body as a landing pad was a good way to end up with a broken leg. 

Maybe two. Gawd damn, maybe I’d snap a hip while I was at it. Then I would be a sitting duck for the clown. 

“Jaysus take the wheel!” I yelped as my feet touched down. 

And I stayed upright, no snapped legs. No broken hip. 

A snarl from behind me stopped me from marveling at my own semi-athletic abilities, and I was off and running again. Robert kept up no problem, and we ran through a silent Death Row. I’d never seen it empty, and it was. 

No Gerry. No Twins. No Oster Boon. 

“Shit, shit, shit!” I kept on running, making my way through the darkness to where the Savannah council  met.  I  hit  the  double  doors  hard,  throwing  my  shoulder  into  them  and  blasting  them  open—

fully  expecting  to  see  a  complete  gathering  of  the  old  men  who  were  supposed  to  be  keeping Savannah safe from the shadow world. Safe, in particular, from the Dark Council. 

Nope, the space was as empty as Death Row. What the hell had happened here? 

“Damn it, Roderick, where are you?” I spun and grabbed at the double doors, getting them shut just as my new freaky friend slammed into them, one finger sneaking through. “Not today, clown.” I pushed the doors harder, and the monster on the other side howled as his finger was pinched tight. 

“Robert, we need another way out.” I raced through the room, my boots echoing on the cement. 

“Ask questions,” Robert said. “Friend. Ask.” 

I slowed my feet, his words sinking in. “Ask . . . the clown?” 

Robert swayed faster. “Questions. Friend.” 

Questions.  Like  who  the  hell  the  clowns  were  working  for?  I  mean,  it  couldn’t  hurt,  could  it? 

“You keep looking for a way out, Robert.” 

He grunted and shuffled off to the side of the chamber, presumably doing what I’d asked. 

I turned to the vibrating door, the clown’s finger wiggling around like a worm on a hook. Teeth gritted, a serious grimace on my lips, I made my way closer. “Hey clown face, who you working for? 

Who is the boss man? Or bitch queen?” 

The door shook harder. “I’m going to be killing you today, Guardian, that’s all you need to know!” 

“Right,  yeah,  so  I  get  that  that’s  your  goal  and  all,”  I  said  as  I  pulled  my  black  blade  out. 

“Everyone wants to kill me it seems, but could I get a name before I die? So I know who to curse with my last breath?” 

Robert’s feet clacked along the floor behind me, but I kept my eyes on the door. 

The rattling paused. 

I  softened  my  voice,  as  if  I  were  dealing  with  Alan  during  one  of  his  freak  outs  about  some inconsequential thing—like me squeezing the toothpaste tube in the middle. “I mean, does it matter if I know who he or she is, if I’m going to die? I think it’s a simple request, don’t you? Not like I’ll be able to tell anyone, right? Because you’re going to kill me. You’re going to be the big hero!” 

“Richart!” he snarled. 

I did a double blink because the name meant nothing to me. “Who? And do you mean Richard?” 

Another deep, guttural growl. “He warned you.” 

I leaned my head against the door, my mind racing. Who had warned me? 

 “You have until tomorrow at midnight to leave Paris. I will give you that since Roderick is fond of you.” 

My  midnight  visitor  was  still  pissed  that  I’d  technically  still  been  on  French  soil  after  that deadline? 

I grimaced. “The vampire? Really? I thought he’d leave me alone since I left France.” 

“No.”  The  clown  shook  the  door,  and  his  finger  stopped  moving  so  hard.  “Revenge.  You  made him  look  weak.  You  think  you  can  stop  the  Dark  Council  .  .  .  so  now  he  will  stop  you.  I  will  stop you.” 

“Yeah, but he said he wasn’t going to kill me because of Roderick, and—” 

“Changed his mind!” 

I couldn’t help it, my anger and frustration loosened what was left of my ducks. “Well, he shoulda changed his name from Richart, ’cause now I’m going to just call him Rich Shart and call it a ducking day!” 

There was enough of a pause on the other side of the door that I thought maybe he’d left. 

A boom of something hitting the door, maybe a big clown foot, crushed that hope. 

I sucked wind, doing my best to catch my breath. I had time, there was no rush here. “Right, okay then. Let me get this straight. This Rich Shart has, like, an army of clowns that are coming after me?” 

The door stopped shaking, and the finger . . . well, the finger dropped to the ground at my feet and started wiggling around. I took a step back as it wiggled in my direction. 

“Army, yes. We hide so humans don’t see. Humans are starting to see more of the shadow world. 

Things they should not be seeing. The spell is breaking. That changed Richart’s mind.” 

I kicked at the finger, sending it scooting across the floor, far from me. Last thing I wanted was that thing climbing its way up my boot. 

Kinkly being spotted at the airport. Heard on the plane. 

Wait,  that spell was breaking? 

Let me back this up for you. Everyone, and I mean everyone in the shadow world knew that there was a spell that had been created one hundred and fifty-ish years before that pretty much kept people from seeing creatures of the shadow world. Was it perfect? Of course not, but usually the people who saw  a  big  foot,  river  nymph,  or  fairy  had  some  lineage  that  could  be  traced  back  to  a  supernatural creature. There’d been little blips but never full-blown exposure. 

This was  no bueno. 

The door creaked and groaned as the clown pushed on it. Then all was quiet. 

“You still there?” I dared a step closer, turning my head sideways. “Hello?” 

“More  than  one  way  to  kill  you  stupid  woman.  No  way  out  of  the  chamber  of  the  council members.” 

My eyebrows shot up. “You know I can still hear you, right?” 

The clown snarled and kicked the door, judging by the thump. I smiled. “Robert, how is it going?” 

“Friend.” Robert shuffled over to my side, swaying and shaking his head. 

“You’re kidding, right? There has to be another way out.” Why in the world would the council put themselves in a room without an escape route? That was ridiculous! Dumb. Dumb and dumber. Yet, here we were. 

Robert shook his head again. 

“Ducking  hell,”  I  whispered  under  my  breath.  Here  I’d  thought  I’d  get  some  answers  from  the council about what had gone on and why they’d tried to call me home, or at the least irritate the shit out of them. “I guess we just sit here and wait.” 

A cackling laugh slid into a wet gurgle on the other side of the door, and the sound made the hair along my arms stand on end. 

“Whatcha  doing  out  there?”  I  put  my  ear  closer  to  the  door  and  frowned.  What  the  hell  was  I hearing  now?  A  crackle?  Like  paper  being  crinkled?  My  frown  deepened,  and  I  closed  my  eyes  to concentrate on the sound.  Guess that noise had never been a game I excelled at, which is why it took until I smelled the first wisps of smoke to realize what was happening. 

I stumbled away from the door. “Shit, he’s lighting the door on fire. He’s going to smoke us out.” 

And these old buildings, they were ready to go up in flames with wood beams everywhere, dry as a popcorn fart. 

The clown would be through the door in no time, but worse than that, the entire building would burn down. I wasn’t sure that I could do the stairs fast enough to get my round ass out in time. 

“Watch the door, Robert!” I yelped. Maybe he’d missed something, a way out that he’d missed in his skeletal state. I doubted it, but I couldn’t help but look. I ran along the edges of the room, my hands pressed  to  the  walls  as  I  fought  to  find  something.  Now  that  I  was  really  looking  at  the  room,  I wondered what had happened in here. Tables and chairs were overturned, there were scorch marks on the wall, and in general it was a mess. 

“Hurry, friend.” Robert snapped his skeletal fingers, getting my attention. I turned to see that the door was already fully engulfed, the flames licking up our side of it. 

I didn’t have anything to fight the fire with, but I could fight the damn clown. “We gotta kill him, Robert.” 

“Friend. Do it.” He swayed and snapped his fingers again. For just a brief second, I saw him as he’d been when he was alive—bright blue eyes, dark hair pulled back. He gave me a wink and then the image was gone. 

I jogged over to the door, getting as close as I could. The handle was all but wrapped in flames, so there was no way I could grab it. 

“Robert, can you turn the handle or does the fire hurt you?” 

With a grunt he reached out and flicked the deadbolt with a single bony finger, then hit the latch. 

The clown didn’t come bursting in. Which meant we had to go bursting out. 

I took a breath, stepped up and kicked the flaming doors, right in the center. The wood splintered, and I’ll admit, I could just see this scene in a movie. The strong, angry heroine bursting through the flaming doors to face down a now-terrified bad guy. 

Only  problem  was,  the  bad  guy  wasn’t  terrified.  He  was  grinning  from  ear  to  freaky  ear,  black lines running through his face. His face had partially peeled away, and like the clown in France, there was a rat-faced creature underneath. 

Boogeyman indeed. I could see why Kinkly was afraid of them. 

“Now, you die.” He smiled wider and clacked his rat teeth together. 

I didn’t waste more breath on speaking, I mean, it wasn’t like arguing was going to make the rat-faced clown change his mind. 

The  heat  off  the  doors  was  scorching  as  I  jumped  through,  and  I  was  pretty  sure  my  eyebrows were seared off, but that was the least of my worries. 

I misjudged my jump and landed not in front of Rat Face, but in his arms. Yes, in his arms. 

His  eyes  widened  as  our  combined  weight  sent  us  spinning  as  if  we  were  doing  a  waltz,  feet tangling,  and  then  we  were  reeling  over  backward,  straight  onto  the  floor.  He  was  underneath  me, 

snapping  his  teeth,  howling  as  we  went  down,  and  then  we  hit  the  ground  hard.  Rat  Face’s  head bounced off the point of a rock, his eyes rolled back in his head, and he went limp. 

I lay on top of his body as his chest stilled, a whoosh of air expelling and then . . . nothing. 

“Friend?  Dead?”  Robert’s  incredulous  tone  matched  what  I  was  thinking.  I  couldn’t  believe  it either. My luck was on point today. 

“Dead or knocked out cold. Just as I planned,” I mumbled as I pushed off his body and wobbled to my feet. Robert was just behind me. 

“Friend?” 

“Yeah, we should go.” I turned to see the flames reaching the stone around the doors, a flare of gold sparkles rising up as they encountered it . . . and they guttered out. I narrowed my eyes and saw the spell wrapped around the edges. Well, that was good at least. Mind you, if I’d known that there was  a  flame-out  spell,  I  would  have  just  waited  rather  than  scorching  my  eyebrows  off.  I  couldn’t help the tired sigh that slid out of me. “All this for nothing.” 

The stairs were ahead of me. I didn’t bother to look up, I just looked down at my feet and started up the steps of death as fast as my wobbly legs could take me. At some point, I stopped and looked back.  The  flames  were  now  completely  out,  the  rat-faced  clown  was  still  flat  on  his  back,  and  I realized I had gained something from this encounter. A small something. 

I knew Richart was gunning for me. A vampire who was known to kill Guardians. 

I’d already known he had dealings with the Dark Council. Or at least he had been working in their camp?  I  guess  that  was  the  problem  really.  Even  if  Crash  managed  to  eliminate  the  entire  Dark Council,  there  would  still  be  people  in  the  shadows  waiting  to  take  up  the  mantle  of  “bad  guy.” 

Dream Karissa had been right about that. 

There would never be a time when the dark was entirely gone. 

A thousand years later (okay, yes, I am exaggerating) I reached the top of the blasted stairs. With one  hand  on  the  wall,  legs  screaming  as  the  lactic  acid  kicked  in,  I  kept  myself  moving  until  I  was through the doorway with the hanging beads and back out into the room where Geo sat in a chair, eyes closed,  and  hands  folded  across  his  belly.  A  snore  rattled  out  of  him  as  I  slipped  by,  unnoticed.  I doubted he’d even tried to stop the clown. I wasn’t even mad. It wasn’t Geo’s job to be a gatekeeper. 

Remy was across from the shop, leaning against a stone wall. “Did you speak to them? Wait,  ma chère,  what  happened  to  your  face?  You  smell  like  a  campfire!”  He  pushed  off  and  grabbed  me carefully by the upper arms. 

I  reached  up  and  touched  my  scorched  eyebrows.  “Fire  and  clowns.  We  have  to  go  back  to  the house. We have bigger problems than even I realized. A pissed-off vampire has put a bounty on my head.” 

Dark council on one side, and vampires gunning for me on the other. And here I was, stuck in the middle with Remy and Crash. 
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Once more we were back at the house that was not Gran’s, but already it was looking better. 

Whatever  Bridgette  was  up  to,  she  was  moving  fast.  The  floors  were  cleaned  to  a  shine, and  the  parts  that  were  wood  had  been  sanded  and  re-stained.  The  paint  that  had  been peeling across the walls was smoothed over, and there were curtains on every window, providing a bit more privacy and a break from the mid-summer sun coming through at full blast. 

“What happened to you? You stink!” Feish spluttered as we stepped into the kitchen. She was . . . 

baking. I grimaced, regretting the fact that we would not be eating Eric’s amazing food until this was all done. 

Feish pulled out a tray of cookies and slapped them on the table. “I asked what happened to you?” 

For just an instant I saw her glamor—the woman the non-magical world saw. An average woman with a cleft lip and somewhat angry green eyes. I blinked. Why had I seen her glamor now, after all this time? 

Was this because the spell was breaking? Shit. Yeah, I’d lay money on it. 

“I  got  chased  by  another  clown  with  a  rat  face.  That  vampire  from  France,  Richart,  is  sending them  after  me.  He’s  pissed  that  I  ‘got  away’  from  him  or  something  dumb  like  that.  Or  he’s  still wrapped  up  with  the  Dark  Council.  I  don’t  know  which.”  I  slumped  into  a  chair  and  picked  up  a cookie, biting into it. 


Caramel and chocolate flooded my mouth, and I totally let out a groan. “Holy shit, Feish, I didn’t know you could bake!” 

“You must have cookies with tea. Only thing I can bake, and now that Eric is not here, I need to fill those boots.” She slammed a second pan down on the counter, her irritation more than obvious. 

“Were you alone again? I don’t see any marks on that one? What did he do, stand around and watch?” 

She flung her webbed fingers in Remy’s direction. 

“No, she went to the council, and I did not think they would wish to see me.” Remy sat next to me. 

“It seems I made a mistake.” 

“None  of  them  were  there.  There  was  no  way  to  know  I’d  be  attacked.”  I  spoke  around  the cookie. 

Feish  snorted.  “Yes,  there  is  always  a  reason  to  believe  you  will  be  attacked.  So  a  mistake  he made. One he will not make again.” Her glare said it all. Remy would be in deep shit if he left me alone. 

Waving  my  half  cookie  around,  I  ignored  her  comment.  “Listen,  I  have  a  lead  for  tonight,  with Desmona, found out that Richart wants me dead, and that the council is . . . missing?” I took a deep breath. “And I think the spell that hides the shadow world is coming apart at the seams. You know, nothing big.” 

Silence met my words. I mean, what  do  you say to something like that? 

Feish just stared at me. “The Begird spell? Are you sure?” 

I  hadn’t  known  the  name  for  it,  but  I  nodded.  “Kinkly  was  seen  at  the  airport  and  heard  on  the plane. And . . . there have been other small things.” I didn’t want to tell her that I thought her glamour was slipping. Not yet. Even without saying it though, her hands flew to her face. 

“Shark piss,” she whispered. 

Gran  floated  into  the  room.  “I  heard  your  words  about  the  council  and  the  Begird  spell.  Let  us start with the council.” 

“It was strange that no one was there,” I said. “And the room was a total mess. Like it had been turned upside down.” 

“What about Stark?” Gran paced the room, her hands clasped behind her back. “He’s often in that fae  bar.  From  what  you  said,  he  likes  their  drinks.  He  would  know  what  is  happening,  if  anyone does.” 

I grimaced, knowing what she was asking me. Was I willing to go into the fae bar and find Stark? 

I’d do what it took to get information, but the truth was that fae bar hit me differently. Whatever part of me was fae—however small—woke up in there. And the drinks, damn, they also hit hard. 

Remy tapped his fingers on the table. “I can go look for him, I haven’t been to a fae bar in a long time, but I know where I—” 

“We,” Feish and I said together. Remy held up his hands in mock surrender. “I told you, no leaving her alone,” Feish added. 

“Mais oui. We. We can get in and see if this Stark is around.” 

We’d  barely  sat  down,  and  now  we  were  moving  again.  I  stuffed  the  last  of  the  cookie  in  my mouth. Remy and Feish were ahead of me, and I paused in the doorway. “Gran, how are Eammon and Penny doing?” 

“Best  they  can.  Finding  a  single  unmarked  grave  is  like  looking  for  a  needle  inside  a  thousand haystacks, Bree. I believe they have narrowed it down.” Gran sighed and brushed her hands over her ghostly skirts. “But they are still looking and not getting into trouble. Unlike you.” 

I shrugged. “Gran, I’m not trying to get into trouble. You know that, right? And maybe once they have it narrowed more, I can hone in on the location. I figure Dr. Mori can help me find it.” 

“Mostly  likely,  but  you’d  better  be  careful.  Trouble  has  a  way  of  finding  you,  Bree.  Just  like  it

found your father.” She sighed and shook her head. “You have your pendant I gave you?” 

She’d left it to me for protection. I reached up and touched the dragon pendant I wore around my neck. “I do. I don’t take it off anymore.” Especially not since my bracelet had gone missing. 

“Good.”  She  reached  out  and  patted  my  shoulder,  though  I  couldn’t  feel  it,  I  was  glad  for  the gesture.  “Be  careful,  stick  close  to  Feish  and  Remy.”  Her  eyes  fluttered  closed,  then  she  shook  her head. “So much darkness. I see it everywhere.” 

Before I could ask her what exactly she meant by that, Gran floated away, fading from view. 

“You  coming?”  Feish  popped  her  head  back  through  the  doorway.  “Or  are  you  dawdling  again, complaining of aching knees and back? Take your Advil and let’s go.” 

I  snorted.  “Beyond  aching,  just  give  me  a  minute.”  I  hurried  to  the  kitchen  and  grabbed  the medicine kit, popped the Advil and downed a couple, chasing them with a glug from the kitchen tap. 

“Kinkly,  we’re  going  to  the  fae  bar,  you  coming  along?”  I  hollered.  I  wasn’t  sure  where  she  was sleeping, and bellowing seemed like the fastest way to find out. 

The sound of her wings preceded her as she whipped into the room, her eyes bright and her flight smoother  than  I’d  seen  since  her  injury.  “I’m  here!  We’re  going  to  the  fae  bar,  seriously?  I  could totally use a hit of sweet nectar.” 

She did a double take. “Wait, you’re going dressed like that? And why are you all bloodied up?” 

She wrinkled her nose. “You smell like smoke.” 

“I’ll  tell  you  everything  on  the  way.  We  aren’t  going  to  party.”  I  started  for  the  front  door,  and Kinkly landed lightly on my shoulder. “We’re going to see if we can find Stark.” 

“The old council member. Why?” She sat and crossed her legs so I could just see her feet from the corner of my eye. 

I filled her in on my adventure at the council chambers, and our guess that Stark, who might have some answers, would be at the bar. 

“I  mean,  he  could  be  anywhere,”  Kinkly  said.  “He  might  not  be  in  Savannah  if  something  bad happened in the chambers.” 

“Even  if  you  are  right,”  Remy  said,  “the  fae  bar  is  a  place  of  gossip,  so  it  is  a  good  place  to start.” 

“And we have time to kill before my meeting with Desmona,” I said and then winced at my own choice of words. Maybe I shouldn’t use any words related to killing, death, destruction, and so on. 

“Whatever is going on with the council, for sure it’s going to affect Savannah. Which means we need to find out whatever we can.” 

Remy touched my arm. “What about . . . what we are looking for? Should we not focus on that?” 

I looked over at him. “We are. But we have time, so let’s make the most of it. I mean, if the Begird spell is unraveling, then there is going to be hell to pay. We need the council to know. Might as well get ahead of the trouble curve, am I right, or am I right?” 

He frowned and then slowly nodded. “Yes, I suppose that makes sense.” 

Feish bobbed her head. “Obviously she is right and makes total sense. That’s why we’re going. 

Also,  is  no  one  going  to  point  out  how  very  fast  I  swam?  The  currents  were  with  me,  and  I  made really good time.” 

The three of us dutifully praised her swimming abilities. But Feish’s ability to cross the Atlantic in record time didn’t have much of a hold on my thoughts. 

Richart, a very old grumpy vampire had put a price on my head. 

Gran felt the darkness growing. 

The spell protecting our world was slipping. 

I was banking on a long-dead ghost to help me find a fountain of youth. 

By anyone’s metrics, this was not going well. 

Still, the only way forward was, well, forward. It wasn’t long before Remy, Kinkly, and I stood in front  of  the  piece  of  plywood  that  acted  as  a  door  into  the  fae  bar.  I  looked  down  the  length  of Factor’s Row and saw a spindly, hairy leg suck up into the rafters. 

“Jinx!  Are  you  okay?”  I  called  out.  We’d  lost  her  in  the  land  of  Faerie.  She’d  stayed  behind  to deal with guards that were chasing us, and we’d had no way to know if she’d made it back or was still in faerie. I hate to say that I’d kind of forgotten about her—then again, we’d been busy. 

The tip of her spider’s foot waved at us. “I’m busy, go away!” 

A flutter of papers slid out of the rafters. I’d have bet every bit of the million dollars I had in the bank that there were red marks all over them. She fancied herself an editor when she wasn’t harassing people. “But are you okay?” 

“Fine, now feck off with you! I don’t want you around me!” 

Good enough. She was prickly on an average day. 

“Who  is  that?”  Remy  leaned  close,  his  lips  brushing  against  the  edge  of  my  ear  and  making  it rather difficult to think straight. 

I swallowed hard. “Um.” 

“Jinx. Shape shifter. Troublemaker,” Feish said. 

Kinkly sighed. “He smells so damn good. I want to lick him.” 

I blinked and made myself step back from Remy. Not to get away from him—just to, you know, breathe  without  passing  out.  Because  Kinkly  was  right,  he  smelled  amazing,  and  it  was  easy  to  get lost in his presence. 

Remy  winked  and  reached  out,  his  fingertips  brushing  along  my  bare  shoulder,  which  had  my entire body trembling. Damn it, he was a distraction and a half. His eyes danced with hidden laughter. 

“Bree, are you all right,  ma chère?” 

He damn well knew what he was doing to me, and while I did enjoy the back and forth, we had a job to do. Time to pull up my bigger girl panties and get to work. 

“He does smell good, licking him later. Now let’s go.” I straightened myself up, put a hand to the plywood and pried it back, ignoring what I really wanted to do—which was grab Remy’s shirt and

yank  him close. 

Laughing,  Remy  and  Feish  helped  me  slide  the  fake  doorway  aside.  Kinkly  tugged  on  my  small hoop earring. 

“Time is different in here, remember?” 

“Yes, I remember.” 

“So  let’s  make  this  quick.”  She  tugged  the  earring  again,  as  if  I’d  forget  that  time  was  wonky. 

Sometimes  it  sped  up,  so  you’d  step  in  and  stay  for  hours,  step  out  and  only  minutes  had  passed. 

Sometimes it was the reverse—you’d step in for a minute and step out to find days had slid by. 

I was hoping for the first one. 

One last big breath, and I stepped across the threshold and into the fae bar. The music was what hit me first, the steady beat that quickly worked its way into my bones, thrumming a primal need to dance within me. I gritted my teeth and took another step as my eyes adjusted to the dim space, with no  illumination  but  for  candles  lit  here  and  there  for  guidance  and  the  occasional  sparkle  of  fairies flitting about. 

“Sad day,” someone to my right said, his voice a deep baritone. I glanced over to the bartender. 

“Why is that?” 

“You haven’t heard?” He shook his head and picked up a glass, wiping it down with a cloth that looked  like  it  had  seen  better  days,  “Our  beauty,  our  queen,  Karissa  .  .  .  she’s  .  .  .  she’s  .  .  .”  He choked on the words. 

“Oh,  yes,  I  did  hear.”  I  had  to  work  not  to  tell  him  the  crazy  queen  had  had  it  coming  and  then some. “Sorry for your loss.” 

Yup, it was about as mechanical as a condolence could get. “Have you seen the old man from the council around? Stark?” 

The bartender used his cloth to wipe his eyes, blow his nose, then went back to cleaning his glass. 

Gross. “Aye, he was here. Came in to raise a pint to our beauty, sleeping beauty now!” The big man let out a wail and then flopped his upper body on the bar, sobbing. 

Kinkly tugged on my hoop. “Over there. Look!” 

I turned to see a group of women, all stunning and in every shape and color you could imagine. 

From  the  palest  of  skin  to  the  darkest,  with  hair  in  a  rainbow  of  shades—red,  black,  blonde  and silver, and shapes ranging from lithe and curvy, they were like a pack. 

And you can have one guess who they’d circled around. 

“Poor  bastard,”  Remy  whispered  as  we  watched  Crash  try  his  best  to  fend  off  the  women.  Of course, with Karissa dead, they no doubt figured he was fair game. I laughed and shook my head. 

Was I jealous? 

I swallowed hard. Maybe a little, but as I watched them pawing at him, Crash doing his best to squirm away, that jealousy faded fast. 

I felt different about Crash now, after the things we’d been through. Before, Karissa had made me

uncertain, because he’d loved her once, she’d been his wife and they’d chosen a life together for a time. She was gone now, and these women . . . they didn’t bother me the same way. If the look on his face said anything, he wasn’t inviting the attention. 

“Why don’t you go see if you can find out what he’s up to, Feish?” I spoke just loud enough to be heard over the thumping music. 

She gave me two thumbs up. “And I will scare the fae wenches from him too!” 

I didn’t bother to try and stop her. When she set her mind on something, she followed through, and protecting Crash’s virtue was high on her to-do list. 

Remy and I headed in the other direction, searching for Stark. 

“You  really  think  he’ll  be  in  here?”  Remy’s  hand  found  my  lower  back,  the  warmth  spreading through my body. 

I  tried  not  to  think  about  his  hands  and  how  good  that  one  felt  on  my  lower  back.  What  was  it about  his  touch  that  just  sent  my  mind  for  a  loop?  “He  has  been  before.  He  likes  the  drink  as  Gran mentioned. And you heard the bartender—he saw him here earlier.” 

We’d  nearly  covered  the  entire  bar  before  we  found  someone  from  the  council—not  Stark, unfortunately. Not even Roderick. 

The only council member present sat unmoving in a shadow-strewn table, only visible from the flicker of his glass catching the light as he slowly spun it in front of him. 

Jacob’s eyes widened as I approached him. “What are you doing here?” he asked. “How are you back from France? We thought you’d been killed.” 

I didn’t wait to be invited to sit with the necromancer. “I could ask you the same first question. I went to the council chambers, but they were empty. So was Death Row. What happened?” 

He shook his head and started spinning his glass again. “We don’t live there in the chambers. You know that, right?” 

“I saved your life, you know that, right?” I smiled. “What the hell is going on with the council? 

Maybe  you  don’t  live  there,  but  you  might  as  well  for  the  sheer  amount  of  time  you  boys  spend  in there. There’s always someone there. But not today. Which by the way, your doorway will need to be fixed.” 

He frowned. “Wait . . . what?” 

Jaysus, it was like talking to a brick wall. “The front door to the council chambers burned right up. So, you’ll need to get it fixed. What I’d like to know is, what’s going on? Where are the others?” 

I’d hold off on asking about the Begird spell. For the moment, anyway. 

Let him get his legs under him before I yanked them back out again. 

Jacob tightened his hold on his drink and stared into it like the answers were going to be there. 

“We were . . . attacked. And Death Row along with us.” 

I thought about the state of the room. The overturned chairs, the papers on the floor. The scorch marks on the walls. “Shit. By who?” 

“Whom,” Kinkly whispered. 

“The Dark Council sent some friends,” Jacob said, staring into his drink. 

“Clowns?” I asked. 

Jacob shuddered. “Yes. They weren’t clowns though, they were—” 

“Rat faces,” Kinkly offered. “Under the clown faces? Boogeymen?” 

Jacob  nodded.  If  he  was  impressed  by  our  knowledge,  it  didn’t  show.  Nor  did  he  ask  how  we knew. “Yes. There were six of them. Our magic just bounced off as if they had armor that reflected it back at us. I’ve never seen anything like it.” 

Suddenly  my  lack  of  magic  knowhow  seemed  pretty  perfect.  Because  if  I’d  tried  something,  it would have hurt me. 

“What did they want?” Remy asked. “Did they take someone for ransom?” 

The  necromancer  shook  his  head.  “No,  they  just  .  .  .  they  were  there  to  kill  us  all.  If  not  for Roderick, we surely  would have all been killed. The council is in hiding, Guardian. We have lost our hold on the shadow world. If we ever really had it these last few months.” 

Even with the music thumping around us, you could have heard a pin drop at the table. 

“Pardon? What the duck?” I leaned forward. “You lost your  hold on the shadow world? Then who is running the show?” 

Jacob leaned closer to me. “No one else knows yet, but . . . no one. If anyone gets wind, it will be absolute chaos. Lawlessness. Worse, someone from another city could sweep in and take over.” 

“What  about  your  .  .  .  police  group?”  Damn  it,  I  couldn’t  remember  what  they  were  called. 

Savannah Shadow Police? No, that wasn’t right. 

“Put into the service of the Dark Council. If you find yourself facing one of them, kill or be killed. 

There is no surviving them now.” Jacob took a long slug of his drink and then covered his eyes with one hand. “We . . .we were too cocky. We should have listened to Celia. She warned us.” 

I shot a look at Remy, who nodded. “What did Gran say to you?” 

Jacob sighed. “She warned us before her death, that a darkness we could not fathom was coming for our city. You know she had the sight from time to time?” I nodded and waved for him to go on. 

“She came to the council the night before she died. Was killed,” he amended. “And she told us the city was  being  targeted.  We  were  to  be  an  example  to  those  who  would  stand  up  to  the  Dark  Council. 

They  would  try  to  complete  a  devious  magic  here,  she  said,  and  she  told  us  to  fortify  ourselves,  to pull our reinforcements in and prepare to face down the dark.” 

He took another drink and went silent. 

“Let me guess,” I said softly, because if I wasn’t careful, I’d be yelling at him, “you told her she was just a crazy old witch? A silly old woman who should leave things to the men folk?” 

He grimaced and nodded. “Close enough.” 

“Idiots,” Kinkly muttered. “Absolute stupid idiots. Why do you  always not listen to women?” 

My jaw ticked. I fully agreed with Kinkly, and I was pissed this situation we were all in could

have possibly been avoided—or at least prepared for—if they’d listened to my gran. “The rat-faced clown things, they belong to Richart. Rich Shart, as I am going to call him from now on.” 

Jacob’s head snapped up. “Richart, are you sure?” 

I  nodded.  “The  last  rat-faced  boogeyman  said  so.  And  I  didn’t  offer  up  his  name  as  one  of  the possibilities when I was running through the list of who might want to kill me.” 

The necromancer’s eyes narrowed. “That doesn’t make sense—Richart is friends with Roderick, who assured us that the older vampires don’t want to see an army of their own kind either.” 

“Bad for business,” Remy said. “Too many predators and suddenly the prey become very difficult to keep on top of—it would be  très  mal for the humans to truly begin to see vampires and others in the shadows. Too many vampires would do just that to the spell holding it all together.” 

I  thought  about  what  the  rat  faced  boogeyman  had  said.  That  humans  were  starting  to  see  things they shouldn’t. The spell was already breaking. But why if there was no army of vampires? 

“The rat-faced one, he said something about the spell breaking. The Begird spell?” 

Jacob tipped his head back. “If that spell is breaking, then there are more forces at work than we realize. What did he say exactly?” 

I  scrunched  up  my  face,  thinking.  It  hadn’t  happened  too  long  ago,  but  it  had  been  an  intense moment, and I wanted to make sure I got the words right. “We hide so humans don’t see. Humans are starting  to  see  more  of  the  shadow  world.  See  things  they  should  not  be  seeing.  The  spell  is breaking.  That  changed  Richart’s  mind.”  I  paused.  “So,  this  spell  breaking  is  what  changed  Rich Shart’s mind. He let me go, but now he wants to kill me.” 

I looked at Remy. He shook his head, his eyes searching the ceiling. “What you have to do with a spell being broken, I do not know, Bree.” 

I stared at him, watching until his eyes dropped to mine. He smiled, and I frowned. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but something was . . . off. 

Crap on wheat toast. Like I needed something else to worry about. Nope, I wasn’t going to start down that path. 

“I  doubt  it’s  coincidence.”  I  looked  away  from  Remy,  and  my  mind  went  back  to  work  on  the problem at hand. “There is no way it’s an accident that the Dark Council is looking for ingredients, and the Begird spell is breaking at the same time. But why? To make it easier for the spell to be fully broken?” 

“Because  they  want  the  shadow  world  in  the  open.  How  does  it  help  them  now,  though,  before their army is all together?” Kinkly swirled above the middle of the table. “There must be a reason.” 

I glanced at Remy. “You have a point about the vampires being bad for business if there are too many of them. In fact, Rich Shart told me the same thing. But that doesn’t change what the boogeyman said.  There  was  no  reason  for  him  to  lie—he  figured  he  had  me  dead  to  rights.  So  Rich  Shart  is behind  this  attack  on  the  council,  even  though  he  says  he’s  on  the  side  of  keeping  vampires  under control. The question is why?” 

“’Cause he’s a lying dick and didn’t tell you the truth the first time?” Kinkly offered. 

I  thought  about  it.  That  meeting  in  France  had  not  felt  like  a  lie.  He  could  have  killed  me  right then. He obviously regretted that he hadn’t. 

I snorted. “Besides that. There is likely another more logical reason.” 

Jacob  lifted  his  drink,  but  it  was  empty.  “I  will  let  the  council  members  know  that  Richart  is behind this attack. If we can gather, then we can discuss a course of action.” 

“Why  not  just  tell  Roderick  and  have  him  deal  with  his   friend?”  I  asked,  and  yes,  I  was  being sarcastic. 

“Roderick  is  not  in  Savannah  right  now.”  Jacob  tapped  the  rim  of  his  glass,  and  a  bell  rang through the air, high and sweet, cutting through the music. A moment later, a waitress appeared and re-filled his drink. She didn’t so much as glance our way. “And I have no way to reach him, wherever it is he’s gone.” 

Remy and I shared a look. Did I trust Roderick fully? No, just like I didn’t fully trust anyone on the council. But for the most part I believed he was doing what he could to help. Thus far his help had been sort of solid. 

A chorus of squeals and shrieks had all of us turning toward the main dance floor. Feish stood just in front of Crash, and three women were flattened on the floor, their limbs akimbo. 

“I said he’s taken! Stop asking him to sniff your flowers!” Feish clapped her hands together, and a rush of energy flowed through the room, like a wash of water cascading over our heads. 

The  women  backed  away,  and  Crash  put  a  hand  on  Feish’s  shoulder.  He  bent  and  whispered something to her, and she nodded. 

Crash  looked  our  way,  but  he  didn’t  make  eye  contact  with  me.  No,  he  made  eye  contact  with Remy, and gave him a nod that could have meant any number of things. 

“Time to go,” Remy said, tugging me upward. “Things are about to get ugly here in the bar.” 

“Wait . . .” Jacob grabbed my other hand so that I was held between him and Remy. “What are you going to do, Guardian? What can the council do to . . . help you?” 

Finally, after all this time, I got the offer I’d been waiting for. And I didn’t want it. 

“Where is Stark? He’s the one who might be able to help.” 

He shook his head. “Hiding as well. He has potentially the most pull should he choose to use it. 

And the most knowledge, as you say.” 

“Which is why I need to find him,” I said. 

Jacob rubbed a hand over his eyes. “I will see if I can track him down. I assume you are at Haven House?” 

“Is  that  what  the  witches’  safe  house  is  called?”  I  hadn’t  known  that.  Jacob  nodded,  still  not letting me go. “Then yes, that is where you can reach me. After that, the only other thing for you to do is stay out of my way.” I pulled my hand from his. “And if I call for help, you better show up like your ass is on fire and your hair is catching.” 

Chapte r

Twelve

W hen we stepped out of the fae bar, we left Crash behind to do whatever it was he was doing, and we left the day behind too. 

“Shit, what time is it?” I blinked, struggling to see in the dim light. “Jinx, what time is it?” 

A scuttling above our heads had Remy tensing until I put a hand on his arm. 

Jinx dropped down in front of us, holding a book on each side of her body. “I’m in the middle of editing, do you mind? You couldn’t be bothered to wait for me in the realm of the fae, and now you want something?” 

“Jinx, you offered to take those guards down,” I said. “Which we were all very appreciative of. 

I’m happy to get you some more books if you want?” 

Her legs swung around, and I backed up, remembering all too clearly her poisonous furry darts. 

“What. Time. Is. It?” I repeated my question slower, so as she would get the point. 

A huff and a bit of web expelled from her back end. “It’s a quarter to three—the witching hour, as you well know.” 

Perfect. “Thanks!” I spun and got moving. Desmona was waiting, and it was about damn time that we got some answers instead of more questions. 

“Wait, what are you doing?” Jinx called out. “No, I don’t want to know! Maybe I do! No, no, I don’t! Go, get away from me!” 

I turned around. That was odd. Even for Jinx. 

“On a quest,” Feish said. “Again.” 

Jinx blinked her multiple eyes in a wave, one right after the other. “A quest for what?” 

“To save the world from an army of vampires. You know, the usual,” I said, already backing away from her. 

“Can I help? No, that’s stupid, I don’t want to!” Jinx shuddered and then her voice softened. And she sounded . . . forlorn. “I’m lonely, okay? I liked hanging out with Sarge.” 

I paused and took a closer look at her. “I’m not taking you around like this.” I waved a hand at her

as she was. “Let’s be honest, you’re not exactly inconspicuous.” 

With a squeak, she shifted from her giant spider down to a small, black mouse with an extra-long tail and whiskers that dragged on the ground. She shot across the cobblestones and went straight up Remy’s leg, scrabbling right to his shoulder. 

He stiffened and his eyes widened. “Get off. Get the mouse off me.” 

“She’s fine,” I said. “She’s worked with us before.” Even if she was acting a bit strange. 

He didn’t move except for a slight tremor in his jaw. “I . . . don’t like mice.” 

It took my brain a second to catch up to what he was really saying. Holy shit, he was afraid of mice? I tried not to laugh, honest. The best I could do was keep it to a smile as I held out a hand and let Jinx transfer over to me. “She’s not really a mouse. You know that, right?” 

“Doesn’t matter,” he said, and a sigh slipped out of him, his entire body relaxing as if strings had been cut. “I had an . . . experience at the hands of my mother when I was very young.” 

That wiped the last of the smile from my face. “I’m sorry. Jinx can ride with me and Kinkly.” 

“I’ll  just  drop  into  your  bag.  You  always  have  interesting  stuff  there,  maybe  a  candy  bar?”  Jinx said,  sliding  down  my  arm  to  my  hip.  “I  don’t  want  to  scare  the  pretty  man.”  She  pushed  her  way under the flap and was gone. I hadn’t thought it possible that she’d make him that nervous, but Remy relaxed even more. 

“Better?” 

He nodded. “Tres bien, thank you.” 

Feish burbled and snorted. “Hurry up, you need to be there by three, we are wasting time!” 

Picking up the pace, the three of us got moving. “What was Crash doing in the bar, Feish? Did he say?” 

“Looking for the Dark Council but pretending to look for Corb,” Feish said. “Asking all the ladies who might have slept with Corb lately. All were offering to jump for a ride on Crash, but I explained NO, no riding! No cats and no flowers! He’s taken!” She got expressive with her hands, crossing them vehemently in front of her body. “But they are pushy, those fae women. So pushy. And then he said he might have to start a fight.” 

Which explained his significant glance at Remy. Had he been warning him to get me out of the bar before the fight started? 

“That’s good,” Remy murmured. “He’s showing them that he’s still looking for Corb.” 

I  nodded,  but  my  thoughts  circled  around  to  Crash  and  Remy  having  that  shared  glance.  “What was he trying to tell you? Just to get me out?” 

“Oh, that?” Remy smiled. “Never you mind,  ma chère.” 

I frowned. “Keeping secrets already?” 

His laugh echoed in the nearly empty space around us. With the exception of music tumbling out of a few of the bars, there wasn’t much noise. 

I pulled away from him. “I don’t do secrets, Remy.” 

Remy sighed and took my hand. “He and I are of an understanding. We will do our best to protect you while you do your job. And in the end, you will choose one of us. He was warning me to get you out of the bar.” 

My hand got immediately sweaty at the thought of having to choose between them. 

The  idea  of  losing  Remy  made  my  guts  squirm  in  a  way  that  had  me  gagging  at  the  back  of  my throat. 

The idea of saying goodbye to Crash brought tears to my eyes and made my heart ache. 

Two very different responses, both intense. Because choosing one would mean saying goodbye to the  other.  And  despite  what  some  people  could  manage,  I  was  not  so  naïve  as  to  think  that  I  could have a relationship with both of them. 

“Let’s just focus on talking to Desmona. See if she can help us find  the thing,” I said. Because that was the real goal here. Find the healing spring. . . and then, what? Destroy it? Block it somehow? 

Gawd in heaven, I hadn’t thought that far ahead. How were we going to destroy a spring? Plug it up? Or was it going to be like the first witch situation—where we found it, only to inadvertently lead the Dark Council to it as well? That was not something I wanted to repeat. 

And did we really want to close off a spring that could heal people? What if someone I loved was hurt? I would want to be able to get to the spring. 

“One  step  at  a  time,”  I  whispered  to  myself.  Remy  squeezed  my  hand,  obviously  thinking  that  I was talking about him and Crash. 

Desmona’s  spot  was  just  ahead  of  us  now,  and  we’d  left  the  majority  of  the  noise  behind  us.  I pulled  Robert’s  finger  bone  out  of  my  bag,  and  he  materialized.  I  didn’t  let  go  of  his  finger  bone, hanging onto it as it turned into a bony hand. 

As  I  looked  to  the  edge  of  the  tunnel,  there  was  a  flicker  of  movement,  that  same  writhing  light gray smoke I’d noticed earlier. I didn’t let go of Robert but did let go of Remy. 

Robert shuffled along with me, his bone fingers wrapped around my palm. I don’t know if it was my connection to him in particular, or my connection to the dead in general, but Desmona was slowly coming into view. 

Her scraggly hair, bald patches, and tattered clothing were the same as always. She wore a long dark  green  cloak—velvet  of  all  things.  Her  feet  were  bare  and  grimy.  Her  eyes  pale  blue,  almost white. Which added to the whole overall effect of creepy and unhinged. 

“Desmona,”  I  called  her  name,  and  there  was  a  strange  tickle  along  the  back  of  my  throat.  The same  kind  of  tingle  that  I’d  felt  while  working  on  my  abilities  with  Dr.  Mori.  Like  my  power  was pushing up and through my voice. Interesting. 

The ghost of Desmona turned her head toward me, pale eyes narrowing. “Ah, there you are. What did you bring me to hear the tale you wish to hear?” 

“What would you like?” I asked. “I have whiskey? Would that be acceptable?” 

Her eyes lit up and the aura around her flared. “Whiskey will do. Give it to me.” 

“After  the  tale.”  I  smiled.  “I  promise,  but  I  don’t  need  you  drunk  when  you’re  supposed  to  be telling me a story.” 

She huffed and grabbed at her cloak, tugging it around her body. She looked so alive, more so than even  Gran.  “Fine.  Which  story  do  you  want?”  She  snapped  her  fingers,  and  her  cardboard  menu  of stories floated up next to her. “Don’t dawdle, I have things to do, you know. Just because I’m dead doesn’t mean I can sit around and wait for people to come and talk to me.” 

Feish  snorted.  “I  think  that’s  exactly  what’s  happening.  You  wait.  ’Cause  who  wants  a  grubby dead Desmona?” 

I glanced at Feish, then back. “Wait. Can you  all see her?” 

Remy nodded, and Kinkly gave a quiet yes. 

This  was  new.  Not  everyone  could  see  Gran,  and  she  was  with  us  all  the  time.  So  what  was different with Desmona? Was it the Begird spell coming apart, or something else? 

Robert clenched my hand, and I let go of him. 

“She’s  gone  now,”  Kinkly  said.  I  took  Robert’s  hand  back,  and  Kinkly  squeaked.  “Now  she’s back!” 

Damn.  It  was  my  connection  to  Robert  that  made  her  stand  out?  I’d  have  to  ask  Dr.  Mori  about that. 

“I have other people wanting my stories!” Desmona shrieked, her face tightening up, puckering as she spat out the words. “I am a popular girl! Woman. I’m a popular woman! All the handsome men want me! All of them!” 

I frowned, not because of what she was saying, but because of what it implied. “Who else wants your stories, Desmona? And which stories?” 

Her face whipped around to me; eyes bright. “I don’t kiss and tell, girl.” 

I tightened my hand on Robert’s. “Fine. I’d like the story of the healing spring, please.” 

Desmona faced me. “The healing spring . . . are you sure you wouldn’t like the story of the lost sailor’s love? Of the siren who stole him away to the depths of the Iliad ocean?” 

Duck  me,  that  was  the  ocean  Corb  was  tied  to.  More  than  interesting,  this  could  be  trouble. 

Shocker, I know. “Someone is looking for a siren?” 

Her face closed as if I’d flicked a switch, and her image faded. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I keep everyone’s secrets, and I tell my tales, that is all.” 

“The  healing  spring,”  Remy  stepped  up.  “If  you  can  tell  us  that  story,  we  would  be  most  .  .  . 

grateful.” 

The energy he put into the word  grateful had Desmona all but trembling, and not because she was scared. Yup, Remy had made another conquest. The scent of his cologne filled the air, and all of us just breathed it in at the same time. 

A  sigh  slid  out  of  her.  “All  these  handsome  men  want  Desmona’s  help.  Lovely,  just  lovely.” 

Another sigh. “The tale of the healing spring,” She touched her cardboard cut out, and the words lit up

as they slid off the cardboard and into the air. She swirled her hand around, and the words turned into a whirlpool, faster and faster until they looked like water themselves. 

“Spit it out,” Feish grunted. “Some of us would like to sleep.” 

Desmona began to speak, and I wondered what she’d been like when her mind was intact and her body alive. 

“The  healing  springs  were  created  by  the  fae  thousands  of  years  ago—a  precious  gift  to  the humans  to  save  the  sick  and  injured.  Three  were  made.  And  the  fae  hid  them  so  that  only  the  most determined seekers would be able to follow the clues, to save themselves or those they loved.” 

She flicked her hand, and the whirlpool turned into a sputtering hole in the ground, bubbling up out  of  dirt,  creating  a  muddy  puddle.  That  could  be  anywhere  in  Savannah  or  the  surrounding  area. 

More than that though, was how the scene looked eerily similar to the one in Remy’s book. “Not very pretty,  but  the  magic  does  not  reside  in  the  outward  appearance,  but  within  the  water  itself.”  The image shifted again, and flowers were blooming around the edge of the mud. Impossible flowers with colors I’d never seen before. 

“Where do we start? You said we have to find the clues so we’re worthy of finding the water. So you must know where to start?” 

Desmona looked at me, her eyes strangely mesmerizing. “You think that if I knew the first clue I’d be dead now, you little idiot? I would have hunted for the healing spring myself!” 

“So  you  don’t  know,  but  you  just  showed  us  the  muddy  puddle?”  Feish  burbled  and  shook  her head. “That’s the clue. Show us again.” 

Remarkably, Desmona did as Feish asked, and I found myself staring at the image. Mud puddle, bubbling  out  of  a  hole  in  the  ground,  a  few  stones  around  the  edges.  Stones  the  color  of  bone.  Or maybe they  were bones? The same flowers were there—beautiful, but not of this world. 

Desmona  snapped  her  fingers.  Both  her  body  and  the  image  faded  from  view,  but  her  voice remained.  “The  flowers  that  grow  near  the  spring  never  really  die.  They  sparkle  and  dance  in  the light. Now, pour the whiskey into a cup and leave it for me.” 

I dug my flask out of my hip bag. “I don’t have a cup.” 

A disembodied snort. “Pour it on the rocks then.” 

Shrugging, I did as she asked and poured out a solid double shot of the whiskey. Robert sighed. 

“Friend.” 

“Later, Robert.” 

Tucking the whiskey flask back into my hip bag, I spoke softly. “Thanks, Desmona. May you find your peace.” 

She grunted a reply, and I watched as the whiskey disappeared from where I’d poured it. 

The three of us turned around and started back toward the safe house. 

“I don’t know that she gave us any actual help,” Kinkly said. “I mean, I could have told you we need to look for water bubbling out of the ground.” 

I nodded, fatigue hitting me hard. It wasn’t even fatigue from working so hard, more from being frustrated. From being kept from our goals. 

My mind turned over the problem at hand as we walked. Feish kept yawning and pointing out how tired she was, but other than that we were a quiet group. 

The safe house, Haven House, was equally quiet. 

Feish and Kinkly went off to their respective rooms, and I headed to mine. 

“Ma  chère,”  Remy  said  softly.  “I  know  you  are  tired,  but  I  would  stay  with  you  tonight.  If  you would have me here.” 

I  reached  out  for  him  and  led  him  into  my  room  .  .  .  or  the  closest  I  had  to  my  own  room.  The bedroom didn’t even have a door, and my mattress was on the floor. Or it had been. 

Bridgette had kept her word. The mattress was now in a proper bed. The room had a fresh coat of paint, the floors had been sanded, and there were flowers set up around the room, helping to offset the smell of the paint. 

I stood there, feeling strangely . . . awkward. “No sex,” I blurted out. 

Remy laughed. “No sex, I know. Go clean up, and then I will do the same.” He pushed me gently toward the attached bathroom and shut the door behind me. 

I stripped and stepped into the renovated bathroom. New white tiles on the floor, new tiles in the shower, new curtain, the sink had been scrubbed to a brilliant shine. How the hell had Bridgette done all  this?  I  would  have  to  ask  her  later.  I  was  just  grateful  she’d  managed  it—I  guess  that  was  the beauty of her not having a lot of time with Charlotte was that she could spend it here. The hot water hit me and I closed my eyes under the steady stream. It washed away all the dirt and sweat, but not my frustration. 

After  the  search  for  the  first  witch,  I  wasn’t  sure  I  wanted  to  go  on  another  wild  goose  hunt, searching for some stupid water source. But everything seemed to be pushing me that way. Every sign. 

Every intuition. Even Remy inadvertently had helped with the direction. 

And yet, I still had no idea what I was supposed to do with the spring once we found it. Hide it? 

Plug it? Put a guard on it? There were so many uncertainties! 

Flicking  the  water  off,  I  stepped  out  of  the  shower  to  Remy  wrapping  a  soft,  warmed  towel around my body. The smell of clean linen and vanilla filled my nose, and I breathed it in as he gently dried me off. 

“Remy, you don’t have to—” 

“I  am  aware,  but  I  like  your  body,  and  I  like  having  an  excuse  to  touch  it.”  He  kissed  my  bare shoulder, wrapped the towel around me, and then pushed me gently out of the bathroom. 

I barely got a fresh T-shirt and panties on before I fell into the bed and crashed, the sound of the shower running in the background lulling me to sleep. 

“It is about time.” Dr. Mori tapped the table, and I blinked. I was standing in front of him in my underwear and a T-shirt that said “Bite me . . . harder.” 

I grabbed the bottom edge of the shirt and pulled it down to cover the curve of my ass cheeks. Dr. 

Mori didn’t seem to notice. He just pointed at the table. “Let’s see what you can do tonight.” 

“I have questions first.” I said. “Please.” 

He gave me a quick nod. “Go ahead.” 

I told him about the dream with Karissa—how real it was, and how she’d left marks on my neck. 

When  I  showed  them  to  him,  he  peered  at  the  skin  closely,  his  fingers  brushing  against  the  raised edges of the nail marks. 

“This is . . . not good.” 

I pursed my lips and waited for him to continue. 

He shook his head and tapped one finger against his chin. “Another kind of dream weaver has put her out to torment you. Have you encountered her again?” 

“No, but to be fair, this is the first time I’ve been asleep since it happened.” 

“Well, be aware that another dream weaver could do great damage to you. So, escape quickly if you find yourself in another living dream.” He paused. “And the other question?” 

I was struggling to recall what the other question had been. 

“We  have  all  night,”  Dr.  Mori  said,  “But  I  would  think  you’d  like  to  sleep  properly  at  some point.” 

“I need to find an unmarked grave of someone important,” I whispered. “Can we do that?” 

“Eventually,  yes,”  He  nodded  and  touched  the  two-sided  table.  “But  first  you  must  learn  the basics.” 

I  sighed  and  side-shuffled  over  to  my  spot,  where  at  least  my  lower  half  was  covered.  I  had  to practice. 

I held my hands out over the top of the table and tried to sense the dead in Savannah. 

Nothing. 

Just  like  before,  I  struggled  to  get  anything  off  the  board,  and  certainly  there  was  no  blazing energy flying around pin-pointing the dead. After an hour, I slumped in my seat. “What the hell am I doing wrong? When I’m out there in the world, I can sense the dead. I can see ghosts. Shit, I held onto Robert tonight, and the people around us could see the dead!” 

Dr. Mori’s head snapped up. “What did you say?” 

I  suddenly  felt  like  I’d  stepped  in  something.  “I  meant  to  ask  you  about  that  anyway .”  Good recovery,  Breena,  you  go  girl.  “I  held  onto  Robert’s  hand  tonight  to  like,  I  don’t  know,  boost  my connection to the dead. And Remy, Kinkly and Feish could see the ghost I was talking to. I let go of Robert’s hand, and then they couldn’t see her.” 

Dr.  Mori’s  eyes  narrowed  thoughtfully.  “And  has  he  been  around  on  the  other  occasions  you’ve called up the dead? Connected to the afterlife?” 

I thought back. “Robert has usually been around in some form or another.” 

He nodded and then seemed to get excited. “He’s your crutch. You need to try and do these things

without Robert around. You don’t have to flex your own muscles because he’s always there boosting things, making them easier.” 

I  tried  to  think  back  to  other  times  when  I’d  worked  with  the  dead,  wondering  if  it  had  always been around Robert. I wasn’t sure, but I also wasn’t going to discount it. I  had spent a lot of time with him. He was my friend. My companion. “What are you saying then? That I need to leave him behind? 

He’s not only my friend, but he’s saved my round ass more than once.” 

Dr. Mori waved a hand at me. “Start again. I want you to flex those same muscles. Imagine you are hanging onto your friend. I know he is not here but imagine it as if he were.” 

I didn’t think what he was suggesting would work, but I was not the teacher here. I tightened my right hand, thinking about Robert as I spread my left hand out over the board. 

The  dead  lit  up  like  tiny  lights  on  my  childhood  Lite-Brite.  Different  colors  even—red,  blue, green, yellow, white, and black. 

“Holy shit, it worked!” I yelped, and the lights all flickered. 

“There it is,” Dr. Mori said. “Now, you see the different colors? Touch one of each and tell me what they mean.” 

I  reached  out  to  the  closest  dot  of  blue.  A  tingle  ran  through  my  finger,  like  a  tiny  shot  of electricity. “A ghost from the shadow world. Supernatural.” 

“Correct.  It  is  more  specific  than  that,  you  see  the  different  shades  of  blue?  But  it  will  do  for now.” He waved at me to continue. 

Red  turned  out  to  be  human  ghosts.  White  were  animals.  Green  were  the  spirits  of  fae  that  had passed—different than other shadow world spirits. Which left yellow and black. 

“You  have  passed  over  those  two  colors,  when  they  are  closer  to  you  on  the  board  than  the others,” Dr. Mori said. “Why?” 

I was blatantly honest. “I’m afraid of them.” 

“Why?” 

I stared at the yellow first. “They look . . . sickly. And I’m afraid that it could pass on to me. The black ones . . . they make me think of demons.” 

“Good.  You  have  sense  in  your  head,  though  perhaps  your  imagination  is  a  bit  strong,”  he  said with  a  low  chuckle.  “The  yellow  are  the  spirits  of  those  who  suffered  from  the  yellow  fever.  You know of what I speak?” 

I did. The vampires from the first plague were the yellow dots. “And am I correct about the black lights?” 

“Very much so.” He bobbed his head. “You do not have to touch either of those to know they are dangerous. Your insights are very spot on. Excellent. This will help you on your journey.” 

I took my hand away from the table, but the little glowing lights remained. The dead of Savannah more  than  equalled  the  living.  Without  thinking  of  it,  I  reached  out  and  flipped  the  board,  so  that instead of the light side, showing those whose intentions were good, I was staring at the shadowed

side of Savannah. 

I couldn’t help the gasp that escaped me. 

The lights were an array of colors, like there’d been on the light side, only there were a hell of a lot more of them. With only one other color, one that hadn’t been on the other side. Purple. 

“What the duck is this? Are there  that many terrible dead creatures in Savannah? And what the hell  is  the  purple  light?”  Sure,  I  could  have  put  my  hand  over  that  last  color,  but  I  wasn’t  sure  I wanted  to.  I  loved  the  color  purple,  but  the  way  it  was  pulsing  on  the  board  sent  shivers  of  fear through me—something not even the flickering black lights had done. I couldn’t help the way I spat out the questions. Something about seeing the pulsing purple light in the middle of all that black set my instincts on fire.  Run. Flee. Save yourself and your friends

“Savannah  was  not  always  like  this,”  Dr.  Mori  said  softly.  “This  is  what  the  Dark  Council  has done. They have imported more and more darkness, and it has infected everyone it touches.” 

I  stared  at  the  board.  “The  council  .  .  .  they  let  it  happen.  They  ignored  my  gran,  and  if  they’d taken action, they might have stopped all of this.” 

He gave me a slow nod. “That is true. Though perhaps they could not have stopped it.” He waved a hand over the board. “It is possible that Savannah would still be battling for its future.” 

Gritting my teeth, I made myself put my hand over the purple light. 

All the other lights had a feel to them, a way of being that made sense. This purple one, I wasn’t so sure about. 

Even though I only had my hand above it, I felt its heat and rage. “What is this one? This purple light? I can’t read it like I did the others.” 

A sigh slid out of him. “You are not ready for that one, not yet. When the time comes, I will tell you  all  about  the  true  undead  that  emit  a  purple  glow.  Pray  that  you  don’t  meet  them  before  you’re ready. There is more than one soul attached to it, Breena O’Rylee.” 

He  snapped  his  fingers,  and  I  was  sent  out  of  the  training  dream  and  back  to  my  bed.  I  shot upright, breathing hard. 

Remy jerked awake and rolled out of bed, barely awake but on guard. “What is it?” 

“Training dream,” I whispered and flopped back onto my pillow. 

I  didn’t  know  how,  but  I  was  sure  there  was  a  connection  between  purple  light,  surrounded  by dark, and the healing spring. Was the purple light someone on the Dark Council? Someone dead but still powerful? The other dream weaver who’d sent me the dream of Karissa? 

My mind raved, wide freaking awake now that it had been poked at. 

“Was the dream helpful?” Remy asked as he slid back into the bed and pulled me into his arms. I rolled so that he could spoon me. The smell and feel of him enveloped me. 

“Maybe,” I said. Afraid of what I’d seen. Afraid of what it meant. 

That there was even  more darkness out there than I’d realized, than any of us realized. 

Remy  kissed  the  side  of  my  neck.  “You  need  to  sleep,  ma  chère.  So  sleep,  and  let  tomorrow

come, but rest and be ready for it.” 

He held me a little tighter, and his breathing shifted quickly, deepening and softening as he went back to sleep. But me? I lay there wide awake. I’d seen too much, but more than that, I’d seen exactly where that pulsing purple light had been. 

The Hollows Graveyard. 

Chapte r

Thirteen

Ididn’t wake anyone up the next morning. No, let me be honest. No one else was awake at the ass crack of dawn. Everyone was exhausted—hell, I was exhausted—but I couldn’t go back to sleep  after  my  training  dream  with  Dr.  Mori.  I’d  lain  awake  for  a  long  time,  rolling  what  I’d seen over and over in my head. I was sure that the purple light was somehow connected to the healing spring. 

The purple light was two souls? A couple maybe? 

Even if I couldn’t put my finger on it just yet, I would. I just had to go have a chat with whoever was out there in the Hollows Graveyard. 

No problem, right? 

The question was, who did I take with me? Someone strong enough to help. And not exhausted. 

I snapped my fingers and peered into my hip bag. “Jinx, you still in there?” 

A pair of eyes blinked up at me, her mouse face yawning wide. “Yes. I really love this bag, Bree. 

It’s so spacious inside, and there is always something interesting. I edited your notebook last night. 

You had a number of grammatical errors, you know.” 

I  winced.  “I  have  to  go  to  the  Hollows  Graveyard.  I  don’t  want  to  go  by  myself,  you  know because—” 

“Of the whole getting attacked at every turn business?” She scrambled out of the bag, up the strap and  onto  my  shoulder  where  Kinkly  normally  sat.  “You  want  me  to  come  with  you  and  act  as bodyguard?” 

“Something like that. I’m hoping it will be a quiet visit. You know, early morning isn’t the same thing as the middle of the night.” 

Her  whip-thin  tail  lashed  out  and  around  my  neck,  like  a  choker.  “Yes,  but  it   is  you.  I  should probably say no, but I feel like I should go with you.” 

Good  enough  for  me.  I  hurried  through  the  halls  toward  the  front  entrance,  scribbling  a  note quickly that I dropped on the kitchen table. 

“Where do you think you’re going?” Gran met me at the door. 

I paused. I could tell her I was going out for breakfast, or a run, but she’d never believe me. Not

when there was food in the house, and I hated running. 

“Come with me, Gran, I need to run something by you,” I said. “Something I think you could help me with. I’m taking Jinx, and of course Robert as back up. So I’m not going alone.” 

She gave me a look that said she didn’t like that I was taking off with only Jinx and Robert for backup. But like I’d told Jinx, I didn’t think what I was doing would be dangerous. Not in the early hours  of  the  morning,  with  the  sun  above  us.  Besides,  I’d  left  a  note  saying  where  I  was  going  and when I’d be back—an hour tops. 

I snagged Suzy’s car keys, feeling a pang as I did so, and then slid into her beat-up old car and waited for Gran to join me. 

“Where are we going?” she asked as she settled herself into the front seat. 

“The  Hollows  Graveyard,”  I  said  as  I  pulled  out  of  the  driveway  and  started  for  the  graveyard that  had  been  my  re-introduction  to  the  shadow  world.  It  seemed  a  lifetime  ago,  yet  it  had  all happened within months. My life had pulled literally the biggest 180 degree turn possible. 

“And why exactly are we going there?” she asked, calm as ever. “I assume you have a reason?” 

I  took  a  deep  breath  and  dove  in.  “You  told  the  council  that  darkness  was  coming  to  Savannah, and they ignored you. You were killed, and I came home to this mess that they created, but I didn’t know it was their mess.” 

“In a nutshell, yes,” her voice softened. “Why—” 

I  pushed  forward.  “Dr.  Mori  is  teaching  me  to  find  the  dead,  and  what  I  saw  in  the  Hollows Graveyard . . .” How did I explain the purple light? “There was one undead . . .thing . . .that was out there,  in  the  graveyard.  And  I  don’t  know  how,  but  I  know  it’s  connected  to  the  spell  or  the  dream weaver. But he said this thing was two souls.” 

Shit, what if it was the dreamweaver? 

Gran let out a low hum. “And how do you think I can help?” 

“Well, the truth is I need you and Robert to boost my abilities with the dead. You help me connect to  the  dead  deeper  than  I  can  on  my  own.  Jinx  will  act  as  back  up  for  us  in  case  anything  goes sideways.” 

“And you want to go to the graveyard to find this undead thing?” Her eyebrows shot up. “Do you think that’s a good idea?” 

“Oh, it’s a damn terrible idea. I’m not stupid enough or young enough to believe I can do this all by  myself.  Hence  you,  Robert,  and  Jinx.”  I  snorted.  “And  during  the  day  should  be  okay.  I  think. 

Maybe. The power of the dead should be less, right?” 

“I am here. And I am dead.” Gran snorted at me. Snorted. 

“That’s very unladylike, Gran.” 

She  waved  her  hand  to  get  my  attention,  and  when  I  glanced  at  her,  she  pinned  me  with  a  hard gaze. “You forget that while I might be a very proper witch, I am also a rather well-known bad ass. In my day, I also fought off the dark things of the shadow world, Bree.” 

I grinned. “Well, duh. I know exactly where I get my trouble-making from. It ain’t my dad’s side, no matter what you might say.” 

Another snort, which only made me smile wider. “Gran. I know we’ve had our ups and downs, but I also know where my strength comes from. You taught me how to be strong—” I turned off the main road and kept my eyes forward, “—even if I forgot for a little while.” 

This  time  she  didn’t  snort  at  me.  “You  are  stronger  than  you  know,  honey  girl.  A  late-blooming rose  is  the  most  beautiful  of  all,  for  it  is  the  rose  that  has  the  deepest  roots  and  the  most  brilliant petals. One day we will discuss the how and why of you leaving Savannah. But not today.” 

Nope,  my  eyes  were  not  watering.  I  dashed  a  hand  across  my  face.  “This  is  not  a  crying discussion, Gran.” 

“It  is  not.  Because  we  are  at  the  graveyard,  and  now  we  must  find  your  purple  light.”  Gran stepped out of the moving car, and I shrieked, slamming on the brakes. 

“Damn it, Gran!” It was easy to forget that she was dead, as she was so real to me. 

I parked the car and stepped out. The gates looked the same as always, only now there was a big lock on them the size of a frisbee. “Really?” I muttered under my breath, irritation sending a pulse of energy through me. Maybe that was my superpower. Not speed, not cunning. 

Freaking irritation. 

Something buzzed in my hip bag before the irritation could turn into full blown crankiness, and I fumbled around to pull out the cell phone. 

“Hello?” 

“Where are you?” Feish demanded without even a ‘hi.’ “We wake up and you are gone with a note that says you’ll be back but not where you are going? And your gran is missing!” 

“Gran is with me. And Robert, of course. And Jinx. I’m not alone.” I stepped up to the gates and put a hand on it. “We’ll be back in an hour, tops. Just like the note said on the table.” 

I hung up, kind of in a daze, cutting Feish off as she burbled and freaked out at me. The gates were warm, and the frisbee-sized, wrought iron lock rumbled under my hand. More than that, I could feel the spell on them. 

Jinx slipped out of my bag. “I’ll meet you in there, call if you need me!” 

Before I could say a word, she was gone, zipping down the pathway. 

Gran stepped up beside me. “That looks like it’s spelled. In fact, if I were to guess, I’d say it’s one of Missy’s spells.” 

“Missy? Never mind, of course it’s Missy. Is it bad that I wish they took her soul?” I muttered. 

“Not nice, Breena,” Gran admonished and then she laughed. “But very true, if not for the fact that it would put the Dark Council one step closer to their goals.” 

I put my cell phone back into my hip bag and pulled out my knife. Pushing the tip into the giant lock, I wiggled it around until it pushed all the way through, cutting the lock pretty much in half. A burst of scent like a really bad egg fart exploded out of the broken metal. 

Wrinkling my nose, I stepped back and held my breath until I was relatively certain it was gone. 

“Smells like Alan,” I said. 

Gran sniffed. “I can’t smell anything, but I assume it smells rotten?” 

“Yes, like a terrible man fart.” I put my boot tip against the bottom of the gate and pushed. The gate swung inward without a sound. 

“Bad spell, bad smell,” Gran said, “tell me you haven’t forgotten that?” 

I shrugged. “Momentary brain fart.” 

See what I did there? 

If her eyeroll was any indication, Gran did not appreciate my poor pun. 

I pulled Robert out of my hip bag and set him on the ground. “Robert?” I blinked and he was there at my side, just doing his thing, swaying along. I kept hoping I’d see him as his living self again, but other than a glimmer here and there, he was just the same old Robert I’d first met. Actually, not far from where we stood. Just a few gravestones ahead of us was where he’d “introduced” himself. 

Pulling my eyes from the spot, I made myself settle on what was present. “Okay, we need to hunt up  something  undead,  powerful,  and  likely  evil,  with  two  souls,”  I  said.  “Maybe  with  a  purplish glow? Not something to be messed with, mind you. We just want to have a look see.” 

Gran sighed. “I knew it would not be as simple as you thought.” 

I started forward, scanning the graveyard. “I said it would  probably be okay. Maybe safe because we’re here during the day.” 

An  exasperated  sigh  blew  out  of  her.  She  kept  up  with  me  .  .  .  and  so  did  her  tirade.  “Breena O’Rylee! You have dragged us out here when it is unsafe, have you learned nothing? There is danger for  a  Guardian!  More  so  than  anyone  else  because  you  are  always  putting  yourself  in  the  way  of danger! And dangerous beings are often looking for you!” 

“Gran, I’m not putting myself in danger . . . danger is all around us.” I looked over at her. “You see the difference? It’ll be that way no matter where we go, until this is settled.” 

“I . . .” she shook her head. “I just don’t want to see you get hurt.” 

“Me neither,” I said. “So, let’s make this visit quick, and head back to the house, and hopefully we will have learned something.” 

Gran was quiet after that and let me just focus on what I was sensing. Or trying to sense. Strangely enough, I found myself re-tracing my steps from the night of my induction into the Hollows Group. 

This  gravestone  was  where  I’d  first  encountered  Sarge  in  his  werewolf  form,  and  over  there—

that was where Robert had bitten his ear off. I let my hand ghost over the closest gravestone. 

A tiny pulse of energy flowed from the ground up to my fingertips. There and gone. 

All  the  way  to  the  edge  of  the  graveyard  we  walked,  right  to  where  the  water  met  the  land.  I paused, remembering the siren’s call I’d heard that night. I’d felt a powerful pull to the water, and the creatures in it. No wonder Corb had always felt so . . . yummy. I shook my head, took a step, and then paused as a single, sweetly pitched note rippled through the air. 

Before I could think better of it, I was scrambling down the slope, sending rocks and clumps of dirt ahead of me. Robert and Gran trailed behind me. 

“Friend!”  Robert  sounded  worried.  Of  course,  he’d  been  the  one  to  direct  me  away  from  this place all those months ago. 

“Bree! That’s a siren!” Gran called. “Do not succumb!” 

“I know!” 

I was hoping the siren, she or he, would be able to answer some questions for me. 

At the water’s edge, I slid to a stop and stared out at the water. “I can hear you, and I would love to talk to you for a minute about Corb? If you don’t mind?” 

There, I’d thrown out the bait. The question now was would the siren take it and come closer? I wasn’t affected by sirens the way other people were. I mean, I liked Corb and all, but I could break the spell he cast—if I put enough effort into it. I hoped that remained true, seeing as I was basically throwing myself out as bait. 

A flip of a smooth, light green tail about thirty feet out had me taking a step back. I did not need to get myself yanked out into the water. 

Ripples spread out around the lithe body of the siren swimming toward shore. The water frothed at the being’s tail end, and then a head slowly rose from the water. Dark eyes stared up at me. She had pale  blue  skin  and  darker  blue  lips,  long  blue-green  hair,  and  fingernails  that  curved  like  hooked talons. 

“I like what you’ve done with your hair.” I pointed at the fish tangled up in the ends of her hair strands, like it was a net. 

She frowned at me, irritation flashing in her dark eyes as she pulled the fish out of her hair and set it loose. “You . . . are not affected by me?” 

“Look, Corb’s in trouble. I need to find him if I can,” I said. 

No, I wasn’t looking for Corb, but she didn’t know that. Someone was almost certainly following me, and if so, they’d ask her what we’d discussed. Maybe I could get ahead of them. 

Maybe it was Crash, but maybe it wasn’t. 

She smiled. “Corb is always in trouble. He is a prince of the sea. The last. And no, as I said to the other one, I do not know where he is.” 

The other one. A chill ripped straight up from my toes all the way to the crown of my head, as if someone had yanked a string through me. Someone had already been here. 

Always, the Dark Council was ahead of me. Just like with Desmona. 

“Crash?” 

Her frown deepened. “No, the fae king was not here. Is he looking for the prince as well?” 

Crap.  I  wanted  to  press  on  her  on  who  had  asked—was  it  the  same  person  who’d  questioned Desmona?—but I didn’t want to answer any questions. I’d prefer to keep asking them. 

“And the dead thing that is here in the graveyard?” I took a direct stab at what I needed to know. 

“The thing controlling the graveyard. What can you tell me about it? Him? Her?” 

Her eyes widened, and she flung herself away from the shore, swimming hard for deeper water. 

Shit, so much for getting her to help. But whatever she’d seen here, she was afraid of it. 

“Bree,” Gran whispered my name. 

“Friend!” Robert tugged on my sleeve. “Friend!” 

“Damn it! What the hell scared her off?” 

“Bree! Turn around!” Gran was more urgent this time, and I turned toward her as something that looked distinctly like a branch swung at my head. 
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Isnapped my arm up as the branch—it wasn’t actually a branch, but a thick wooden cane—came whistling toward me. The full impact of the blow hit my arm bracer, and I had another moment of gratitude for Gerry and her amazing body armor. 

The  force  of  the  blow  sent  me  stumbling  to  the  side,  then  down  to  one  knee.  The  figure  who’d swung at me was lithe under his long, dark purple cloak. 

Purple. 

“Purple light?” I asked, then stared at the figure’s spindly legs and up to a familiar face. Bless his heart, he was an idiot. “Louis, what the duck, man?” 

The cane lowered slightly, and he pulled the hood of his cloak back. “Bree? What are you doing here? I thought you were in France?” 

I rolled my eyes. “Looking for the bad guys. As usual. What are  you doing here? I highly doubt you’re training the next set of recruits?” I swept my arm out to encompass the quiet graveyard. 

“The  same  as  you!”  He  shrieked  and  swung  the  cane  around  for  good  measure,  straight  for  my head.  It  probably  wouldn’t  kill  me,  but  it  would  surely  knock  me  out.  Robert  let  out  a  growl,  and Louis barely spared him a glance. But he  did  glance.  And  that  in  itself  was  interesting.  He’d  never been able to see Robert before. 

Was this more proof that the spell that hid the shadow world was breaking down? 

A  tingle  of  apprehension  twisted  through  my  guts  like  an  angry  snake.  “Where  is  your  friend, Clovis? You know, the one trying to bring about bad shit?” 

Louis snorted. “Where are  your friends? How about your bodyguard, Crash?” 

“I have a friend here. She’s not to be messed with.” I looked past him, hoping Jinx would be there in her giant spider form. 

I found myself backing up the slope, away from him. “I don’t know where Crash is. He works for the Dark Council. Which, let’s be honest, maybe you do too?” 

Louis smiled, and I suddenly knew in my gut that he  was on the Dark Council. It only made sense. 

He had to be if he was working for Clovis. Maybe before I would have been willing to believe he’d been fooled, but I saw it in his eyes. 

He’d been fooling everyone. 

The purple cloak. 

His connection to the dead. 

Working for that asshole necromancer, Clovis. 

How he was always . . . somewhere near the trouble. I took a stab in the dark. “How did  you like France?” 

Louis sneered at me, but not before I saw the glimmer of surprise in his eyes. “And how do you know I went to France?” 

“Lucky  guess,”  I  said.  “I’m  assuming  Clovis  is  here  in  the  graveyard?”  That  would  explain  the purple light. A necromancer of extreme power, maybe even one who wasn’t fully alive? One who had two souls? 

Oh, shit . . . 

Louis’ smile was sudden and bright. “Very near, in fact. Would you like me to take you to him?” 

“Nope, I’m good. I don’t need to see his ugly face again.” I turned and scrambled up the rest of the slope, Robert and Gran right with me, Robert shoving me ahead of him. 

“Run, girl!” Gran yelled, and I did not waste any time dilly-dallying. I took off, moving as fast as I’d ever run. I had to get to the car, and then home. I’d confess all my sins to my friends as long as I was given the chance to do so. 

“Friend, faster,” Robert breathed out next to me. As if I weren’t even trying to run with all I had. 

I  didn’t  answer  him—I  was  saving  all  my  breath  for  pumping  my  arms  and  legs.  Which  I  still hated doing. Even if I was faster than I’d been. 

Louis  laughed  behind  me  and  the  ground  around  me  began  to  shake,  throwing  me  to  the  side.  I remembered my last run in with Clovis all too well. 

A lot of dead things had pummeled me, and in the end, I  had needed to be rescued. My friends had known where I was that time though. 

They didn’t know where I was this time. I’d written the note swiftly, thinking I didn’t need to put where I was going. 

I was a full-blown idiot. The lack of sleep was making me sloppy. 

“Shit,” I managed to breathe the one word out as the first of the zombies pulled itself up out of the grave  just  ahead  of  me.  I  jumped  over  its  head.  Nope,  that’s  not  true.  I  tried  to  jump  over  its  head, ended up landing on it, stumbling, and going to my knees. The upside was that the zombie was indeed crunched up from me landing on him. 

“Gran. Go to the house! Tell them what happened!” 

“No one can hear me there!” she said. 

All the curse words in the world were not going to help me now, but I spat them out one after the other anyway. 

I was already back on my feet—limping now because I’d tweaked my one knee when I’d fallen—

and running for the gate. Fifty feet away. 

Zombies were closing in from all sides, moving faster than they had any right to. 

Forty feet away. 

I dodged several sets of hands and had my hair pulled, but I wasn’t caught. 

Thirty feet away. 

My ankle was grabbed, and I was saved only by Robert tackling the handsy zombie. 

Twenty feet away, and I thought I was going to make it. I really did. 

Because it wasn’t until I was ten feet from the gate, practically within reach, that something like rope wrapped around me. 

Arms and legs pinned to my body, I was barely able to keep myself upright as I was slowly turned around. For a split second I thought I was going to be rescued until I processed what was happening. 

Jinx was next to Louis in her giant spider form, her eyes blank. Empty. 

“Jinx! Jinx, wake up!” 

“She can’t hear you.” Louis strolled closer to me as if he had all the time in the world. “I met her in the faerie realm and left her back on Factor’s Row with orders to go with you when you eventually showed up. Which you did. And then you brought her right here to me, where I could have her wrap you up in a neat little present.  Tres bien, spider.  Tres bien.” 

I’d  told  Feish  I’d  be  home  in  an  hour,  and  barely  half  that  had  gone  by.  They  wouldn’t  start looking and worrying yet. 

Damn it, why had I not put where I was going in the note? 

I forced myself to hold still. “So, you’re taking me to Clovis?” 

Louis nodded. “He is waiting for you.” 

“He’s something more than a necromancer, isn’t he? Something worse.” 

Louis startled. “How did you . . .you can’t possibly know what he is.” His eyes narrowed, and in them I saw a seed of doubt. If I could keep him talking, I’d buy myself a little more time. 

I smiled. “My secrets are my own, Louis.” 

Gran slid close. “Keep him talking.” 

Louis’s  eyes  flicked  to  her,  just  slightly,  but  the  motion  said  it  all.  “He  can  hear  you,  Gran.  I’m betting that he can see and hear both you and Robert. He’s been faking it all along, pretending to be weak, probably to get closer to those he thought could help him.” 

Gran put her hands on her hips. “You greasy lying little bastard!” 

I still had the black knife in one hand, and I turned it, and worked it slowly up to where the first layers  of  web  were  wrapped  around  me.  Gran  stepped  between  me  and  Louis,  giving  me  a  bit  of cover, and then she opened a can of pissed-off Gran on him. 

“You have been working for the Dark Council all this time? And to think that I ever invited you into  my  home,  gave  you  tea,  gave  you  salve  for  your  wounds!  You  lying,  whoring  son  of  a  donkey-humping Frenchman!” 

My hands were clamped tight, and it took everything I had to create any sort of space so I could roll my wrist. “You tell him, Gran!” 

“Out of my way, old lady! You are just angry that you were too stupid to see the truth of me and my  power!”  Louis  snapped  a  hand  up,  and  Gran  went  flying  through  the  air  as  I  cut  through  the webbing. 

Free,  I  spun  and  bolted  for  the  gate.  Which  was  locked  down  hard  once  more,  the  spell  on  it buzzing angrily as if electrified. There was no time to make any other decision. I leapt to the right and ran  around  the  edge  of  the  graveyard,  heading  back  toward  the  water.  The  zombies  shuffled  along behind me, steady in their pace. 

Jinx  was  nowhere  to  be  seen,  but  I  could  hear  her  wailing,  “No,  no,  Bree  is  my  friend!  I  don’t want to hurt her!” 

We ran past the entrance to the Hollows group training center, presided by the tall, winged angel statue. A purple glow emanated from the stairs that led downward. 

Just like I’d seen on the table. It tugged at me in a way that I could only call hypnotic. I had to do it. I had to. 

There would be answers there. “Robert . . .” I gave him my hip bag. “Run to the water and throw this in. Then call out  friend lots.” 

Robert  muttered,  “Friend.  Bad  idea.”  But  he  took  my  bag  and  shuffled  off  that  way,  doing  as  I asked. 

I ran for the angel statue and was down the stairs in a flash. Gran was going to be pissed that I was  taking  this  chance,  but  Clovis  was  looking  for  the  stuff  pertaining  to  the  spell.  There  might  be something here. What if I could take the things he’d collected? What if I could throw up a roadblock for the damn Dark Council? 

I couldn’t help the grin that spread over my face. “Old lady, my ass,” I whispered as I made it all the way to the bottom of the stairs. Right about then I realized my mistake. This was probably where Clovis was hanging out. 

Shit. Duck. Damn. 

I was an idiot. 

Darkness pooled at the bottom of the stairs. One more step, and I’d be able to see what was going on in the training room. I mean, I could have turned around and hung out on the stairs, waited for the zombies to go, and then . . .well, and then I could have made another run for the gate. 

But then this whole trip would have been worth nothing. I needed—nope, let me be real, I wanted

—something to show for this escapade. Because if I was going to be an idiot, I wanted to be the idiot who’d at least found a gem. 

I  took  a  breath  as  I  descended  the  last  stair,  putting  myself  fully  into  the  underground  training grounds.  The  purple  glow  was  steady  inside  the  space,  giving  everything  a  rather  cartoonish appearance. 

Empty of people. No Clovis. No Rich Shart. 

Otherwise, there were only a few changes since the last time I’d been there. The biggest one being the  table  that  now  dominated  the  main  floor.  I  hurried  over  to  it,  gratified  to  find  papers  scattered everywhere. 

The spell was scribbled on several sheafs. An etching of the fairy cross on another. A crucible sat in  the  middle  of  it  all,  and  without  even  touching  it  I  knew  that  Crash  had  made  it.  This  was  the crucible he’d been forced to make that first day I’d met him. 

I pushed the papers around, looking for anything that might be of help. 

A picture of Corb spilled out from the rest, red circles around his chest. 

“Damn,”  I  didn’t  like  this  at  all.  Even  though  I’d  fully  expected  to  find  stuff  here  I  didn’t  like, seeing Corb circled in red was just . . . it made this very real. Maybe a part of me had even wondered if he wasn’t playing another game to get close so he could try to get in my pants again. Just to prove he could. 

The picture was worth ten thousand of his words. 

I caught a glimpse of another photo within the papers and pulled it out. 

Well, shit. It was me, with a red circle around my whole body. I pulled the picture out. It had been taken when I was working for the Hollows Group. Strike that, I’d still been training. I was standing in the  rain  next  to  a  gravestone,  hair  plastered,  many  pounds  heavier  .  .  .  who  the  hell  had  taken  the picture? Louis? I nodded at my own unspoken question. Louis was the culprit—I was sure of it. 

But why a picture of me? Just ’cause I was a Guardian, most likely. It seemed the obvious thing, to get rid of anyone capable of stopping their nefarious plans. 

“Nope,  that’s  a  lot  of  nope.”  I  kept  pushing  the  papers  around  until  my  fingers  brushed  against something very distinctly not paper. I pulled it out. 

Pressed into a sheet of paper were the petals of a stunning flower that I’d seen only once before, so I was briefly worried I was seeing things. 

“Is this for real?” I whispered. The petals were velvety soft, even though they’d been dried out. 

Muted gold and pale pinks swirled through the petals. I’d almost say it was a rose, but the shape of the petals was wrong. 

I held that sheet and kept looking. Found another pressed flower on a second sheet of paper. This one green and silver swirled, also not quite a rose. Then another—the third one purple and copper. 

The jeweled tones shimmered even though it was obvious that they were old, pressed years ago by the look of the yellowed paper they were on. 

They  didn’t  look  real.  They  looked  like  they  were  made  from  something  this  world  could  not possibly hold. Which meant they were important. 

They resembled the flowers in Desmona’s vision. Flowers found at the base of the healing spring. 

I  had  nowhere  to  hide  the  sheets,  but  I  folded  them  carefully  and  tucked  them  into  the  space between my shirt and corset, grimacing as the paper crinkled. 

The scuff of a single footstep was the only warning I had that my time was up. 

I dove for cover, away from the big table and toward Eammon’s chair and the stack of books he had left behind. I crouched down as Louis swept into the room. 

“I know! I know she is needed, but she vexes me!  Mon dieu, she is a pain in my ass! And now she is out swimming with a siren who hates me and might kill her for spite! We have him, though, and that is  enough.  Richart  will  still  try  to  kill  her,  yes,  and  that  is  problematic,  mai  oui,   I  know,  I  know!” 

Louis stormed over to the big table I’d just filched from and started gathering up all the papers, not even looking at them. How could he not notice that I’d taken the beautiful flowers? 

And yet, he didn’t seem to notice as he swept the papers into a leather folder. He didn’t so much as twitch. Then again, he was busy having a conversation with someone that I couldn’t see. 

He  flung  his  hand  into  the  air,  exasperation  rolling  across  his  face.  “I  am  aware  that  we  are running out of time! We are down to weeks!  Mon dieu, I know! But we must go now, while we can!” 

he  roared,  his  voice  deeper  than  I’d  ever  heard  it.  Scooping  the  last  of  the  papers  into  the  leather folder, he tucked it under his arm and then ran back for the stairs. 

The purple glow in the room slowly faded, and I waited until the training space was completely dark  before  I  dared  take  a  step.  I  didn’t  have  my  bag,  which  meant  I  didn’t  have  my  phone  or  my flashlight. 

Moving carefully around the edge of the room, I got to the stairs and climbed slowly, each step leaving me feeling like I was going to put my head through a guillotine. 

At the top, I poked my head out and looked around. There were bodies  everywhere.  The  undead that Louis had sent after me were no longer animated, but he hadn’t bothered to put them back in their graves. 

“Robert?” I whispered his name. 

Gran found me first. “Honey girl! He didn’t get you?” 

“No, I hid. And I think I found something . . . helpful.” Yes, I knew the flowers were a clue, but I was still a little worried. Funny how a simple feeling could be enough to convince me that I was on the right path. Then again, I’d learned to trust my weird hunches. 

Gran  hovered  close.  “It’s  been  over  an  hour.  Everyone  is  going  to  be  rather  upset  with  you  by now.” 

I grimaced. “Where did Louis go? Did Clovis go with him, or should I still be hiding?” 

“Louis had a second person running after him. That one was bigger, covered up by another cloak. 

I  believe  that  is  why  Louis  left—perhaps  he  upset  Clovis.  They  took  off,  heading  south,”  she  said. 

“As  soon  as  he  stepped  over  the  graveyard  boundary  lines,  all  the  dead  he’d  raised  dropped.”  She frowned. “He waved at me as he left. He can see me for certain.” 

Good enough. Not that fact that he’d waved at her, the arse, but that he was gone. “Robert?” 

I shouted for my friend this time. 

I  started  toward  the  shoreline  where  I’d  sent  him  and  met  him  at  the  halfway  mark,  where  the

compass was impressed into the path. 

“Friend.” He held up my bag. It was soaking wet and had a string of seaweed on it. 

“Thanks, Robert. You did good. He thought I went swimming with the siren, who apparently hates him and would like to kill me to mess with him.” I looked down the path Robert had taken up from the water. The siren was about ten feet from shore, her head and upper body raised out of the water. 

I gave her a wave. “I hate Louis too, for the record.” 

Her smile flashed brilliant white. “I still would have killed you. That would save us then.” She spun and dove into deeper waters, the ripples fading rapidly. 

“Look at you, making friends wherever you go,” Gran said. “Typical Guardian. Your father was the same.” 

I shrugged. “Not everyone likes me, Gran. She just said she would have killed me.” 

“But more like you than hate you. It’s part of the job, making people trust you. Because without that, how could you protect them and this city?” She shook her head. 

I did a slow turn. “We’re missing Jinx.” 

“She took off, back toward the waterfront,” Gran said. “She was sobbing the whole way. I don’t think she wanted to help him.” 

I didn’t think so either. Damn Louis for getting into my friend’s head. “I’ll go see her as soon as I can.” Which I knew wouldn’t be soon enough. There were too many other problems ahead. 

“Come, let’s go.” Gran said. “The day only just started and so much has happened.” 

I  agreed,  it  was  time  to  go.  Barely  even  breakfast  and  I’d  already  had  to  run  from  zombies  and dodge a necromancer, not to mention I’d gotten a death threat from a siren. 

The day could only go up from there. Right? 

Right. 
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A bsolute chaos reigned at the safe house. Haven House, as it were, was no haven for me in that moment. 

We pulled up, and the dark curtains opened, revealing a flurry of movement behind the windows. 

Feish was the first out of the door, with Eric right behind her. 

My eyes bugged out. “ERIC!” 

He ran past Feish, shoving her to one side. “I will tell her, Feish. It is not your place!” 

Holy  shit.  Eric   shoved  Feish?  I  reached  for  his  hands,  and  he  caught  them  easily.  “What happened? Are you okay? Is everyone okay?” 

His fingers tightened around mine and his eyes fluttered closed. “Corb bolted. He slipped out of my pocket. I didn’t see him go, and Sarge and the  garrache were on the other side! It wasn’t until I reached the cathedral that we realized he was gone.” He tipped his head back, and I thought he was going to howl. I mean, I really thought he was going to go into full-on bigfoot mode. He sucked in a deep breath instead. “I know we can’t make him safe if he won’t let us. It’s just . . . I’d thought he’d hit rock bottom. I’d thought he understood that we were trying to help him! That we knew keeping him safe would mean keeping all of Savannah safe! The world even!” 

I looked past him to the house, fully expecting Sarge and the  garrache to be there too. 

“Sarge?” 

“He  and  the   garrache  tracked  Corb  to  the  water.  They  were  hoping  to  pick  up  his  scent somewhere else, but . . .” 

I nodded. “But it’s unlikely. I understand. Eric, you did what you could. Did . . . did you see Suzy while you were there?” 

His smile was wobbly, and his eyes filled with tears behind his glasses. “She is as beautiful as ever, and the other melusine are terrified of her. She’s become their leader in short order. And she . . . 

she knows we aren’t giving up on her. She knows we are going to fight to get her back.” 

My heart panged and my throat grew tight. I squeezed his hands a little tighter, glad that he’d seen her.  Glad  that  they’d  spoken  and  she  knew  she  wasn’t  gone  forever.  A  tiny  part  of  me  had  been

wondering if a bit of water from the healing spring would help Suzy. It surely couldn’t hurt. “Good.” 

“What are we going to do?” Feish pushed between me and Eric, her eyes even bigger than usual. 

“That idiot takes off just like that? What a fool! What a limp fish! What a tea-guzzling shit bucket!” 

I  didn’t  disagree  with  her,  but  it  didn’t  change  the  fact  that  we  were  here,  and  Corb  was somewhere out there in the ocean. 

“Maybe he’s safer out there?” I offered. “Maybe he has a better place to hide in the deeps?” 

Eric  still  had  a  hold  of  one  of  my  hands,  and  he  all  but  dragged  me  toward  the  house.  As  we approached, all I could smell was fresh-baked something. My mouth filled with saliva. “Eric . . . did you just come back to feed us?” 

He  laughed  softly.  “No,  but  you  know  me,  I  bake  when  I’m  stressed,  and  I  have  not  been  this stressed for a long time. Suzy. Corb. All of it. I feel as though I am going crazy.” 

All of it indeed. 

I sighed. “Yeah, it’s been a day already.” 

Inside  the  house,  I  did  a  quick  count  of  bodies.  One,  in  particular,  was  missing.  Remy  was  not there,  but  I  didn’t  want  to  be  that  needy  girl,  so  I  said  nothing  about  him  being  missing.  Truthfully, though,  I  was  hurt  that  he  hadn’t  waited  to  make  sure  I  was  okay.  Maybe  he’d  gone  out  looking  for me? 

“Everyone to the kitchen,” I said. “We need to discuss what the hell we are going to do.” 

Once we were all seated at the table, I rubbed a hand over my face. “It might have been the right move on Corb’s part. Even if he is being a selfish ass about this.” That picture of Corb with his chest circled had only confirmed that he was in deep doo-doo. 

They all looked my way. Wait, this table was new . . . I looked around. “Bridgette, this table looks just like the one at my gran’s house.” 

The  little  goblin  cleared  her  throat.  “Yes,  well,  I  had  it  rebuilt.  It  fits  everyone,  and  it  brings  a certain flavor to the room, right?” 

I reached over and squeezed her hand, my thumb brushing over her bangles on her wrist. “Thank you, it’s great. I love it. Everything you’ve done here has been amazing.” 

She blushed and ducked her head. “I’ll be around if you need anything or think I can help.” 

Before I could tell her to stay for our talk, she was gone. 

Eric  pulled  out  a  tray  of  muffins  and  set  them  on  the  table.  “Here.  Start  eating,  I  have  more coming.” 

Kinkly swept in and landed on top of my head, then promptly stomped her feet. It felt like she had spiked heels on, and I winced as she grabbed at my hair. “You jerk, you left without me!” 

“She left without anyone!” Feish yelled. 

I held up my hands. “I took Gran and Robert and Jinx with me, and everyone else was exhausted! I needed to do some digging at a graveyard. At the Hollows Graveyard to be exact.” 

Penny sat down across from me, her wrinkled face not giving me even a hint of what was going on

behind  her  dark  eyes.  And  then  she  spoke.  “It  was  a  stupid  move,  after  everything  you’ve  been through, Breena. To go off without more information? It’s as foolish as Corb leaving sure protection behind.” 

I grimaced and swallowed my irritation. “You’re not wrong. I am sorry I left you all behind. I . . . 

there  was  a  pull  to  it  that  I  couldn’t  resist  or  see  around.  And  I  honestly  thought  I’d  taken  enough help!” 

“That’s past tense, Lass,” Eammon grumbled. “Which means you ran into some trouble?” 

“Oh, a wee bit,” I muttered. “I went to the Hollows Graveyard, and guess who I found?” 

I went quickly through the story, of how I’d had a feeling something was out there—I skipped over the Dr. Mori part—and then told them about finding the siren, Louis, the zombies, how Gran had seen Clovis following Louis out. At the end of the story, I pulled the papers out from under my shirt. “This is what I brought back with me.” 

I laid them on the table, unfolding the yellow and crispy papers one at a time. 

Penny took them first, her eyes locked on the petals. 

“When Louis was gathering up his stuff, he said they were running out of time. He said only weeks were left to accomplish things. I mean, that could be two weeks, or it could be eight,” I said. “But . . . 

maybe Corb was right to do what he did. He said that he could stay in the deep ocean for a couple of weeks. That might be enough to take him out of the equation completely.” 

“He’s a damn coward!” Feish yelled, standing up and smacking her webbed hands on the table. 

“Doesn’t  he  understand?  There  are  other  sirens  they  could  use—powerful  sirens  who  have  similar armor around their hearts. They may not be of the Iliad Ocean, but they’d still work for the spell!” She slapped her hands again, and that same wash of power she’d displayed in the fae bar rolled through the room. 

Penny, who was closest to Feish, put a hand on her forearm, and the magic around them slowed. 

“But they won’t start looking for those sirens until they are sure they can’t find Corb. Coward or not, he may have done the right thing. He should have discussed it with us, but ultimately it’s his life.” 

An exhausted-sounding sigh slid out of Feish. “Right. Right, we have time. But it isn’t just his life. 

All of our lives are on the line.” 

I nodded. “That’s what I think too. We have time. Let’s put together what we know. Desmona said the most beautiful flowers grow near the spring, and we saw them in the vision.” I dropped my voice to a whisper. “She said that because they grew near the spring, they would never really die. Let’s see if these are what I think they are.” 

I got up and went to the kitchen cupboard and pulled out a shallow bowl. I filled it with water and set it on the table. Without hesitation, I picked up the paper with the purple and copper petals and set it  in  the  bowl.  The  paper  disintegrated  and  the  petals  .  .  .  they  plumped  and  grew  vibrant,  glowing with life that should have been impossible, filling out, growing right before our eyes. 

Sparkling with life. 

I  added  the  pink  and  gold  petals  into  the  water,  and  they  did  the  same  thing.  They  immediately filled out like the others, soft and velvety to the touch. 

“The  paper  be  old.”  Eammon  touched  the  last  specimen.  “Very  old.  Which  is  good.  It  probably means the Dark Council hasn’t found the spring yet either. But you just stole their clue, Lass!” 

He thumped a hand against my lower back, and I winced as my muscles protested. 

“These must have grown near the healing spring,” I said softly, afraid to speak too loudly. 

“All  flowers  grow  in  specific  places  and  climates.”  Kinkly  swept  around.  “You  won’t  find tropical flowers in the cold north.” 

I grinned at her. “So we just need to find someone who can identify this type of flower, and they can tell us where to search? That’s what you’re saying?” 

Kinkly nodded, and so did Feish as she swept a webbed hand through the water in the bowl and scooped up a few of the petals. “In theory, yes.” 

“Are they fae grown?” Penny leaned over the bowls. 

Kinkly flew around them. “I’ve never seen anything like this in the fae lands, Penny. Nothing this . 

. . unusual. Though they are beautiful enough to be fae grown.” 

Eric touched a finger to the petals. “They are soft but also sturdy, magical for sure.” 

We were stumped. Because how in the world did you find a magic flower garden? While this had felt like a solid clue an hour ago, it might end up being another dead ducking end. 

Bridgette popped into the kitchen and peered up over the table’s edge. “It might be a bit of a long shot, but I know a horticulturist. She manages the botanical gardens now. I mean. The humans think she’s just a cleaning lady, but she knows all the flowers, and she’s been there for a long time. Long, long time. Maybe she could help?” 

I turned to her and stifled the instant worry that she had an ulterior motive. I was getting jaded, and Bridgette had never steered us wrong. She’d guided us through the dark fae’s pathways, and she was helping set the house to rights. She looked after Charlotte. She’d helped in so many places. 

I  gave  a  quick  nod,  pushing  my  worries  aside.  “Then  you  and  I  are  going  on  a  road  trip  to  the botanical gardens.” 

“Wait.” Eric held up both hands. “What about Corb? Do we go after him?” 

I thought for a minute and then shook my head. “There is nothing we can do for him. He’s going to have  to  stay  in  deep  waters  as  long  as  he  can  and  hope  that  he  misses  whatever  deadline  it  is  that Louis and Clovis are under.” And we had to hope that the Dark Council would not go after another siren in Corb’s place. 

Gran and Penny sniffed at the same time. I smiled and Penny frowned at me. “You laughing at me, girl?” 

“No, you and Gran had the same reaction, that’s all,” I said, and Penny softened. 

Feish had her hands on her hips. “Me? I would like to come with you, to make sure you are not into the trouble again. Seeing as Remy is not here to go with you.” 

She’d noticed his absence too. 

“You can come with me, yes. Eric, do you want to reach out to Sarge and the  garroche? Tell them to come home as soon as they can?” I blinked. “I mean, if the  garroche wants to?” 

Eric nodded. “She likes him, I think like a son. And since he doesn’t have a pack, they seem to be connecting on that level. It’s good for him. I will get a hold of them and see where they are at. We can’t have them pinpointing Corb for the Dark Council either.” 

Eammon and Penny stood at the same time. 

“We  aren’t  having  much  luck  with  the  unnamed  grave,  I  mean,  there  are  thousands  here  in Savannah  alone,  but  that  don’t  mean  any  be  right,”  Eammon  said,  “but  we’ll  keep  looking.  You bringing the tea, lass?” 

He  looked  at  Penny,  and  she  nodded,  her  face  grim  as  she  picked  up  the  pot  of  tea.  “If  we  can narrow  it  down,  I  think  even  to  three,  then  we  have  a  chance  .  .  .”  Their  voices  drifted  off  as  they walked away. 

I hustled Bridgette toward the door, Feish hurrying to catch up to me, and Kinkly pulled hard on my hair. I yelped. “What now?” 

“You haven’t even asked about Remy!” Kinkly yelled down at me. “Don’t you want to know what he was doing this morning? I followed him! Aren’t you worried about him?” 

Okay, so curiosity had me by the short hairs. I  did want to know what he’d been up to, and not even out of a sense of jealousy. Two times now he’d had meetings that he’d said nothing about. 

How was that possible when he’d never been to Savannah before? Or London for that matter. Or . 

. . or was that a lie? 

I worried that trickster nature of his was finally coming out to play. That I was going to get fooled again. 

Just like I had been with Corb. 

Maybe that’s why I couldn’t fully decide between Crash and Remy. Both were bad boys—one of them was an admitted trickster, and the other an admitted member of the Dark Council. 

Gawd damn, there was something wrong with me for sure. 

“Good or bad?” I asked. 

“Weird,” Kinkly said as we swept out of the house and down to Suzy’s car once more. 

“Weird. I can handle weird. Far better than asshole, cheater, or liar.” I sat in the driver’s seat and turned over the ignition. 

Kinkly huffed and flew over to the dash so she could sit and look at me, Feish, and even Bridgette in the back seat. “He went to see the demons.” 

My  eyebrows  shot  up.  “Okay,  well  Damian  and  the  others  are  kinda  friends.  They  did  help  us stand up against the Dark Council before we left for Paris—” 

“Yeah, not those demons,” Kinkly said. “The other ones. Like the ones that have been crawling out of the fountain and spreading through the squares.” 

I  hit  the  brakes—we  were  at  a  stop  sign,  so  that  was  acceptable,  but  I  still  sent  everyone slamming into their seatbelts. “Say that again?” 

“The part about him meeting demons or how they’ve been crawling out of the fountain at Forsyth Park?” Kinkly gave me a fierce grin. Damn it, she liked being the one to spread good gossip, but this was a bit much. “Yeah, that was a surprise to me too.” 

The  car  behind  us  honked,  and  I  stuck  my  arm  out  and  waved  them  around  me.  They  honked  as they went by, and I just kept on waving with one finger. “Demons. From where, though?” 

In  the  rearview  mirror,  I  caught  a  glimpse  of  Bridgette  slipping  down  low  in  her  seat,  her  eyes staring at the floor. “Bridgette, do you know?” 

“I . . . we didn’t shut the gate tight. Um. So. I think the lower-level demon fae, those that weren’t held behind the iron gates within the fae lands could be slipping through. I think.” Her words were rushed and full of something more than uncertainty. Guilt. 

We’d opened a gateway through the demon fae land in the goblin city. Had we not closed it tightly enough? 

“The gateway we used to get to Paris?” I blurted out. “Is that . . . is that what they’ve been using to escape?” 

“Remy is a demon fae,” Bridgette said. “You know that right?” 

Well, I’d guessed, but . . . 

“He and Crash are cousins, aren’t they?” 

“Yes, but . . .” Bridgette sighed. “Crash is a dark fae, Bree. I don’t know for sure if he’s a demon fae like Remy, but he’s definitely a dark fae.” 

Feish burbled, “You know, I always wondered why women in the books like bad boys, and you make me wonder even more. I see you stressed, and neither of them are even your man yet. And both are causing more trouble than they are worth! Even Boss! I want to cheer for him, but he is making me crazy!” 

I pulled back into traffic and got us headed toward the botanical gardens. “Do the demon fae have anything to do with the spell and the Dark Council?” 

“Not that I know of,” Bridgette said. “I mean . . . they might have other agendas.” 

Other agendas. And Remy . . . he’d always wanted to visit Savannah. He’d suggested that we run away  here.  And  now  he’d  had  two  meetings  that  I  knew  of,  in  a  place  that  he’d  supposedly  never been. 

Had  he  manipulated  me  to  get  here?  The  dragon  pendant  hanging  from  my  neck  suddenly  went deeply cold, like ice. I yelped and scooped it off my chest. Yup, it had gone seriously cold. 

My guts rolled over on themselves. “What if . . .” I didn’t even want to say it out loud. 

What if he’d used me? Fuck. I didn’t even want to think it. 

“What if what?” Kinkly flew across my vision. “What are you thinking?” 

“None of this matters right now.” I gripped the steering wheel a little tighter. “Let’s just go see if

we  can  figure  out  where  the  flowers  are  from.  We  need  to  stop  the  Dark  Council.  That’s  our  first priority.” 

The drive to the botanical gardens was quiet, if I didn’t count Kinkly and Feish muttering under their respective breaths about stupid men. 

Bridgette  didn’t  so  much  as  peep,  and  the  further  we  drove,  the  more  she  slumped  in  her  seat, spinning her bangles, her anxiety filling the small space of the car. As we got close to the botanical gardens parking lot, she sat up straight. “We’re going to have to go in very soft. Maggie is a grump. 

She knows her flowers, but she’s . . . miserable for the most part.” 

“Maggie? This is your friend that we’re meeting?” I put the car in park and tucked the keys into my bag. 

“Yes, she’s very prickly, but if she likes you well enough, she can be lovely, it really depends.” 

Bridgette let herself out of the back and straightened her clothing, touching her hair to smooth any fly aways down. 

Feish slammed the door. “I don’t like prickly people.” 

Another time I would have snorted at the irony. Today I was so strung out I couldn’t even find that funny. 

“Do you want to stay out here?” I offered. 

“No.” Feish folded her arms, oblivious to the irony of her own attitude. I sighed. 

“Okay, Maggie is hopefully going to help us, so try to be sweet, Feish.” 

Feish burbled and huffed but did give me a nod. Good enough for now. 

I  found  myself  straightening  my  own  clothes  and  hair,  Bridgette’s  mannerisms  were  making  me nervous. Whoever this Maggie was, we needed her help, no matter how prickly she was going to be. 

My only hope was that her thorns didn’t draw blood. 

Chapte r
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The botanical gardens were in full swing, ablaze with color and greenery around every bend in the paths that led through the forest. It had been a long time since I’d been to the gardens, and  while  they  had  been  kept  up,  and  expanded,  the  vibe  was  still  the  same.  Like  I’d stepped out of Savannah and into another place, another bend in time maybe. 

We  walked  past  the  large,  white  mansion-style  house.  I  tried  not  to  notice  the  few  ghosts  that breezed about here and there, casting a glow. I put my hand to my bag. Was I only seeing them because I had Robert with me? Did I need him to make my abilities show up? 

I breathed in the smell of growing things and let my fingers brush against the tall yellow irises that were growing to one side of the path we were on and tried to think of other things. 

Like Remy using me? Damn it, that was not helping my anxiety. 

Okay, okay, what if I tried to think about how to deal with the healing spring once we found it? 

Shit, that wasn’t any better. Because I couldn’t see a way to make it go away short of blowing it up. 

“Maggie  is  usually  deeper  in  the  gardens.”  Bridgette  took  the  lead,  her  short  arms  and  legs pumping hard to hurry us along. “Probably near the edge of the gardens would be my guess, the very outskirts.” 

Kinkly flitted about, letting her feet brush against the different flowers and plants, using them as springboards. “I like it here. I’ve never been before.” 

Feish was not as enamored. “One fountain? Look, very tiny, why would they even bother?” 

I sighed. “Feish, maybe it’s all they can afford?” 

“Maybe.”  She  grunted  and  smacked  her  webbed  hand  hard  into  the  fountain,  sending  a  wave  of murky water out over the edge. “Not even clean! Terrible!” 

I  rolled  my  eyes  but  made  sure  she  didn’t  see  me.  Because  the  last  thing  I  needed  was  for  this seriously grumpy Feish to meet a seriously grumpy Maggie. 

We strode along the marked, stone paved path, and then the path was gone, and we were stepping out onto a bed of ivy that crawled across the ground. 

“You sure this is the right way?” Feish demanded. 

I reached out and touched her arm. “Easy, Feish, easy.” 

She  shook  her  head.  “Sorry.  I’m  not  feeling  very  great  right  now.  Very  irritated.  Skin  is  all prickly.” 

Kinkly swept around our heads, her wings dusting the area with sparkles. “’Tis the season, Feish. 

You know that!” 

’Tis the season? “What do you mean by that?” 

“Egg laying season, okay?” Feish snapped. “I hate it. Every year I have to lay eggs, and I hate it. 

Makes me miserable and crampy, and worse, no men to make the eggs anything but eggs.” 

Jaysus in heaven. I hadn’t thought about the reproductive cycle of river maidens like Feish. “Do you need to go?” 

“NO!” She clapped her hands together, and a flight of birds fled from her voice and the sudden clap. Their wings and cries dominated the space for a moment, and then we were walking along in relative peace. Her energy had spiked and softened. 

“Maybe you should wait back by the fountain?” I offered. 

Feish glared at me. “I am fine. Fine!” 

“Sounds fine to me,” Kinkly whispered as she flew by my head. 

So now we were with a PMSing Feish who was moody as all get out, about to meet a grumpy ass goblin named Maggie. Wonderful. 

“This way.” Bridgette cut off anything else we might have discussed. She paused at a break in the trees that led to the right. Clasping and unclasping her hands, she danced around as if she had to pee. 

“Bridge?” I said. “You okay?” 

“She’s set up just through here,” she whispered. “I can smell her.” 

I grimaced. “Bad smell?” 

“You’ll see. It’s very distinct,” she said, and before I could ask what she meant, she took a step through  that  break  in  the  trees  and  blinking  well  disappeared.  Before  I  could  think  things  through,  I followed. Kinkly screeched and shot to me, catching hold of my ear as I stepped through. 

“You’re nuts! This could be a trap!” 

“I trust Bridgette,” I said. And I did. She was my friend, and while I didn’t know her like I knew Feish or Kinkly, she was still a part of our hodgepodge family. That meant I’d follow her into the kind of spaces that made you disappear. 

The  world  around  us  fuzzed  and  I  blinked.  No,  fuzzed  wasn’t  the  right  word.  The  world  was smoky, and I drew in a breath. 

The  smell  was  one  of  sour  skunk  cabbage,  a  particular  scent  that,  once  smelled,  was  not  soon forgotten. 

“Oh.” I grinned. “I see what you mean about a particular smell, Bridgette. I bet she’s not . . .” I was going to say cranky, but then I caught myself. “Unhappy. I bet she’s in a great mood.” 

Ahead of us was a long wooden picnic table, bottles and a variety of bowls filled with flowers and other bits and bobs scattered about on top of it. At the head of the table a rather old female goblin

sat sleeping, her chin to her chest as she snored away. Her long white hair was nested up on top of her head, host to bits of bark and leaves and a few tiny spiders swinging through the strands. 

Bridgette looked back at me. “You wake her up. She scares me.” 

Right. This was my gig. I didn’t blame Bridgette, but I had a hard time believing that Maggie was going to be cranky when she’d been smoking the ganga. “Excuse me, Maggie?” I walked toward the sleeping goblin. “I’m sorry to bother you, but could you possibly help us?” 

Maggie  jerked  awake,  her  eyes  wide  and  her  mouth  open  as  she  gasped  for  air.  “What  in  the freaky snake piss humping frog legs is going on?” She flopped about in her chair, all round body and long limbs. 

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you.” I paused about five feet from her, right next to the middle of the table. 

“What the fricky dicky dodgeball did you think would happen when you woke me up in the middle of the most glorious orgy-filled dream I’ve ever had? I’ll never find that group of men again! Blah. 

I’ll be blue-balling it for the rest of the week unless I find my triple As!” She shivered and adjusted herself on  the  chair, her  eyes  narrowing as  she  took  in Feish  and  Bridgette. “Brought  a  whole  gang bang with you, did you?” 

It took me a split second to get my head on straight. She was . . . unexpected. 

“These are my friends. I have a knack for trouble, and they like to try and keep me from losing my head.” I shrugged. “May I sit? My back is killing me.” 

Maggie’s deep brown eyes swept over me. “Sit. Maybe you need a puff?” 

She  offered  me  a  blunt  that  was  rolled  so  big  it  might  as  well  have  been  a  cigar.  I  glanced  at Bridgette, who nodded. “Sure, when in Rome . . .” I took the blunt and put it to my lips. Maggie struck a match and held it to the end. 

Could  I  pretend  to  take  a  drag?  I  wasn’t  terribly  opposed;  I  was  thinking  more  of  retaining  my mental  faculties  for  the  rest  of  the  day.  Like  what  if  Louis  showed  back  up?  Being  stoned  was  not going to help me fight off him and Clovis. 

“Pansy girl, one puff won’t wreck you.” Maggie snort laughed. “And I ain’t helping you until you do.” 

Talk about peer pressure. I drew in a breath and held the smoke in my lungs, then slowly let it out. 

Not one cough, go me! 

“You do that like a pro, very good.” Maggie made a gimme motion with her hands, and I returned the blunt to her. “What I bet you didn’t know is that I make a mean version of the plant and then mix it with fairy juice, so one puff  is going to wreck you a little bit. Ha!” Her laugh cackled through the air. 

Well, damn. My eyes widened as the impact of that one draw hit me. I felt light as a feather, and at the same time my inhibitions slid sideways at a speed that could have been water running down a hill. 

What happened next? Feish, Kinkly and Bridgette all took a drag on the blunt and then there was much dancing and screeching with laughter. 

For  a  few  minutes,  the  world  was  nothing  but  fun  and  laughter.  I  was  with  my  friends,  and  it wasn’t until the one drag wore off that the reality of our situation hit me. 

Along with a headache that had my head feeling like it was a hundred-pound weight sitting on my body. “Oh, duck me, that’s terrible,” I whispered. 

Maggie giggled. “That’s why I don’t let myself come down, down, down. I just keep going up, up, up!” She drew on her blunt again and then blew the smoke in my direction. 

I was sitting on the bench next to the table. I laid my head down for a moment, fumbling for one of the cups I remembered being there. I managed to get a drink down my parched throat, and the fluid washed away some of the pain. 

“This fairy honey?” I blinked and the headache eased. 

“Diluted.” Maggie gave an exaggerated bob of her head. “Very diluted.” 

I  looked  around  to  see  Feish,  Bridgette,  and  Kinkly  passed  out  in  a  pile.  “Did  you  give  them something else?” 

“No,  you  are  just  built  differently.  Things  do  not  have  the  same  effect  on  you,  Guardian  of Savannah.” She smiled around her massive blunt. “What do you need from old Maggie that you would risk  my  wrath?  Though  I’ll  be  honest,  I’ve  not  been  wrathful  since  that  delightful,  gorgeous  boy brought me this most wonderous plant!” 

Delightful boy? I leaned toward her. “Did he smell good?” 

Her grin widened and she winked. “I’ll never tell.” 

Who  was  it  that  was  just  ahead  of  me?  I  frowned,  thinking  about  the  siren  at  the  Hollows Graveyard,  Desmona,  and  now  Maggie.  All  three  had  mentioned  a  handsome  man.  I  hadn’t  known where Remy was during those times. I put a hand to my stomach to try and still the unease growing within. 

Gorgeous boy could be a lot of people. Crash. Corb. Remy. Or someone I didn’t know yet. See, it could  be  someone  totally  new  to  the  game  setting  on  screwing  me  up.  Because  if  Maggie  was absolutely stoned, how could she help me? 

Pushing my thoughts to the side, I focused on Maggie. 

“You aren’t as cranky as people said.” I took another sip from the cup. That was better, the worst of  the  headache  was  gone  now,  but  I  took  note  that  the  light  of  the  day  had  faded  considerably.  We were running out of time. 

“Depends on the day, and how I feel.” She shrugged. “Like most women.” 

That was fair. 

“I have something that I think came from a special place. I’m hoping you can help me identify that place?  Or  give  me  some  sort  of  a  clue?  It’s  a  flower,  and  Brigette  said  you  were  the  best  with flowers.”  I  lifted  the  flap  of  my  bag  and  pulled  out  the  last  sheaf  of  paper  with  the  blue  and  silver flower petals adhered to it. I was sitting close enough to Maggie that I was able to just lay it out for her without pushing it across the table. 

Her long, spider-like fingers scooped up the yellowed paper. She pressed her nose to the petals and drew in a long breath, as if she were taking a drag. Her eyelids fluttered, but she didn’t let go of the paper. “Where did you find . . . these are impossible.” 

“Well, they aren’t, seeing as they exist and I had two others, just in different colors,” I said. “What I need to know is where they grow . . . if you can tell me?” 

She  was  trembling  as  she  looked  at  the  paper  and  took  another  long  sniff  from  across  it.  “This paper, these petals, they are old, from many, many years ago. That much is good.” 

I agreed with her, but something told me that my reasons were different. “Why is that?” 

“Because if they were recent, I’d say we are in danger. All the danger in the world in one simple flower petal. Most people wouldn’t even realize the significance of these petals.” Maggie carefully folded  the  paper  and  pushed  it  back  to  me.  “We  sealed  that  place  off  long  ago  behind  two  sets  of gates. To open them would be foolish.  You—” she motioned at me with her beak of a nose, “—you yourself would have to set feet in the dark fields in order for that second gate to open. And then we’d be up the shitting creek, minus paddles and boats.” 

I sucked my lips into my mouth and pinched them to keep from freaking out. Very slowly, I tried to repeat what I was hearing. “I . . . I would have to go somewhere to open up . . . a  path to where these are grown? Could anyone do this, or just me?” 

She tapped her blunt to the side, knocking a good amount of ash onto the ground. “Yes. That is the simple answer. And I won’t tell you—” 

“Just tell me it isn’t the path through the demon fae lands,” I said, the words tumbling out of me. 

“That’s all I want to know.” 

Her  movement  stilled  and  her  eyes  blazed.  Slowly,  painfully,  she  stood  on  her  stool  and  then moved to her table. “What. Have. You. Done?” 

How did I explain that it wasn’t me? Not really. I hadn’t wanted to go, but a creature had yanked me to the edge of those fields. But I hadn’t seen the second gate, so that was something, right? 

I  stood  and  paced  beside  the  table.  “So  you  mean  to  tell  me  that  .  .  .  that  as  long  as  I  never  go there,  as  long  as  I  never  see  the  second  gate,  then  the  place  that  grows  these  flowers  will  remain hidden forever?” 

Right? Please let that be the case! 

“Exactly you ding a ling dong! What in the worlds of all that is dark and light have you done?” 

She  stomped  across  the  table,  kicking  stuff  out  of  her  way.  A  bowl  flipped  over  and  smacked Bridgette in the head, and a spray of water splashed across Feish’s face. 

I  put  my  hands  to  the  sides  of  my  head.  “Not  me.  I  mean.  I  .  .  .  we  had  to  get  to  Paris,  we  had friends in trouble, and we were trying to stop the Dark Council, but in order to get there, we had to take a harder path, and that path was already open! I swear we didn’t see any other gates!” Because Crash had gone that way first. “It was already  open, and we were almost out when I got grabbed by something—” 

“Tentacles!” Feish screeched as she sat up, wide awake, gills flapping, face dripping. “You were grabbed by tentacles!” 

“Yes, tentacles.” I pointed at her. “That’s exactly right, I didn’t mean to set foot in the field! I was just on the edge. Maybe it didn’t open? I didn’t see it!” 

Yup, I kept on repeating the same thing, over and over. 

Maggie  set  her  blunt  down  and  fell  back  into  her  seat,  then  rubbed  at  her  face.  “Maybe  I  am having  a  seizure  right  now,  and  I  am  dying.  That  must  be  the  case  because  no  one,  certainly  not  a GUARDIAN  OF  SAVANNAH,  could  be  so  stupid  enough  to  walk  the  demon  fae  path  and  think nothing would happen? No, this is not possible!” 

Bridgette groaned. “It’s . . . it’s my fault. I shouldn’t have offered to guide them through, but—” 

“No buts!” Maggie screeched, her voice digging into my skull. “Get out! All of you, get out! I am going to close myself off until you have gotten this mess handled!” 

A burst of magic swept out of Maggie, the same color as her eyes, and it wrapped around us, and threw us all out of Maggie’s sanctuary and back into the gardens. 

I hit the ground first, at least landing in a spot covered with ivy and some moss, but then Feish and Bridgette landed on top of me, flattening me. 

The wind was fully knocked out of me, and I struggled to breathe as I shoved each of them off. 

“I’m sorry!” Bridgette wailed. “It’s all my fault. I . . .” 

“No one’s fault.” I sat up, groaned, and flopped back down as my back took that moment to spasm. 

“I think we were all set up. Someone set this into motion. But who?” 

“Crash led the way though.” Feish rolled to her knees. “He opened the gate first.” 

I looked her way, wanting to defend him but also knowing who he worked for. “Did he? We don’t actually  know  that.  We  know  he  used  the  pathways,  but  we  don’t  know  who  opened  the  gate  in  the first place. And we—I didn’t go too far into the pathways, so the other gate, the second gate is still closed. Right?” 

“Why does that matter?” Bridgette was crying around her words. “We still shouldn’t have gone.” 

I  rubbed  my  face.  “Because  if  it  was  a  set-up,  then  that  would  explain  why  everything  was pushing us in that direction. Including Karissa’s henchmen, who chased us through the goblin city. She was on the Dark Council. She must have known that one of the items needed for the spell was hidden in the realm of the demon fae?” 

Feish groaned. “Even dead, she is still messing with us!” 

Indeed. 

I could still see Karissa laughing at me in my dream, holding her head in her hands as the blood poured from her mouth.  You will never have him, fool. He is mine now, forever. 

I rolled to my belly and slowly pushed to my hands and knees, then from there I wobbled to my feet. 

“We need to let the others know, then we have to make a plan,” I said. “We need to find a way to

close that first gate.” It was the only answer that I could see. Seal up the pathways and make sure they were never opened again. 
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W e made it back to the house in record time. I found myself driving like Suzy, my foot pressing the pedal to the floor, despite Bridgette, Kinkly and Feish begging me to slow down. I couldn’t help it. Now that we knew where the flowers came from, I also knew where the healing spring was located. Inside the realm of the demon fae. 

Which was terrible. Because what had Kinkly said? 

Remy had gone back to talk to the demons coming out of the fountain. If we shut the gates to the demon fae realm, and he was in there . . . what then? 

I  would  never  see  him  again.  He  would  be  trapped  in  that  place,  and  .  .  .  that  would  be  it.  No more Remy in my life. 

Still, I hadn’t been born yesterday. Like, seriously hadn’t. Remy hadn’t told us what he was up to. 

What if he was in the demon realm because he knew about the healing spring? 

 I’m a trickster, Bree. You need to know that. 

 He’s got some serious Loki energy. 

 You can’t trust him. 

My heart and lungs constricted as I considered what he could be doing. Was he working with the Dark Council? Or was he working for someone else? 

Right from the beginning, he’d suggested coming back to Savannah. He’d pushed me toward the healing spring. Or had he just supported my suggestions? I couldn’t be sure, and I didn’t trust myself when it came to Remy . . . Or Crash for that matter. 

Still . . . I might not be able to trust Crash, but I needed him. 

My jaw ticked as I tried to work through the logistics. “We need to find Crash. He can help close the gate. He’s the blacksmith.” 

Bridgette  nodded  rapidly  and  pointed  at  me  with  all  her  fingers,  as  if  she  were  casting  a  spell. 

“Yes! The king can seal the gates. You can’t tell him why, though, because he’s on the Dark Council! 

So he has to help you without asking questions.” 

“Right, I know.” I nodded. “But we have to find him first.” 

“Not so fast, please!” Feish yelped as I took yet another corner hard enough to squeal the tires. 

“You’d think that Suzy was back!” 

I started to babble. I just couldn’t help it. I was shaking from head to foot. “Look, something about Remy spoke to me, right from the beginning, and I thought my take on him was spot on, that my man radar was no longer broken. And now . . . it’s a little hard to admit that I might have been wrong. That maybe I’m still attracting the wrong kind of guy. Okay? It’s freaking me out! What if he’s been on the wrong side too? What if he’s . . . not what he said he is? Or what if he’s  exactly what he said he is? 

Gah! Why does this have to be so hard?” 

“Yes, well you freaking out is freaking  me out!” Feish leaned over and slapped her hand on my leg and gave me a squeeze. “You freaking out is going to get us killed!” 

Yes, she was yelling. But her hand was gentle, and I blew out a slow breath and eased my foot off the pedal. 

“I think maybe I just need to not date anyone for a long, long time,” I muttered under my breath. 

“Like maybe I need to wait until I’m dead.” 

Feish let me go. “Maybe men are just stupid. Asking for cats and flowers. Ridiculous.” 

“That  might  not  be  why  Remy  is  going  in  and  out,”  Kinkly  said  in  a  soft  voice.  “He  might  just have  family  there.  I  mean,  I’m  sure  he  does,”  Kinkly  pointed  out.  “He’s  demon  fae?  Right?  Maybe he’s just happy to see them?” 

We stopped at the house, and Bridgette slipped out. “I’ll wait here. That’s enough adventure for me.” 

“Thank  you,  Bridgette,”  I  called  out  the  window.  “We  wouldn’t  have  found  out  if  you  hadn’t helped.” 

Her eyes were sad. “I wish I’d been able to help a different way.” 

I sat there in the car. The best and quickest way to find Crash would mean paying a physical visit to Dr. Mori, since there was no way in hell I was falling asleep any time soon. His magnificent table would  show  me  exactly  where  to  find  Crash.  It  would  also  show  me  if  he  was  on  the  light  side  of Savannah, or the dark side. 

“Feish, we need to find Crash—” 

“Right, but we don’t know that he unsealed the gates,” Feish pointed out. “Which means he might not be able to properly seal them again. It’s a mess! A glinking, stinking mess!” 

I bent forward and put my head on the steering wheel. “I want to trust them both, Feish. I want to go to Remy and ask him what the hell he’s up to, and I want Crash to offer his help without asking any questions. But I don’t think either of those scenarios will pan out.” 

“Maybe that’s the answer to your problem,” Kinkly said softly. 

I lifted my head. She sat on the dash, her face a tinge of green. “Sorry about all the crazy driving. 

What do you mean that’s the answer to my problem?” 

She shrugged her wings. “I’ve had worse with the air sickness. What I mean is this might help you

figure out which man to pick. Ask them both. See who—” 

“Passes the sniff test,” Feish said. “See who stinks and who doesn’t! I love this plan. Very good one, Kinkly!” She held out a hand, and Kinkly gave her a high five. 

The sniff test, huh? 

I backed the car out and headed toward the riverfront. The last place I’d seen Dr. Mori in person was on his ghost ship in the middle of the river, which had kept him and his people safe during some serious upheaval. 

It was as good a place to start as any. 

“What  if  the   thing  we’re  looking  for  isn’t  actually  in  the  demon  fae  realm?”  Kinkly  asked suddenly. “I mean, I’m not saying it isn’t, but shouldn’t we make sure? If not, we’d be fighting to seal up  something  that’s  probably  best  closed,  or  monitored,  but  it  might  not  be  a  necessary  step.  You know what I mean?” 

“You’re saying we need to see it for ourselves,” I said, then groaned. “Damn it. If we go in there, it’ll open the second gate. We’ll be paving a pathway for the Dark Council to get another ingredient.” 

I pulled the car over to the side of the road and dug around in my bag until I found my notepad and a pen. 

I started scribbling down ideas. “I’m not going to run in like a fool. I’m too damn tired for that shit.” My pen scratched across the page, Kinkly and Feish leaning in close to read. 

 PROBLEMS

1.  Thing we are looking for could be in demon fae realm

2.  Might need Crash to seal up demon fae realm

3.  Remy might be using me, but also might not

 SOLUTIONS

1.  Get someone else to go to demon fae realm for that thing 2.  Find Crash

3.  Ask Remy the hard questions

I SAT BACK and then handed the list to Feish. “I think it’s clear what we need to do first. We find Crash and convince him to go into the demon realm with one of us to check for the spring. We can’t tell him what  it  is,  so  .  .  .it  will  take  some  convincing.  Then,  if  it’s  what  we  think  it  is,  we  can  seal  the

pathways  up  with  his  help.”  Yes,  I  could  see  the  difficulties.  Keeping  Crash  blind  to  what  I  was looking for being the main one. 

I hated even thinking about putting one of my friends in danger, but if there was a chance I’d open the pathway just by showing up, I couldn’t take the risk. 

Kinkly  fluttered  her  wings.  “You  make  it  sound  easy,  like  Crash  won’t  just  hand  it  over  to  the Dark Council.” 

I grimaced. “What are the other options, Kink? If you’ve got a solution, I’m all ears. ’Cause we don’t know where Remy is and . . .” I snapped my fingers. I dug around in my bag and pulled out the old flip phone. 

Remy’s phone number was in there. I found it and dialed through. “Why haven’t I thought of this before?” 

“Because  we’re  not  used  to  having  phones,”  Kinkly  said.  “Don’t  beat  yourself  up,  you  oldies aren’t good with technology.” 

I stuck my tongue out at her as the call rang on the other line. 

Four rings in, I was getting anxious. When the line clicked, I drew in a breath. “Remy?” 

“Bree?  Ma chérie, where are you?” He sounded . . . out of breath. I wasn’t sure, but it sounded almost like there was another person breathing in the background. Raspy. 

“I’m okay,” I said even though that wasn’t what he’d asked. My body flushed with warmth at the sound of his voice. “Where are you?” 

The  phone  clicked  off.  “Damn  it!”  I  tried  dialing  again,  but  it  wouldn’t  go  through.  Was  he  in trouble? Worry shot through me. 

“Remy  is  strong,  he  will  be  okay.”  Feish  patted  my  leg.  “We  must  make  a  plan  now.  No  boys needed.” 

Kinkly frowned and shook her head, her eyes tight around the edges. “I know there are no other options . . . it’s just dangerous, Bree. That tentacled thing dragged you in the last time. Whatever is in there is attracted to you, which means you’re in danger, maybe more so than anyone else. If you even get close . . . and knowing you, you’ll want to go right to the edge, to watch over whoever goes in with Crash . . . you might get tugged in again. And do you remember that crazy snicken? Chicken and snake? And that’s not even mentioning the other monsters!” 

“All  true,  but  Crash  saved  her  from  them,”  Feish  pointed  out.  “Boss  loves  Bree.  So,  no  matter what, he will keep her safe. Easy as all the lemon-squeezing pies.” 

I stared at the phone in my hand. I could try and find Remy, or I could try and find Crash. 

 Loves. Crash loved me. 

My heart twisted up on that word and I tried not to think too much about it, seeing as it came from Feish, and not Crash himself. But it made the choice easier. 

“Come on, we need Dr. Mori and his tabletop.” 

I led the way to the waterfront. I hadn’t seen the massive ghost ship when we were down here the

night before, but Mori and his people made an art out of concealment. They were almost as good at it as Eric. 

Above us, the skies darkened and rumbled as clouds blew in from the east. I wrinkled my nose as the wind whipped around us, tugging my hair and pushing Kinkly around. She landed on my shoulder and clung to my ear. “This is . . . sudden.” 

I stared out over the water, and slowly, so slowly, the ghost ship materialized. The old riverboat was massive—white and red planked with a paddle wheel that moved slowly. On board there were people in outfits from all different eras, all looking out toward me. A few waved. I waved back. “I think the weather is tied to the ship. Do you see it?” 

“There’s a ship?” Kinkly said. 

“There is nothing but wind,” Feish said. “You see your magic boat?” 

“Yeah, I see it.” I took a few steps. The last time I’d gotten onto the boat, I’d been riding a mostly undead horse, Skeletor. This time, a rowboat was being lowered. “Looks like it’s going to be just me. 

You two wait in the bookstore, and I’ll come find you after.” 

Feish  had  to  be  low  on  romance  novels,  because  she  didn’t  take  much  convincing.  She  reached out  and  grabbed  for  Kinkly,  who  shot  out  of  range  and  the  two  of  them  hurried  off  toward  the bookstore. 

The rowboat reached the shore, and I made my way down to it, passing the hollowed-out space where  I’d  dealt  with  one  of  the  O’Seans.  A  lifetime  ago,  it  seemed.  Suzy  had  been  with  me  then. 

Gawd, I missed her. 

I steeled myself against the tears that wanted to come—because we were going to get her back, one way or the other. 

The  boat  wobbled  as  I  stepped  into  it,  and  I  sat  down  quickly  before  it  could  tip  over.  Turning itself  around,  the  boat  started  back  under  its  own  power  toward  the  big  paddle  boat.  Looking  up,  I could  see  Mori  waiting  for  me  at  the  railing.  The  wind  was  mussing  up  his  normally  perfectly smoothed-out  hair.  There  was  no  flash  of  scales  though,  so  he  was  sticking  to  his  plain  old  human form. 

Moments later I was on deck, and the wind had eased off to a gentle breeze. 

“I assume you are not here for more in-person training?” Dr. Mori said as we headed toward his study. 

“How did you guess?” 

“Because you guardians are always busy. I’ve yet to train one outside of the dream world.” He glanced over at me as we stepped into his study. 

I could have asked how many guardians he’d trained, but that wasn’t here or there. “I need to find someone who isn’t dead. I need to make it fast . . . can I use your table to find him?” 

Dr. Mori shut the door behind us. “The table of shadows and light is not to be used on a whim, Breena.” He sighed. “And I feel that this—” 

“It’s not a whim.” I followed him to the table and put my hands on the edge of it. Could I trust him with my secrets? I didn’t say it out loud, but he seemed to hear me. 

His eyes swept over me and then to the table. “And you are still uncertain if you can trust me?” 

I grimaced. “Do you blame me?” 

“No, it is prudent to be careful of those you trust with things that can affect more than yourself. 

Tell me what you can, and then I will decide if the table can be used in the way you are asking.” 

I  gripped  the  edge  of  the  table,  choosing  my  words  carefully.  “There  has  been  a  breach  in  the walls. The lesser demon fae are spilling into Savannah, and we need to close the door. The second gate has not been breached. Now, there is one person who is very good with metal and—” 

“The blacksmith will not help you close the doors, Breena,” Dr. Mori cut me off. “I am most sure of it.” 

“Why?” 

“He cannot, not being tied to the Dark Council as he is.” He shook his head. 

Damn it all. 

“You  have  other  problems,  though,”  Dr.  Mori  flipped  the  table  over  so  that  the  dark  side  of Savannah was clear and pointed at a figure I knew well. Remy stood on the river’s edge. Not far from where we were, shadows swirling around him. His face was cloaked in the darkness. 

I flipped the table back to the light side. Where Remy  also stood on the edge of the river, his face still unclear. Almost like a blurry photograph. 

“He is about as morally gray as they come right now,” I said. “He could be his own flavor of tea, he’s so morally gray. Crash will help me, as much as he can. I believe he will.” 

Dr. Mori sighed. “Because you have spurned him for another man, do not be so sure of it.” 

I  didn’t  like  how  that  made  me  feel.  I  didn’t  think  I  had  spurned  Crash.  Just  .  .  .  set  him  aside while he figured out his shit and his deal with the Dark Council. 

Dr.  Mori  tapped  his  chin  with  one  finger.  “The  demon  fae  have  been  locked  away  a  long  time. 

Even those that are lesser will not willingly be shut in again. They will fight you on this. And this is not even your fight, Breena. If you are not careful, someone will drag you into the pathways, to open the gates with or without your permission.” 

I bit my lower lip. “It’s not really them I’m trying to lock away.” I could not look away from the table,  from  Remy  standing  on  the  water’s  edge.  Was  he  looking  for  me?  Despite  everything,  that warmed me and for a moment I was sure I could smell his scent on my skin. 

I couldn’t help but let my eyes scan quickly over the light side of the board, looking for someone else. Looking for Crash. 

He wasn’t there. 

My  throat  tightened.  I  could  live  with  him  being  on  both  sides,  but  .  .  .  maybe  he  wasn’t  in Savannah. Maybe he was in the land of faerie. Maybe somewhere inaccessible. 

“What is it that you need to lock away if not the demon fae? Their presence alone will begin to rip

the seams along the edges of a spell that has been in place for hundreds of years,” Dr. Mori said. 

“How?”  I  asked.  I  didn’t  understand  why  the  presence  a  few  more  fae—demon  or  not—would cause any spell to fail. 

“The spell used to lock them away was tied into another spell. Safeguards, if you will. Karissa’s father had this done. It locked away all those who might challenge him for his throne.” 

I did a double blink. What if . . .what if this was what Remy was trying to make happen? Did he want to free someone who could take the throne? 

I swallowed hard. “You mean tied to the spell that keeps humans from seeing the shadow world don’t you? The Begird spell?” 

He gave me a nod. “Exactly.” If he’d knocked me over the head with his magic table, I could not have been more stunned. But he wasn’t done yet. “I must give you a warning, Breena O’Rylee. One I did not think it was time to speak of yet. If you must walk amongst the demon fae, be careful about opening  yourself  up  to  your  power.  If  you  are  not,  you  could  be  drawn  into  death  yourself.  It  is  a seductive power, Breena, and as such I do not suggest you use it without a guide.” 

“I won’t,” I promised. “I won’t do it. There is nothing that could make me.” 

Oh, how very wrong I was. 
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I’d answered one question by going to see Dr. Mori, and raised a dozen more. Okay, maybe not a dozen, but I’d raised at least one. 

Who had really opened the gates to the demon fae, and had they done it destroy the Begird spell  and  the  one  it  was  tied  to?  I  couldn’t  unsee  Remy’s  name  in  my  head.  He’d  pushed  for  us  to come  here.  He  surely  had  connections  to  the  demon  fae.  Had  he  himself  been  set  free  when  we traveled through the demon pathway? 

There. Four questions. And the answers potentially stood on the shoreline. 

I sat in the little rowboat as it moved under its own power, the last of the setting sun beating down on my head, the humidity high and the spray of river water welcome when it met my skin. 

Remy stood on the shoreline, waiting for me. 

Before the boat could reach the shallows, it rocked suddenly, flipping me out and into the water. I went  under  with  a  squeak  and  then  swam  hard  for  the  shoreline.  I  remembered  all  too  well  being yanked under the water by things that were dead and should have remained so. Things that liked me. 

“I  have  you  now,  ma  chérie,”  Remy’s  voice  soothed  my  fear  as  my  feet  found  footing,  and  I launched myself out of the river. 

His  hands  swept  around  me  as  he  helped  me  get  up  the  slope,  and  all  my  questions  about  him dissipated. “You were waiting for me?” 

“Crash is in trouble,” Remy said. “I came to find you. He needs us both this time. Eric said you were here, at the river front. Your phone would not ring through when I tried to call you.” 

How did Eric know I was here? Wait. 

 This time. 

I looked up and tried to catch his eye. “You’ve helped Crash before?” 

Remy gave me a tight nod. “That night, when he came to us in London.” 

The night of all the fun sexy times. I swallowed hard. “He came for help?” 

Remy’s face softened. “He did not want you to know that he was trying to find the healing spring. 

He asked me to . . . direct you away from it. He did not want to have you in direct competition with him.” 

Suddenly  Marge’s  note  made  more  sense.  “That’s  why  he  sent  me  to  protect  Corb?  To  get  me away from the healing spring?” 

Remy’s jaw tightened. “Yes, it would seem so.” 

I  didn’t  like  the  feelings  swirling  around  in  me.  Betrayal  and  lies  were  things  that  I  couldn’t stomach. It was what had come between Crash and me in the past. 

Between Corb and me. 

Gawd damn, and now Crash again. 

“Where is he?” I asked. 

Remy held out a hand and I took it, his fingers giving me a steady presence to hang on to. I found my other hand lifting, and he caught the fingers of that hand too. “It is bad,  ma chérie. About as bad as it could be.” 

I  closed  my  eyes.  Please  don’t  say  the  land  of  the  demon  fae.  Please  don’t  say  the  land  of  the demon fae. Please don’t say the land of the demon fae. 

“He is deep within the land of the demon fae, and he has been mortally wounded. That is what my sources say,” Remy said. 

Everything in me quailed. Not because I was afraid of the land of the demon fae. 

 Mortally wounded. It could not be. 

There was no choice. Not in this. I would always try to save Crash, and I believed in my heart that if our roles were reversed, he would make the same decision. 

I was already moving, running up the street, headed straight for the car. Fighting fear. Fumbling for my bag. I was going to need Robert, I was sure of it. 

Remy  caught  up  to  me,  and  as  we  passed  the  bookstore,  Kinkly  shot  out  the  door.  “Hey,  what happened? Why are you all wet?” 

“Get Feish! We are headed to Forsyth Park. I want her and Bridgette to help guard the entrance to faerie. Okay?” 

“What? Why?” 

“Crash is in trouble!” I shouted over my shoulder. 

Kinkly let off a shower of sparkles. “Shit, okay, we’re on it!” She was gone, and a moment later, Feish caught up to us. 

“Boss is in trouble? You want me to guard?” 

Remy was looking between me and Feish and then his gaze moved on to Kinkly. “You have a plan already?” 

“We’re on it, French Fry!” Feish slapped a webbed hand against his back. “Keep her safe. Get the boss. I’ll go get Bridgette!” 

She ran off ahead of us, heading for Haven House, Kinkly flying beside her. 

Remy and I picked up our pace until we got to the car. I slid in and had the engine turning over before he was even fully in his seat. 

“You love him?” 

“Not the time, Remy!” I snapped. I couldn’t even think about love, or not love knowing that Crash was in trouble. “Now listen. The demon fae have been let out—which you know because you’ve been talking to them. I’m not overly concerned about that. But they are breaking the spell that keeps humans from seeing the shadow world.” 

Remy grunted. “I . . . had no idea.” 

I took a breath. “Worse, the healing spring is in the realm of the demon fae.” 

A whoosh of air escaped Remy. “Well, fuck. That explains a few things.” 

I studied him. His surprise seemed genuine. 

“Did you open the gates?” I asked. 

“No,” he said. “I think Karissa or one of her lackeys did. Judging by the marks on the door, one of Crash’s hammers was used, but the blows were not his. He would have destroyed the gates entirely.” 

That explained why Bridgette had been so certain it was Crash who’d opened the pathway. And I’d believed her. 

Damn,  I  was  still  a  fool.  And  Feish  was  right—Karissa  was  messing  with  me,  even  dead.  Just like in that dream-that-wasn’t-a-dream. 

“The healing spring?” Remy asked, pulling me away from my thoughts. “Can we destroy it?” 

I shook my head. “I don’t think so. I think our only option is to close the gates. But that would trap everyone in there—” 

“Crash. The others. Damn it,” Remy growled, and his energy spiked hot, the smell of night air and musk swirling around us. 

Everything was pushing us toward the demon fae lands. 

Which  meant  it  was  the  last  place  I  wanted  to  go.  “And  yet,  here  we  go,”  I  grumbled.  Then  I touched my bag. “Robert, we are going to need you for sure.” 

Remy glanced at me. “You don’t trust me to protect you?” 

“Robert can’t die,” I said. “You on the other hand, could most assuredly be killed. And then which morally  gray  man  would  I  moon  over?”  I  found  myself  irrationally  irritated  as  we  turned  the  last corner toward Forsyth Park and the fountain. 

It clicked then. “From your book. The fountain with the fountain!” 

Yes, I was late in understanding that line, but it helped me believe that we were on the right path. 

That if Crash was wounded, we could save him using the healing spring. 

I shoved my door open and slammed it shut. “Remy, I really have terrible taste in men. Like quite possibly the worst.” 

“I can’t argue with that,” he said. “I am not exactly boyfriend material.” 

“You aren’t even duck buddy material!” I yelled. 

More than a few humans walking past us turned to look. The women’s eyes went wide, and their mouths made ‘o’s as they took in Remy. The men grimaced. One even reached out to me. “You can do

better.” 

I sighed. Remy’s own glamor at work again—making women see him one way, and men another. 

I’d obviously upset him, but I couldn’t worry about it. I had too much on my plate to add Remy’s hurt feelings. I strode toward the fountain that led into the land of Faerie, and from there to the goblin city, and from there to the pathway of the demon fae. 

Then, on to the second gate and the healing spring. I had to assume we’d find Crash near it, seeing as he was looking for it. 

There were no demon fae spilling out with the splashing water, at least, no snicken chasing around unsuspecting humans. The whole scene looked altogether too normal. Which gave me a serious chill. I squinted and looked harder, trying to see past any possible glamours . . . 

A pair of mothers pushing strollers around the park looked normal. Until you saw that they both had  horns  sticking  out  of  the  sides  of  their  heads,  and  instead  of  little  hands  reaching  out  of  the strollers, I saw the tips of a tail and a wing. 

The demon fae were trying to blend in. 

“Maybe they aren’t the bad guys either,” I said softly. 

Remy  dropped  a  hand  to  my  lower  back.  “No  one  race  is  all  good  or  all  bad,  Bree.  You  know this.” 

I did know, but after all the things that Bridgette and the others had said about demon fae . . . I’d made some assumptions. 

“Maybe we don’t have to seal it up then?” I offered as I hurried to the main fountain. 

Remy sighed. “Let’s try and survive this next jaunt first. Then we’ll figure out what comes next. 

You have Crash to save, do you not?” 

Yup, he was pissy. 

I  shot  him  a  look.  He  smiled,  and  I  melted  a  little.  “Surviving  is  good,  remember,”  he  added. 

“Rather necessary if anything is to come after.” 

I  paused  and  looked  around  the  park.  “I’m  not  going  to  go  running  across  the  fields  of  the  fae again. Should I call up Skeletor?” 

“No, everyone knows your horse now. If any of the new queen’s guard is on the lookout, they will spot us right away. Better to keep our visit quiet.” Remy stepped into the water first and disappeared through the spray. 

I  wanted  to  pause  and  look  around,  wanted  to  make  sure  that  there  was  no  obvious  WARNING

SIGN this was a terrible idea. “I’ve had worse,” I muttered to myself. 

Like marrying Alan. 

Like getting involved with Corb. With Crash. With Remy. 

I frowned as I stepped through the spray of water and bumped right into Remy’s back. I blinked, thinking he was blocking the light until I realized that it wasn’t him. 

The land of the fae was always funny with time, and suddenly it was full night. 

“We need to hurry.” I pushed past Remy, heading toward the goblin city. 

“Then you need to hold on.” He reached over and took my hand and then we were running. His fingers laced with mine, heat and remembered pleasure spun through me from that simple touch. 

I would have soaked it in, except that we weren’t really running—he was running, and I was kind of being dragged along. The world of the fae spun past us, glimmers of light and colors visible but that  was  it.  A  dozen  strides,  maybe  a  few  more,  and  we  were  on  the  edge  of  the  goblin  city,  the cacophony and noise of a party beating at us immediately. 

I sucked in a breath, coughed, and stared. “That’s a rather handy trick.” 

“Hush.” Remy tugged me along to the side of a building and tucked us both into the shadows as a group of revelers tumbled by. A mixture of goblins and fae, they were very obviously drunk. 

“All hail the new queen! Long live our beauteous one!” 

I looked up at Remy, and he shook his head. Something must have caught the eyes of the drunks, because the whole group turned our way. 

Remy  didn’t  waste  a  second.  He  dropped  his  mouth  to  mine  and  wrapped  me  up  in  his  arms.  I couldn’t so much as breathe past the press of his mouth, past the welcome assault of lips and tongue. I slid my hands around the back of his neck and up into his hair. 

His one hand went to my ass and grabbed hold, lifting me up so I could wrap my legs around his waist.  Catcalls  slowly  broke  through  the  hunger  of  the  kiss,  and  I  pulled  back  enough  to  breathe—

okay, I was totally gulping for air. 

My  entire  body  was  suffused  with  his  smell,  his  warmth,  and  my  mind  slid  away  from  all  the terrible things that were happening. I could barely recall why we were there. 

The catcalls faded, and we were alone like we hadn’t been for a long time. He didn’t let me go. 

“Do you love him?” he asked softly. “I’ll still help you, Bree, but I have to know.” 

I could have said no. I could have lied and said that I loved Remy. But the truth was I only loved the idea of him. I wanted Remy to be everything that Crash wasn’t, so that I could heal my wounds and move on from the stupid, stubborn blacksmith who had crawled so far into my heart that I didn’t think I’d ever get him out. 

But there was something in Remy’s eyes . . . Would he help me save Crash if I told him the truth? 

I  reached  up  and  grabbed  hold  of  the  pendant  my  grandmother  had  given  me  for  protection.  Ice flowed off it and cooled the jets Remy had started up. 

“No,” I whispered the lie. “I don’t love him. There’s . . . there’s no room for him in my heart. Not that way.” 

Remy’s lips quirked up. 

I looked away. He was far too smug. I let my fingers slide from the pendant. 

Remy was on both sides of Dr. Mori’s table. Above all else, I needed to remember that. 

“We’d better get to saving him, then,” Remy said, his lips still smiling around the words. 

Smug indeed. 

I turned away so he couldn’t read my face. I knew I was an open book, and I did not need him to see where my head was at. That I thought he was using me. That maybe all along I’d just been a pawn in his game. I swiped my face, surprised I had any tears left. 

“Let’s go, Crash is waiting.” 
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W e—Remy and I—stood at the opening to the pathway of the demon fae. The hammer marks could be seen on it, the same as before, only this time I knew them for what they were. Karissa’s last move. 

At least, I hoped it was her last move. 

Remy took my hand and stepped across the threshold, and the air turned from the cool of the night to the cold of the sunless tunnels. I couldn’t help the shiver that ran through me. Remy tightened his hold and I softened. 

“Don’t worry, we’ll find our way through. I have no doubt that the tunnels will be far emptier than last time. We will get to Crash, and then we will close this off.” His voice echoed and it sounded . . . 

off. Excited. 

I wiggled my fingers. “Ease off, Remy. I need my hands to fight.” 

He tugged me closer to him. “I will protect you, Breena. It will be fine.” 

It will be fine. 

The  words  echoed  in  my  head  and  I  struggled  to  push  them  aside.  I  fumbled  a  hand  around  my pendant. Once more, the cold of the metal pushed away Remy’s warmth and I could think straight. 

A cold sweat started up along the back of my neck and slid down my spine. I looked at the man next to me. Really looked. 

Squinting, using my minimal second sight, I struggled not to gasp. Sure, I could have, but then he would have known I knew. The spell that he’d woven was deep orange, almost brown, and it was tied from  him  to  me  in  a  thousand  little  loops.  A  touch  here.  A  word  there.  Staying  with  me,  facing everything together in France. All of it, a way to bind me to him. 

I tried to surreptitiously pull one off. Nothing. What would this mean? Could he control me? 

I swallowed hard, suddenly grateful that Remy didn’t know me the way that Crash did. “Where is Crash, do you know? Is he past the second gate?” 

“Yes, he is,” Remy said. “Just beyond it.” 

As I clung to my pendant, I wanted to ask him how the hell he could know that, unless he was the

one who’d put Crash there. But I didn’t. Because that would give away what I knew. 

The  tunnels  were  silent.  There  wasn’t  a  single  snicken  or  monster  waiting  for  us.  Of  course,  if they knew I was being taken to the fields so that I could open the second gate and let the major demon fae out . . . they would probably be more than happy that I was here. 

“Who took Crash?” I whispered. “I mean, are we up against the Dark Council here? Or someone else? The new queen?” 

The more information I got out of him, the better. Fear for myself and anger at Remy grew within me, filling me up. 

He didn’t so much as glance back. “I believe he was trying to make a deal with the demon fae. 

They are relations of his, you know that?” 

I nodded. “Yes, Bridgette told me that you both are related to some of the fae in there.” 

His hand flexed, and I could see his nostrils flare in the dim light. He didn’t like Bridgette? Was it because she was a goblin? 

Or because she’d told me his secret? 

“I suspect he was trying to get what remains of his family out,” Remy said, his voice softening. 

“Is that so wrong?” I offered. “I mean, wouldn’t you have helped him? I certainly would have if he’d asked me.” 

Yup, I was setting him up, because damn it, this was not what friends did to one another. Not only was  he  jeopardizing  my  safety,  but  that  of  Feish  and  Kinkly  and  Bridgette,  who  were  guarding  the main gate. Whatever chance he had at truly having a relationship with me was gone. 

Gone. 

I sighed. 

Remy  slowed.  “You  would  have  helped  him?  Why?  When  it  could  make  it  easy  for  the  Dark Council to take the waters of the healing spring.” 

I  just  looked  at  him.  “You  don’t  know  me  very  well,  do  you?  Have  you  ever  seen  me  refuse  to help one of my friends? Hell, I even tried to help Corb hide.” I tried to pull away, but he still didn’t let go. The soft whisper of a night bird had me looking past him. The fields were not far now. 

The slither of something heavy and muscled undulated across the floor of the tunnel, somewhere off to my left. It was my turn to tighten my hand on Remy’s. 

And suddenly he was trying to let me go. 

“Run  to  the  middle  of  the  field  and  keep  running.  The  second  gate  is  deep  in  the  forest,”  Remy said. “Go! I’ll deal with the monster. This will be fine, Breena. Trust me.” 

Trust him. 

I didn’t. Of course I didn’t. Did I think Crash was inside the land of the demon fae? Was that a lie, or the truth? 

I paused. “Are you sure he’s here?” 

Remy twisted around and tossed me something. “Go, Bree, go!” 

I caught the item, just a piece of cloth, covered in blood. The minute my fingers touched it though, I felt the energy shift. Crash. It belonged to Crash and it was his blood. 

I might have tried to tell myself that Crash was no longer mine, that I didn’t love him. 

But  the  truth  was,  he’d  never  been  evicted  from  my  heart.  And  seeing,  feeling  his  blood  on  my hands stole my breath. 

I  ran  from  Remy,  down  the  dark  tunnel  and  into  the  field  of  the  demon  fae.  For  just  a  moment  I could believe that I was back in the land of faerie. That I was headed back toward the fountain that would lead me to Forsyth Park. 

But the colors were wrong—instead of pastels and bright neons, these colors were deep, rich, and dark. The air was thick with the smell of rotting wood, growing fungi, and the coppery tang of blood. 

“Fucking  hell,”  I  heaved  out  as  I  ran  through  the  field.  I  didn’t  stop  in  the  middle,  but  kept  on going. What direction would the gates be in? Where would Crash be? 

“CRASH!” his name echoed out around me. But there was no answer. 

I slowed my feet, and the angry buzz of a multitude of tiny wings reached my ears. I glanced up in time to see a swarm of spicy sky raisins headed straight for me. 

No,  it  was  highly  unlikely  that  they  were  simply  bugs  or  even  wasps.  More  likely  they  were venomous, or the touch of their wings would cause me to shit my pants. I grabbed at my hip bag and pulled Robert’s finger bone out. 

He  materialized  beside  me,  and  I  grabbed  his  hand.  “We  have  to  find  Crash  and  the  healing spring, right now. I’m pretty sure it has bones around it, so there is death near it!” 

“Friend!” Robert yanked hard on me as something dive-bombed my head. 

That yank set us off running, heading straight toward a patch of woods that made every scary story I’d ever heard come to life. 

Every. Single. One. 

The  trees  reached  for  us,  sharp  branches  tearing  at  skin,  clothing,  and  hair.  Robert’s  hood  was yanked back, my bag was nearly ripped from my shoulder, and it was all I could do to keep moving. 

Somewhere behind us, Remy called my name. 

I  kept  running.  The  push  and  pull  to  find  the  healing  spring  was  overwhelming  me.  Driving  me forward. Crash. I needed to find Crash. 

“Friend.”  Robert  tugged  me,  and  I  let  myself  feel  for  my  power,  for  the  magic  that  tied  me  to death. 

There  was  a  pull  on  the  bindings  that  secured  me  to  Remy,  and  my  eyelids  fluttered.  “Shit.”  It occurred  to  me  that  my  grandmother’s  dragon  pendant  had  turned  ice  cold  around  Remy  more  than once.  I  grabbed  the  pendant  and  pulled  it  free,  wrapping  the  leather  thong  around  my  hand  and clutching the metal. That helped. 

Once  more  I  focused  on  the  magic  in  me.  And  let  it  pull  me  as  it  wanted.  “Robert,  Remy  has control of me, I think. To some degree. I don’t know how to stop it. But if I hang onto the pendant—

and you—I can think straight.” 

“Bad friend. Asshole,” he growled. 

“Yes, agreed.” And I blinked, thinking of how many times Remy had said I didn’t need Robert. I was a fool. 

Horror  flickered  through  me.  I  slowed  my  feet  as  we  made  it  to  a  tiny  clearing.  There  was  no water nearby, at least nothing that I could hear or see, or even smell. 

Horror choked me, and Robert reached out to touch my arm. “Friend. Here. Friend.” 

I went to my knees, and Robert crouched with me. I found myself clinging to his skeletal frame, tears leaking down my cheeks. 

Remy had tricked me, but only after he’d told me he was going to. He’d told me who he was, and I hadn’t believed him. 

 Pull it together, O’Rylee. This is not the time to melt down. You have a job to do. So do it. 

The words were my own, my own voice driving me to stand once more. “Okay. Okay. Robert, we have to find Crash, and if he’s hurt, then we have to find the healing spring.” 

The  bones  I’d  seen  in  Desmona’s  vision  were  about  the  only  clue  I  had  to  go  on.  Dead.  There were dead near the spring. Robert took me by the hand and hung on tight as I opened myself up to the dead of this place. 

The initial sensation was not what I expected. 

Empty. 

There were no dead here? How was that possible? 

Robert  tugged  me,  and  we  moved  out  of  the  little  clearing.  The  trees  still  grabbed  at  us,  and  I knew that somewhere behind us was Remy. 

All of that had nothing on what I was about to do now: release my energy to find the dead. 

The very thing Dr. Mori had warned me about. 

 If you are not careful, you can be drawn into death yourself. It is a seductive power this one, Breena, and as such I do not suggest you use it without a guide. 

“We’ve got to find Crash,” I whispered. Despite knowing that I had been pushed in this direction, despite knowing that Remy was behind everything, I still had to find Crash. 

If I’d had spit in my mouth, I’d have swallowed it down. But my mouth was drier than a middle-aged woman’s . . . you know. 

I let my energy swell, let it get strong enough to scare me. 

The urge to pull back, to hold off and try to control it, was strong. Because I was not a fool. And yet . . . I did kind of have a guide with me. I had my friend. 

“Friend,” Robert whispered, his words echoing my thoughts. “Friend. Trust.” 

Trust. 

Of all the people in my life, Robert was one of the few that I did trust without reservation. I bit my lower lip. 

“Okay, here we go.” 

And  then  I  released  all  of  my  control,  giving  way  to  the  dark  energy  swirling  inside  of  me  as  I clung to Robert. 

My connection to the dead rose through my body, uncertain at first, then stronger and stronger until it reached my throat. 

Neck and vocal cords tight, I knew it was now or never. 

I tipped my head back and opened my mouth, my energy sweeping out of me in a rush, a torrent. I let it race out around me, searching, not caring what happened now. 

We were in the realm of the demon fae, Remy was hunting for me, and I had to find Crash before he  .  .  .  succumbed  to  wounds  that  could  be  mortal  if  Remy  had  been  honest  about  that.  Maybe  the blood was from a small scratch? 

Ducking hell. What if I’d been duped again? I’ll admit, a part of me hoped I had, and that Crash was cozy in the fae bar, having a drink with Stark. That the blood was from a long time past. But I knew in my heart that wasn’t the truth. Crash was out there, waiting for me to save him. 

Very slowly, my energy came back, swirling around my body like a blanket. I looked to Robert, who gave me a nod. 

“Friend.” 

His visage shimmered, and the man he’d been stood there holding my hand. “Robert. You’re the reason this is working.” 

“Something like that.” His grin quirked up and his blue eyes twinkled. “Come on, let’s find your blacksmith and get the hell out of here.” 

I  didn’t  know  if  it  was  my  power,  the  place,  or  something  else  that  was  allowing  Robert  to  be seen fully, and I didn’t really care. I needed a friend right then, and Robert was it. 

Robert was always it. 
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W ith Robert by my side, we worked our way through the forest of the demon fae. I mean, maybe  it  had  a  name,  but  I  wasn’t  about  to  stop  and  ask  one  of  the  trees  that  were currently doing all they could to slow us down. And yes, they  did seem sentient enough to answer. 

The  whispering  would  have  been  enough  to  send  shivers  down  my  spine  if  I  weren’t  already barely hanging on by a thread. 

 Intruders. 

 These are our lands. 

 Death waits. 

 Tear them apart. 

As bad as the whispers were, I was honestly perplexed by the emptiness around us. 

“Where are all the demon fae?” I whispered. 

“You  want  my  guess?”  Robert  stepped  over  a  lump  on  the  ground  covered  in  moss  that  looked disturbingly like a body, then helped balance me after I stepped over it. The tree closest to us swept a thick branch at our heads, and we ducked in tandem. The power rolling between us was connecting us in a deeper way than ever before. “They are waiting for something to happen. If Remy is behind this as  you  suspect,  then  .  .  .  then  the  reality  is  they  very  well  may  know  that  when  you  reach  Crash, something will happen. Something that they want.” 

I grimaced. “Like breaching the second gate and releasing the major players?” 

Robert nodded. “That is my thought. And yet you aren’t turning around.” 

I didn’t even have to think. “It’s Crash. I would do the same if it was any of my friends.” 

Robert squeezed my hand. “I know. I think Remy knew that too.” 

Exhaustion and fear warred within me, and I let out a heavy sigh. The energy swirling through me sighed too, flexing outward. 

“Be careful, Bree.” Robert tightened his hold on me. “The magic in you is shifting. It’s swelling higher, and without control. . .” 

“You  are  helping  though.  It’s  okay,”  I  said  even  as  sweat  cascaded  down  my  body.  Like  a  hot flash, without the heat. My shirt and pants were slick inside, my boots felt as though I’d jumped in a lake.  So  was  I  okay?  Not  really.  But  I  knew  it  was  important  to  push  through  whatever  was happening.  I  could  sense  the  bones  of  the  dead  to  our  left.  I  could  almost   see  the  bones  around  the fountain. The healing spring was right there, waiting for us. But that . . .was not what I was looking for. Not anymore. Crash. How could I find him with this power when it was only connected to dead and death? 

“Robert, how do I find him?” I whispered, fear coating my words. 

“Do you have anything from him, a talisman that he gave you? What about that bracelet?” Robert touched my wrist, and I looked at him in wonder. 

“Oster Boon—” 

“Crash  made  the  bracelet,  I’m  sure  of  it.  It  had  a  feeling  of  protection  around  it.”  Robert  said. 

“Where is it?” 

“Lost, back in London, the night . . .” The night that I’d stayed with Remy. My guts flipped over on themselves. 

How many times had his fingers brushed against the bracelet during our lunch date? A few. 

He’d acted like I’d lost the bracelet. But what if he’d taken it? “Remy knew it was from Crash.” 

The truth was peeling open to me, not unlike one of those rat-faced boogeymen. 

“Likely. You have nothing else?” 

My left hand that held my pendant suddenly flung out to the side without me consciously doing it. 

Arm shaking, I looked down at my clenched fingers. “My pendant, from my gran?” 

I paused and turned, trusting Gran’s intuition. If the pendant was drawing us a certain way, then I was following. “This way.” 

“Are you sure?” Robert kept up easily. 

The  ping  between  me  and  whatever  was  on  the  other  end  of  the  line  was  sharp,  and  the  air suddenly smelled of smoke and coal fires. I grinned. “Absolutely certain.” 

My  power  ran  through  the  pendant  and  to  its  destination  on  a  loop.  I  found  my  feet  picking  up speed. Faster and faster, dragging Robert along with me. 

I  had  to  get  to  Crash.  Damn  the  Dark  Council,  damn  Remy,  damn  everything  else  in  this  world. 

What was the point if Crash was not here? 

The trees kept on grabbing at us, snagging hair and skin, drawing specks of blood. Neither of us slowed. The forest around us began to thin, the trees further and further apart, which allowed us to not get smacked around so much. 

A  pathway  began  to  appear  under  my  feet,  first  dirt,  then  hard-packed  earth,  and  finally  a cobblestone road. 

“There.” Robert pointed ahead. 

I’d barely looked up until he’d commanded my attention. My eyes had been on my hand holding

the pendant. 

A massive black gate reared up ahead of us. Easily twenty feet tall, rectangular, covered in thick iron slabs riveted in a pattern of a bear’s head. That wasn’t what I was seeing though. 

No, it was the body slumped in front of it. 

“Crash.” I breathed his name, and then Robert and I were bolting for his body. 

No, I refused to think of him as a body. He was there—he was  alive—and we were going to save him. 

I hit the ground next to him, finally letting go of Robert, but my friend just slid behind me and put a hand on my shoulder, keeping the contact I needed to not fry myself with my power. 

I touched Crash’s shoulder and rolled him carefully toward me. “Crash, this is not funny. I need you to look at me. Okay?” 

His eyes were closed, and blessedly his chest was rising and falling. Asleep then? I ran my hands over his upper body, and my finger contacted something cold on his chest. I flipped the item over. A pendant, just like mine. 

“Gran, you are a goddess,” I whispered. “Crash. We have to get out of here. I need you to look at me. Please!” 

His skin was cool to the touch, which I knew was not a great sign. “Robert, I’m not finding any wounds!” There was nothing to wrap up, nothing to fix. 

My friend dropped to one knee beside me. “A poison then, or a spell?” 

I shook my head. “If it’s either of those, Penny can help us.” I didn’t know for sure, I only knew we had to get out of there. We had to. 

“Grab his arm,” I directed Robert, who reluctantly let me go of me in order to get a hold of Crash. 

The power of the dead slammed into me, and I gasped. 

“Bree?” 

“Good,  I’m  good,  just  grab  him  quick!”  I  struggled  to  pull  Crash  upright,  Robert  and  I  both sweating and swearing as we got the big man sort of to his feet. We were going to have to drag him all the way back through that ducking forest. 

Robert  reached  around  Crash  and  put  his  hand  on  my  back,  immediately  smoothing  out  my connection to the dead. “Let it go, Bree.” 

Right, I could turn it off now. I bit my lower lip and tried. 

Yup, tried being the operative word. “I . . . can’t.” 

Robert’s hand tensed against my back. “Then after we get Crash to Penny, we have to get you to Dr. Mori.” 

“Let’s go,” I said, and we turned together. 

Remy stood behind us, a long thin sword in one hand and a spell in the other. His smile was sad. 

“I knew you would come for him, more than anyone else.” 

“Remy.” I shook my head. “Don’t do this, we need to go.” 

“My father is on the other side of that gate, Bree. I won’t rest until he is free.” His eyes locked on mine. “And you’re going to open it. One way or another.” 
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“R emy, do not do this,” I said. “The Dark Council will have access to the healing spring if I open that gate!” 

“I know.” He said. “And for that I am deeply sorry. I don’t wish them to have that.” 

A circle of light bloomed behind Remy, and through it stepped a scrawny figure cloaked in purple. 

“Louis!” I snapped his name, and his head turned my way. 

“Ah, well done young fae. I knew that a fellow French man could convince her, if anyone could. 

Do you like how this has turned out?” 

I stared at him, and then looked to Remy. “Your meetings?” 

He dipped his head. “We had a similar goal. He needs the gate open, as did I. But I am not with the Dark Council, Bree. I do not wish their vampire flood—” 

“But you are helping them do just that!” I yelled, nearly dropping Crash. “You—” 

“You said you loved me, and you lied about that . . .” He tipped his head to the side. 

My jaw dropped, and I stared at him. This was not the time to get into relationships, even though he’d manipulated and gaslit me from the beginning. Motherducker could go suck a rotten henhouse full of eggs. 

“I’m not going through that gate,” I said. 

“Not  even  for  Crash?”  Remy  asked  quietly.  “You  would  let  him  die  when  the  spring  is  on  the other side?” 

“Don’t, Bree,” Crash’s voice was soft, laced with pain. “Don’t.” 

Robert  and  I  went  to  the  ground  once  more,  and  I  cradled  Crash’s  head.  “Crash  I  can’t  let  you die.” 

“I’ll wait for you,” he whispered and his blue, gold-laced eyes opened and stared up at me. 

“He chased us away from you,” Louis said. “Clovis and I had you in our hands in the Hollows Graveyard, and your dear Crash seemed to realize just what was happening.” 

I didn’t want to look away from Crash. “There was just you and Clovis, Louis.” 

His voice shifted. “We are one, you little fool. Louis is another version of my name, that is all.” 

I  looked  over  to  Louis  to  see  he  had  his  hood  up,  and  his  entire  body  kind  of  shifted.  But  as  I

looked, I realized his face had just kind of slid around, like one of those old school toys with multiple faces. 

“Clovis.” 

The purple light on Dr. Mori’s board. Two souls in one. 

This was seriously ducked up. 

“You will go through that gate, Guardian. And I will have the healing spring. Save your man.” He stepped up next to Remy. 

I looked at Remy. “Trickster.” 

He bowed his head. “As always.” 

Crash groaned. “Bree. Better that we die than let Clovis have the win.” 

We. Because if Crash died, they would kill me next. Of course they would. 

“I never liked  Romeo and Juliet,” I whispered. “I think they were young and stupid to just die for one another.” 

His  smile  was  fleeting.  “Not  for  each  other.  For  everyone  else  we  love.  Feish.  Gran.  Eric. 

Kinkly.” 

My eyes blurred, and my skin grew hot. “Suzy. Sarge. Eammon. Bridgette.” 

Crash’s voice was thick. “This is what it means . . . to protect those we love.” 

Chin trembling, I leaned over him and brushed my lips against his. “I’m with you. Now, and on the other side.” 

I looked up at Robert. “Maybe we’ll get the skeleton package?” 

Robert just stared at me. “You can’t . . .Bree you can’t do this. I can’t lose you too.” 

Too. 

I closed my eyes. “I . . . this is a choice. To protect my city, my family. I can do this.” 

Crash’s breathing hitched in his chest and then there was nothing. I didn’t move. Couldn’t move, because his soul was fluttering against my fingertips. If I’d wanted to right then, I could have shoved it back into his body, but instinctively I knew then I’d be no better than Marge, and Crash would be a rotting corpse walking about. 

His soul was there and then . . .Clovis laughed. “Perfection. She let him die! This is . . . exactly as I wanted.” 

“What?”  I  whispered  the  question  because  I  couldn’t  manage  anything  else.  “You  wanted  me  to save him.” 

“I wanted you to open the gate, but seeing as you didn’t, I’ll take his death,” Clovis or Louis said, I wasn’t sure which one was in charge now. Except . . . there was an edge to his voice that was all Louis. And it suggested this was all part of his game. “The gate can remain shut for all I care.” 

That didn’t make sense. 

“No, that gate needs to open!” Remy snarled and lunged toward me, sword out. 

You  know,  I’ve  been  through  a  lot  of  injuries.  This  one  was  a  new  sensation.  The  steel  slid

through my belly and out my back with the precision of a razor blade. So smoothly that I initially felt nothing. 

And then he yanked it out of me. “There is more than one Guardian who can open that gate.” His eyes bored into me and then flicked away as I slumped next to Crash. “What say you, Robert? Will you let another woman die in your place?” 

My upper body slumped over Crash’s, and I clung to him as the blood poured out of me. 

Then,  to  my  shock,  my  soul  popped  up  out  of  my  body,  and  I  got  to  watch  what  was  happening next. Like the worst reality TV show I’d ever seen. 

All the players were there. The bad guy. The hero. The manipulator. 

Clovis/Louis was smiling broadly as he mouthed a single word, “Perfect.” 

Robert was on his feet, still solidly . . . solid. “Remy, you will pay for this.” 

“Probably  not,”  Remy  said.  “But  could  you  ever  forgive  yourself  for  not  saving  her  when  you could have? What will everyone else say? That you were a coward.  Again.” 

Again? What in the hell was Remy talking about? 

I swam through the air—tried to at least—to get closer to Robert. “Don’t! If you don’t help them, the spell stops here!” 

That  was  it,  that  was  what  Crash  had  meant.  We  could  save  the  world  by  dying  right  here.  No more spell ingredients, no more hunting ahead of the Dark Council. Sure, they’d still be around, but they needed a Guardian to open this gate. And who had been busy killing the guardians? 

Richart. 

Oh, hell. Richart had been killing us to . . .keep us from opening the gate? That’s why the rat faced boogeymen had been hunting me. To stop this very thing from happening. 

My brain hurt on that one. I couldn’t think about it right then. I blinked and Robert stood in front of the gate. “No!” 

He  paused,  and  his  head  tipped  forward.  “I’m  .  .  .I’m  sorry  Bree.  I  am  so  sorry  that  I’m  not stronger. I can’t do this.” 

I breathed a sigh of relief. “It’s okay, Robert. It’s okay. We’ll hang out, the three of us.” 

See,  this  is  the  thing  with  having  preconceived  notions.  I  thought  he  was  apologizing  for  not bringing me back to life. 

He put a hand on the gate and pushed. 

Ducking hell. 
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C lovis let out a long, low cackle as Robert—a Guardian from the past—pushed the gate, opening the way for the fae who’d been deemed too dangerous to circulate with the rest of them. 

And  all  I  could  do  was  sit  there  and  watch,  seeing  as  Remy  had  shoved  his  sword  through  my belly and I was dying from massive blood loss. Where was Crash’s spirit now? Why wasn’t he here with me? 

Robert stood back as a blast of air came rushing out of the gates and the boom of a growl so deep and low that I felt it into the center of my bones. 

Robert  didn’t  hesitate,  instead  he  ran  through  the  open  gate,  his  hand  raised  to  shelter  his  face from the rushing dark wind. Dark wind? 

I looked around as the air swirled and danced with a smoke that seemed to be alive, forming itself into something more solid. 

I could have stayed and watched. But . . . I swam through the air, propelling myself after Robert. 

How  does  a  spirit  sweat?  I  don’t  know  either,  but  I  felt  the  liquid  trickling  down  my  face  as  I worked hard to keep up with a running Robert. 

“Wait!” I yelled after him. “Don’t!” 

He paused but didn’t stop. “Bree, I cannot wait. Your heartbeat is slowing, I have no time! The gate is open, the damage is done, friend.” 

He was right, the damage was done. 

“Crash too, then!” I yelled at him, then realized he had my hip bag. Why had he taken my bag? 

Robert slowed and went to his knees. My speed slowed too, and I floated to a stop just above his head. 

Right in front of him was a circular pile of bones, mounded up like a well, held together by vines covered  in  flowers  of  impossible  colors—copper  and  green,  silver  and  blue,  pink  and  gold.  The petals shimmered and danced in the one shaft of light that had made it through the treetops above. 

The healing spring. 

It bubbled slowly, sluggish, but there was much water still in it. 

Robert  flipped  open  my  bag  and  dug  around  until  he  pulled  out  my  flask.  He  dipped  it  into  the well and drew it out, capped the flask, and then turned and ran back the way we’d come. 

Spinning  around  was  not  easy  as  a  spirit,  but  I  managed  to  get  turned  in  time  to  grab  hold  of Robert’s ponytail so he dragged me along. 

“Give it to Crash first,” I said. “He’s—” 

“No, Bree. You are first.” 

He didn’t say anything else until he made it back through the gate, where he knelt by my body and tipped  my  mouth  open,  then  poured  the  water  into  my  gaping  maw.  The  water  sparkled  like  the flowers, swirling with colors that shouldn’t be in water unless it was the specialty of some swanky bartender at an up-and-coming restaurant or something. 

Blues, greens, purples, reds, slivers of silver and gold threaded through the liquid as it drizzled into my mouth and slid down my throat—

I gasped and sat up, blinking. “Robert. Crash, give it to Crash!” 

Robert grabbed Crash by the jaw and pried his mouth open, then poured the water in. It pooled there, not going down. Not sinking into him. 

I put a hand on Crash’s throat, tried to massage the healing spring in. “Please.” 

Nothing. 

This could not be. I touched his face, cool to my fingers. “No.” I hiccupped out the word. No, I refused to believe he was gone. Clovis had done this. He’d hurt Crash so that I would open the way to the spring. 

Only Remy had understood that there was a possibility that I would hold off, that I would die with Crash  rather  than  risk  all  of  Savannah.  Had  he  known  that  Robert  would  break  the  seal?  Had  his manipulation run that deep? 

I suspected he’d had that as his back-up plan all along. 

“He will be waiting for you,” Clovis said with a laugh. “In hell, where I’ve sent his soul.” 

I twisted around where I stood, my hand going for my black blade. “What?” 

“You  want  him  back?  You  go  get  him.”  Clovis  kept  laughing.  “Not  that  you  have  the  strength  to survive a trip to hell. But I’d love to watch you try. At least then you’d finally die.” 

He swept out a hand and started toward the healing spring. As if I would just let him go by me? 

Robert  planted  his  hands  on  my  shoulders  as  my  power  and  connection  to  the  dead  suddenly surged. An anger and pain I’d never known fueled it. Not even after my gran had died had I felt this depth of sorrow and loss. 

“No.”  I  threw  my  hand  out  and  the  power  in  me  bucked  the  earth  up  under  Clovis’s  feet.  He laughed and flicked his fingers at me as if to wrap me in a spell. 

I clung to my pendant in one hand and the knife that Crash had made me in the other. My gran and Crash. They were still with me. 

I crossed my arms in front of me and caught the spell, throwing it to the side. 

“Guardian, I am impressed,” Clovis said. “But a new trick or two will not stop me from taking the water.” 

Around  us  the  trees  began  to  tear  themselves  from  their  roots,  lurching  toward  us.  Driving between us and Clovis. Hiding him from view. 

“I can’t leave him,” I choked on the words. My gaze flying to Robert. 

A low, rumbling roar spun us around. 

I looked across the space to see Remy lying on his back, the figure of a massive bear over top of him. 

“Father, please . . . ” 

The bear was his father? A shifter of some sort maybe. 

“You have unleashed hell on this world, boy, and for what?” The bear snarled. “I am the Guardian of the healing spring! I agreed to keep it safe, to keep this world safe! It was my greatest sacrifice for my children!” 

The words echoed and blasted through the air. 

“He  cannot  help  his  nature,”  I  said,  and  the  bear  turned  to  me.  His  fur  was  a  deep  russet, brilliantly shiny. “He is after all, a trickster.” 

The bear rippled his lips, showing me his teeth. “And an untrained Guardian? You fool.” 

Robert stepped in between us. “No. I opened the gate. She was willing to die . . . I could not let her go once your son stabbed her. He knew my love for her.” 

The bear blew out a breath and looked past us. “And now the young king is dead.” 

“We have to get him out of here,” I said. “Would . . . would you help us?” 

Remy  kept  on  scrambling  backward  until  he  was  up  on  his  feet  and  running  away.  The  bear ignored  him  and  slowly  shifted  from  his  four-legged  form  to  a  massive,  eight-foot-tall  man  with brilliant red hair. 

“Aye,  he  deserves  better  than  this,”  He  bent  and  scooped  Crash  up,  flopping  him  over  one shoulder. “Come on then. There be a mess to clean up.” 
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The pathways out of the land of the demon fae were now silent. Not one monster, tentacled or  otherwise,  waited  for  us.  No  swords  lay  in  wait.  And  I  had  no  words.  I  held  Crash’s limp hand, and I clung to Robert’s. 

Because the magic was still soaring in me. I needed to get to Dr. Mori, I knew that. But I almost didn’t care. 

“Do  not  give  up,  young  heart,”  the  bear  man  said.  “All  is  not  lost.  Though  it  looks  pretty  damn shite  at  the  moment.  Imagine  how  it  is  for  someone  like  me,  Ivan  the  Red,  to  be  failing  in  my  duty because of that necromancer twin back there. And I didn’t even get to fight him!” 

Robert walked close beside me, his fingers not loosening. “I can feel myself slipping, Bree. Back to my other form. You need to ask Ivan all the questions you can.” 

“Why did Remy want to free you so badly?” I asked. 

“Because if he kills me, then he can steal my ability to shape shift. Just like he took some of his ma’s gifts I suspect. He killed her? Or was he just there when she died? Don’t matter which. Being in her presence when death took her—or me, for that matter—would allow him to take our magic. Weird quirk of a witch’s genetic line.” 

Weird  indeed.  Gran  had  never  mentioned  it.  Maybe  she  was  afraid  I’d  knock  her  off  myself. 

Another time I would have snorted. As it was, it took all I had to keep moving forward. 

“Twin necromancer, what is that?” I rubbed my thumb across the back of Crash’s hand, hating how cold it had become. 

“Born together, it’s a rare twist. One evil, one . . . maybe not so evil. They share a body, but they have two souls, two personalities. Usually too much trouble too, eh?” Ivan looked down at me and patted my head with one big mitt. “So many tears. Did you love the young king?” 

“Yes.” That’s all I could manage. 

The tears kept falling, and at that point I couldn’t stop them. I wished Robert had let me go with Crash. 

“Ah, well, a true love story never ends. You know that, right?” Ivan patted my head again. “You heard the necromancer—he sent the boy’s soul to hell. You wouldn’t be the first person to go after a

lover to save them from death.” 

I sucked in a hard breath, struggling not to fall over. “What? You mean Clovis wasn’t just taunting me? I could . . . I could go and find Crash?” 

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Robert said. “Going to hell, any version of it, is nothing easily done, Bree. It’s not . . .smart.” 

I tightened my hold on Robert and Crash. “I’m going, Robert. You coming with me?” 

Robert  sighed  and  blew  out  a  single  breath  as  his  body  shimmered  and  shifted  to  his  skeletal form. “Friend.” 

“Well, I’ll be buggered with a spiny cactus! That’s a good spell on him! Or maybe a curse?” Ivan reached across and tried to pat Robert’s head. “I forgive you, lad. Love makes us do stupid things. I loved a witch, and produced a trickster, who just traded the world for a chance at power. All because I loved the wrong person.” He shrugged his massive shoulders. “But . . . I would do it again.” 

Robert grunted and took a wild swing with a bony hand. “Big friend.” 

Ivan chuckled. “I am a big friend, aren’t I?” 

“Will Remy try and hurt you again?” I asked. 

“Yes, I will.” Remy’s voice came out of the darkness of the tunnels. I jolted and looked around, trying to pinpoint where it was coming from without letting go of Crash or Robert. “Your power is mine, old man, I deserve it. I’ve suffered enough.” 

“Remy, don’t do this!” I yelled into the darkness. Where the hell was he hiding? 

“Why,  ma chérie? Will you lie and tell me you love me again?” 

Prick. 

“Will  you  lie  and  manipulate  me  again?  That’s  worse  than  being  a  trickster,  Remy.  From  the beginning you were using me.” 

“Ah,” he laughed, “but you were using me. To expel the blacksmith from your heart. Did it work? 

Did the orgasms send him away?” 

I drew a slow breath and told him the truth. “Nope, not for a second.” 

He snarled and leapt out of the shadows ahead of us. A sword swung through the air. The world seemed to slow down. There was a fast scuttling, followed by a loud squeak. 

Remy  froze  and  landed  in  a  crouch,  turning  to  see  a  massive  mouse  staring  back  at  him.  Long whiskers and a tail that flicked lazily about. 

“Hello, pretty boy. You don’t smell so good now,” Jinx said. 

He went stiff as a board and . . . fainted. 

“Jinx, you saved us!” I yelled at her. 

She ducked her head as she shifted back to her spider form, and quickly wrapped Remy up in her silk. “It was the least I could do. That damn Louis, he put a spell on me! I didn’t want to hurt you!” 

“I know!” My heart was hammering. “Jinx, you’re a good friend. You came when we needed you most.” 

Ivan cleared his throat. “Who is my magnificent savior? This beauty? This goddess?” 

Jinx swung a leg out to him. “Jinx. Editor-in-chief at Front Street Publishing.” 

“Um,” I began. “This is great and all—” 

He bowed at the waist, nearly dropping Crash. “I am Ivan the Red, bear shifter and demon fae.” 

“Could we maybe keep going?” I motioned at the tunnels around us. “I don’t think sticking around here is smart.” 

“Wait. Is that the boss?” Jinx screeched. 

After  that,  it  was  kind  of  madness.  We  reached  the  exit  of  the  tunnels,  and  it  was  flooded  with light and pure love. My friends entered en masse, weapons at the ready, spells in hand. Eric was in his bigfoot form, Kinkly flying just ahead of him. Eammon had an axe, Penny had her cane and a fire lit  in  her  hand.  Bridgette  was  there,  trussed  in  leather  and  ready  for  battle.  The  bangles  were  gone from her wrists. Had they been something to do with Remy? My knee jerk reaction was yes. I’d ask her about them later. 

Feish was in the lead, and her eyes found Crash first. 

Her  webbed  hands  went  to  her  mouth.  “No  .  .  .  no,  it  cannot  be!”  Her  wail  lit  the  air,  and  she dropped her weapons. 

“We have to get out of here.” I couldn’t stop the fresh onslaught of tears. Because even though I was going to go after Crash, I was going to fight for him . . . he was still gone. And that terrified me. 

Our group hurried out, Jinx dragging a still very trussed-up Remy. Ivan and I bringing up the rear. 

He set Crash down gently. “The young king . . .you—” 

“We need to close the gate,” I said. “The one in Paris, was that one shut?” 

Bridgette nodded. “Yes, Crash closed that side after we came through.” 

“Then we are about to buy ourselves some time.” I nodded at the gate as I clung hard to Robert. 

Through  all  the  excitement,  I  had  ignored  the  power  within  me,  surging  upward,  more  and  more powerful. But I knew I could not ignore it much longer. 
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“C lose the gate!” Ivan roared as he slammed it shut and set the lock back in place. 

Penny held her hands up and clapped them together. “Jinx, can you spin your web for me? I will turn it to steel.” 

Jinx and Penny worked in tandem to layer steel across the doorway. With any luck, it would keep Clovis locked in for a few days. Maybe longer. 

Feish sat with Crash’s head in her lap, stroking his face. “He saved me. He saved me, and I failed him.” 

I bit my lower lip. “We are going to get him back, Feish.” 

She lifted her eyes to mine. “I am coming with you.” 

I nodded. “Where I go, you go, and we’ll find him.” 

The  power  arched  through  me  suddenly,  and  I  knew  I  was  out  of  time.  I  managed  to  whisper  a single word. “Skeletor.” 

My undead horse flung himself out of the dirt at our feet. 

“Goddess on high, so you’re that kind of guardian! Then we have a chance to beat the dark back!” 

Ivan’s words roared through me, but I couldn’t register his meaning, or anything but Robert hauling me onto the back of Skeletor. Then we were racing through the goblin city, through the land of the fae, and out into the streets of Savannah. 

All around me, the world was alight with the souls of the dead. I could sense them all, and they were looking at me, looking  to me. The weight of their need pulled me under, deep into a darkness that Dr. Mori had warned me of. 

The sound of water, we were splashing through the river, but . . . 

I blinked, and the world was not that of Savannah anymore, or even of the tunnels of the demon fae,  but  someplace  darker.  A  place  filled  with  smoke  and  death,  of  the  moans  of  those  being  hurt, tortured. 

 We’re losing her! 

 Breathe for her, I will draw her back. She and I are alike, her soul will tune to mine. 

 What must I do to save her? 

 Her power must peak and then ebb, but her soul will struggle. 

Dr. Mori and Robert were trying to save me. Their words gave me some comfort. 

I stood in a place I did not know, but the man chained to the wall in front of me I  did know. 

“Crash!” I screamed his name and ran to him. He’d been stripped naked, and if not for the chains wrapped around his body, he would have been, well, naked. His head lifted slowly. 

I grabbed his face and put my lips to his—it was him. He was here. “I won’t let you go. I’m going to get you out of here.” 

“Bree, don’t come . . . it is a trap. It has all been a trap.” 

I reached out and touched his face. “Clovis did this.” 

“Yes, Clovis, but he is also Louis. They are one and the same. He heads the Dark Council. I didn’t realize it until he captured me.” Crash leaned his face into my hand, and it took all I had not to pull away. Because he did not feel the same. Not at all. 

Crash was . . . 

“You aren’t dead,” I whispered. “I’m here, you’re here.” I choked on the sob building in my chest. 

“I am fae, Bree,” he whispered. “Death is not the same for us. I am . . . not quite dead. Not yet. 

This  is  a  trap,  laid  oh  so  carefully.  They  knew  that  you  wouldn’t  go  to  the  healing  spring  without cause. So Clovis lured me to the Hollows Graveyard. I thought I was protecting you, but I gave him what he wanted from me.” 

I didn’t close my eyes, afraid that I’d open them and find him gone. “Bait.” 

“Yes. Bree. An ingredient of the spell is a soul that’s tasted hell. If you bring me back, he’ll steal my soul and then . . . then we won’t ever be together. You cannot come here. You cannot try to save me. You have to let me go.” 

My  lips  trembled.  “Don’t  ask  me  to  give  up  on  you.  Would  you  leave  me  here,  if  our  situation were reversed?” 

His jaw clenched. “I would raze a thousand cities and let the world burn to keep you at my side.” 

That  should  not  have  made  me  smile.  “Then  don’t  ask  me  to  do  less.”  I  pressed  my  forehead against his. “Don’t ask me to turn from the man who has my heart and soul when I could save him.” 

Something  tugged  on  me,  dragging  me  away.  I  clutched  at  his  hands  as  I  felt  my  soul  being  torn back to where I’d come from. Lifted upward from where we stood. I screamed and fought, pushing against the power that wrapped around me and tore me from him, inch by inch. I’d thought we’d have more time. Time for him to figure out his shit. Time for me to forgive him. 

Time was not on our side, apparently. 

“I love you, Crash, I’m not letting you go like this! I’m not!” 

“Bree,” he moaned my name. “I love you. I love you enough to let this be the last time I see you.” 

There was a clap of thunder, and a brilliant flash of light, and then I was screaming and thrashing on the ground, tears streaking my cheeks, blinding me. My fist snapped out and caught someone in the jaw, and at the same time I kicked and booted someone behind me in the groin. I scrambled to my feet. 

Dr. Mori was out cold, Robert was on his knees, his hands clutching at his jewels. 

“Friend. Ouch,” he breathed out. 

I sat up and touched my hand to my chest. My heart was thumping a bit slowly, but as I sat there, it picked up speed to a proper pace. 

“Did I . . . die?” 

Dr. Mori groaned and sat up, his hair mussed and his face showing a few of his scales through the extremely pale, nearly sickly skin. “I have . . . that was a stronger connection to the realm of the dead than I have seen in . . . ever.” 

“So I wasn’t dead?” 

He smoothed his hair back. “No, but if that power had let loose, you would have died and, while you were at it, raised every dead person in a two-hundred-mile radius.” 

“Zombies, bad,” Robert whispered as he pushed to his feet. 

Dr. Mori poured me a drink and pushed it into my hand. “Here, drink up.” 

I didn’t even question what it was, I just snapped it back. 

“Fairy  honey,”  I  breathed  around  the  warm  and  tingling  sensation  that  flooded  my  body  with energy and the will to move. 

“Yes,  I  think  you  will  need  it  to  get  back  home.”  Dr.  Mori  carefully  laid  a  hand  on  my  wrist. 

“Breena. Your training is more important than ever. I will give you three nights off and then—” 

I stared at him. “I am going to find Crash.” 

“Fine. Where is he?” 

I swallowed hard, knowing that Dr. Mori wasn’t going to like this. Nobody was going to like this. 

“He’s in hell. And I’m not leaving him there. No matter what it might cost in the end.” 
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Two more books and Bree’s story will be all wrapped up! What’s next? Flip the pages to see TWO

upcoming books that you won’t want to miss. Pre-Order now to avoid the stupid new rules that don’t allow you to buy in your Kindle App. 
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You’d think I’d already been in hell, married to my ex. But just this one time, you’d be wrong. 

Surprise, surprise, the Dark Council has been plotting to force my hand. They know that I love Crash. Yes, I said the L word. 

And they know I’d do anything to bring him back from hell—even though it means it puts both our souls into great danger. And puts my knees into running mode. (Cue the Advil.)

Now, I’m headed straight into a hell that is straight out of a Greek Odyssey. 

Cerberus, the Ferryman and Hades himself better watch their backs, because even they won’t stop me and Feish from getting to Crash and finding a way to bring him home. 

One way or another, I’m going to get my blacksmith back in arms. 

And more preferably, finally in my bed. 
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Don’t forget to grab my new FIRST IN SERIES releasing Oct 31, 2022. 

How the hell did I end up in this mess? Strike that, I know exactly how. 

I’ve got a family full of assholes who have me literally CURSED. 

Werewolf no more, I’m stuck in the body of fluffy, sweet, golden retriever whose inclination is to roll on her back and beg for scratches, over biting ones face off. 

KMN. 

My rescuer comes in the form of a man whose leg I’d hump every day given the opportunity. And I just might. 

I strike a deal with a demon. Maybe not the smartest move, but the only one I’ve got. Because if I don’t find a way to break my curse, before the next full moon, I’ll be stuck like this forever. 

And the guy I love? He’ll be deader than a doornail. 

Because I’m not the only one with an asshole family. His family is coming to kill him, and there’s no way a golden retriever can stand up to the might of a Norse God. 

Is there? 
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Facebook Group (Mayer’s Magnificent Readers)

The Lair of Mayer, (An off Facebook Site dedicated just to my books) my newsletter (Monthly updates and new releases only) If you JUST want a look at my upcoming books, or see if there are some you’ve missed go to www.shannonayer.com
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