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        Chapter 1

      

    

    
      December 2012

      The first thing that struck me about the murder scene was the weird smell. I knew what murder was supposed to stink like and it wasn’t this. Acid, smoke, ozone.

      I’d been on a few murder scenes before. Which, for the record, was never my choice. When I’d signed up to be an agent with the Office of Preternatural Affairs, my resume clearly specified “doesn’t fucking do anything involving dead bodies, period.” If “no dead bodies” had been a deal breaker, they never should have hired me.

      They’d hired me. And I’d been on way too many murder scenes since. Some of them ugly, real ugly. None of them as ugly as this, which said a lot. The time that I woke up to a dead succubus in my bathtub had been bad on multiple levels. Plus I’d dealt with those ritualistic murders committed by a fallen angel. And don’t even get me started on the shit I saw going down in Reno a couple years back.

      This was still worse.

      Senator Peterson had been vivisected, crucified, decapitated, and hung out to dry.

      “Dab some under your nose.” Fritz Friederling handed a bottle of cologne to me.

      I did what he suggested. Instead of making the scene smell better, it made his expensive cologne smell like blood and perforated intestine. “Does this work for you?”

      “Not sure,” he said, “never tried it.” He was peering closely at the places where Senator Peterson had been nailed to his bookshelf, right under a decorative blunderbuss and a painting of bald eagles. You know, the kind of paintings that hung all over Washington D.C., home of America, fuck yeah.

      Watch out East Coast, Cèsar Hawke was in the thirteen original colonies.

      These weren’t my usual stomping grounds. I shouldn’t have been there—a fact that I couldn’t stop repeating in my mind as I walked around the scene, plastic booties crinkling, palms sweating in my latex gloves.

      I should not have fucking been anywhere near a crucified, vivisected politician.

      And yet here I was.

      There must have been better agents than me closer to this side of the country.

      Chances were good I hadn’t been summoned to the scene because of my skill. Fritz and I came as a package deal and Fritz was a hell of a lot more useful than I was. A lot harder to perturb, too. Fritz was examining evidence while I kept struggling to breathe.

      I’d watched this guy cut out the heart of a fallen angel, so it wasn’t a shock for him to be so serene.

      “The body is suspended by spears of infernal obsidian through his palms,” Fritz said, probing Senator Peterson’s palms with tweezers.

      Black fluid oozed from around the obsidian. It dribbled down the inside of the senator’s cold blue wrist.

      My vision was blurring. My mouth was watering. “Huh?”

      “I’m not speaking to you, Cèsar.” And then, more kindly, Fritz said, “Why don’t you look out the windows to make sure the security detail’s still there?”

      Happily.

      I stood in front of the window but couldn’t tell if the detail was outside. The streetlights had blown during the demon’s attack. I spotted the occasional flashlight bobbing along the sidewalk, just on the other side of the manicured shrubbery, but I couldn’t see bodies.

      Any one of them could be demons.

      Any one of them could have been the demon, coming back this way to clean up after himself.

      The fact it was so dark outside meant that the window acted like a shitty mirror. Once the last of the bobbing flashlights passed, I had a great view of the body behind me.

      Senator Peterson’s arms extended in either direction.

      His cauterized neck-stump.

      The head itself, sitting on the center of the desk, mouth and eyelids sagging.

      The shreds of his skin dangling from his chest mingling with the shreds of cloth from his Hawaiian patterned t-shirt, like the worst beaded curtain ever.

      Fuck, the room smelled bad.

      Gary Zettel came through the doorway. He was King Kong wearing a tailored suit, necktie and all, which made his head look like a squeezed balloon on the brink of popping. “Yes, it’s infernal obsidian. What else?”

      “That’s all I’ve got for you. I’m not an expert in infernal anything.” Fritz’s tone was mild, but I knew him well enough to tell he was getting annoyed. His reflection in the window shimmered as it passed behind me to face Zettel.

      “So you don’t know anything about demons who might want to assassinate Senator Peterson?”

      “I don’t know Senator Peterson,” Fritz said.

      “That’s funny.” It didn’t sound like Zettel even knew what the word “funny” meant. Like he’d never used the word in his entire life. “You know everyone.”

      “The ones who matter.”

      “Senator Peterson didn’t matter? Did he deserve to die?”

      “Try not to get yourself too excited,” Fritz said. “You’ve got a long day of meetings tomorrow. Don’t waste your energy antagonizing me, Secretary.”

      Zettel wasn’t secretary of anything. “Who’s a secretary?” I asked, turning.

      Bad idea. As terrible as the room’s reflection looked, the reality of it was so much worse. Worse in smell, worse in color. Every light had been turned on so that I could see exactly how dark the dry, tacky smears of blood were becoming.

      Even when I’d stopped turning, the room kept swimming. I grabbed the windowsill for balance and hoped that it was subtle.

      “Gary Zettel has become Secretary of the Office of Preternatural Affairs,” Fritz said. Now his tone was so blank that even I couldn’t pick emotion out of it. Instead, I got his emotion through our bond.

      Did I mention we’re magically bonded? Yeah, we’re magically bonded, which meant that I could feel his emotions if they were strong enough.

      Fritz’s disgust was really strong.

      “Since when is Zettel the OPA’s secretary?” I asked.

      “Since POTUS appointed me to his cabinet,” Zettel said. Such a casual way to talk about the president. POTUS. Like it’s a word. Who the fuck even refers to a fellow human being using an acronym? Zettel, that’s who.

      “Cabinet positions are public information,” I said. “Does he have a secret cabinet now?”

      “No,” Fritz said.

      I’m not the brightest tool in the picnic basket, but even I could add up two and two to reach four.

      Two big things were happening right now.

      Gary Zettel—Secretary Gary Zettel—had summoned Fritz and me all the way to the ass-end of the country because of Fritz’s connections in Hell. You know, Hell. The place demons come from. Fritz was bona fide human, but his in-laws weren’t. His family had mines in Hell staffed by human slaves.

      If it makes you feel any better, the slaves usually didn’t survive long enough to be miserable.

      So that was the first big thing happening. Zettel was deliberately picking on Fritz for whatever reason.

      The second thing was worse.

      The fact that Zettel now had a fancy-ass title meant that things were changing in the OPA.

      I’d been working for the OPA for…God, I don’t know, enough years that they’d given me a commemorative pen. And yes, the pen was black with white lettering, just like everything that the OPA has. It had also stopped working about two days after the first use. Also like everything the OPA has.

      In the time I’d worked for the OPA, I’d been a ghost agent working for a ghost agency. The kind of people in suits that conspiracy theorists wore tinfoil hats to avoid.

      The advantages to secrecy were enormous. Sure, skulking around in the shadows meant that I spent at least half my time in the field cleaning up evidence and wiping memories of the incident, so there’d be less of that.

      Secrecy also meant no accountability. Not externally, anyway. I did shameful things with the OPA, and nobody knew about it. That was great.

      It was also about to end.

      Now I couldn’t tell if my dizziness was because of the enormity of the fuckery to come, or if it was because Senator Peterson’s head was looking at me. Swear to God, looking right at me.

      I was probably imagining Peterson’s stare. I wasn’t imagining Fritz’s. When I finally looked away from Senator Dead Guy, I caught Fritz watching me, his face carved into lines of grim resolve.

      He looked the way I felt.

      This is what we’ve been waiting for. I projected the thought toward Fritz as clearly as I could.

      He would get only my emotion, not the words. I got his emotion in return. It was validating me, agreeing with me.

      And my response to his response was sort of like, Shit, fuck, crap, fucking crappy shit.

      Fritz returned his attention to Zettel, but before he turned away, I saw his mouth twitch into a smile. “I can tell you that the demon who did this to Senator Peterson didn’t originate from Dis, nor from Malebolge or any other infernal city I have dealings in.”

      “But you recognized the obsidian,” Zettel said. Bet Fritz was thinking about punching the smug gleam out of his eyes. I know I was thinking about it.

      “It’s Lilith’s touch,” Fritz said, “a power that was unique to Lilith and her offspring. We killed the last of them in Reno.”

      If this had anything to do with the kind of demons we’d seen in Reno, I was out. “I’m going to get some air,” I said.

      “Stay here,” Zettel said. “I want to talk with you before you leave.” He turned back to Fritz. “I thought it was Lilith’s touch. Just needed confirmation. In that sense you’ve been helpful, Friederling. I don’t think you know exactly how helpful. We’ll be able to make an arrest in no time.”

      Man, that sounded ominous.

      “Do some of her offspring remain?” Fritz asked, looking much more interested in the subject matter than I was.

      “That’s classified.” Which meant yes. “They don’t present a public threat. Response to this assassination won’t be looking specifically at Lilith’s offspring, but at preternaturals who present a public safety risk.”

      “Response” sounded ominous too.

      Or maybe I was panicking.

      Zettel ushered us out of the crime scene. Senator Peterson’s office was an island of fancy old woodwork among a sea of cubicles not unlike my workspace back in Los Angeles. It was currently occupied by Union personnel. You could always tell Union kopides by how weirdly graceful they were, the black tactical gear, and the branded Bluetooth headsets.

      We hung just outside of Senator Peterson’s door, and the rest of the Union staff hung far enough back for us to have the illusion of privacy.

      One of the Union guys broke away from the others to bring an iPad to Zettel. “Email from the agency’s president,” he said.

      “Thanks, Dante.” Zettel barely looked at him, but I could feel a weird tension between them. My face tickled when they got close to each other. Sort of like when you try to drink a too-fizzy soda and get bubbles up the nose.

      I scrubbed my upper lip furiously as Dante walked away, trying to interpret the sensation. He must have been a witch. He had rune ribbons hanging from his belt and his sidearm was stamped with runes too. Plus he was too stringy to be a kopis, who were naturally ripped with muscle.

      Why was a random witch assisting Zettel? “Where’s Allyson?” I tried to make the question sound casual. Not like I was asking after my least favorite human being on the planet.

      Zettel clutched his chest and sagged. First time I’d seen anything resembling weakness on the guy. “Allyson.”

      Fritz seized my sleeve to drag my ear down to whisper-level. “She died defending the Fernley installation.” That was a Union base outside of Reno.

      “Jesus.” Just the mention of an aspis dying freaked me out. The bond between kopis and aspis was strong—as in, dying-together strong. Losing Fritz would feel pretty much like getting crucified and decapitated by a demon.

      Zettel recovered from the reminder of his aspis quickly, but now that I knew he was suffering, it was easy to see the physical symptoms. The lines on his face had gotten deeper. His skin was paler. Looked like his hairline was receding, too. Most kopides didn’t live long enough to lose hair. “Allyson Whatley sacrificed her life in the service of the OPA. Dante is my aspis now.”

      “Man, I’m sorry to hear that,” I said. Couldn’t have happened to a nicer person, I didn’t say.

      “If we’ve given you the information you need for this case, Agent Hawke and I should return to Los Angeles,” Fritz said. “The changing environment is going to cause upheaval all across the country. We’ve got to get ahead of West Coast public reaction while we have time.”

      “I need to borrow your aspis before you leave,” Zettel said. “You understand.”

      “I don’t,” I said. It wasn’t like aspides were interchangeable. It was a lifelong bond, and you could swap an aspis even less easily than you could swap wives with your neighbor.

      Zettel glared at me with expectant King Kong eyes.

      Fritz was looking at me too. And jerking his head subtly in Zettel’s direction.

      Secretary of the OPA. Right. That meant that Zettel had turned from a demoted butt-monkey into the king of the jungle. I was the butt-monkey now.

      I straightened my shoulders and said seriously, calmly, “Yes sir, I’ll be happy to help.”

      “I’ll wait in the car,” Fritz said. “I should make some calls.”

      He left, and I leaned after him like Michael Jackson in the “Smooth Criminal” video. Damn it, I didn’t want to be stuck with Gary Zettel. I wanted to go with my asshole rich-guy kopis who had my favorite brand of protein shake in his limousine.

      “We’ll speak in private, Agent Hawke,” Zettel said.

      And he swept his hand toward the crime scene.
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      You wanna feel uncomfortable? Try having a secret meeting with your mortal enemy—who has recently become your boss—right next to a dead guy. “Wards,” Zettel said the instant the door closed.

      I cast wards on the office. I used to suck bad at wards, but I’d gotten enough practice now that I sucked good. The quality was great even if it took me forever and a day to finish the wards from scratch. Zettel was jiggling his foot with impatience by the time I was done.

      The magic snapped into place.

      “You know what Allyson was doing,” Zettel said without preamble.

      I scratched my chin. Pretended to be interested in a random book on the senator’s shelf. I was familiar with Allyson’s dirty laundry, skid-marks and all, but it wasn’t right to accuse the dead of shitting her underwear. “You’re going to have to be more specific.”

      “She was facilitating the sale of human slaves to the noble houses of Hell.”

      All right. We were talking skid-marks.

      Fuck it, go for broke. “Not trying to call you out, sir, but kopides and aspides operate as a unit. Also, I think Director Friederling and I have made our intent to be quiet clear, and—”

      “I knew what Allyson was doing, but I wasn’t involved,” Zettel said.

      “If you weren’t involved, why didn’t you stop her?”

      “I didn’t care,” he said.

      I wasn’t sure if I admired how blunt Zettel was. Most guys would have at least pretended that they cared about human lives.

      “The Office of Preternatural Affairs is going public,” Zettel said. “We’re going to be under scrutiny. We can hand-wave the disappearing people in Reno—”

      “The slaves Allyson sold.”

      “—because my aspis is dead, and that makes her a good scapegoat.” His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed hard. “She’d have wanted it that way.”

      “I bet she’d have wanted to not be dead.”

      “Take my word for it. She got what she wanted in the end.” Zettel rubbed a hand over his jaw. “My time’s important so I’m not going to beat around the bush. Now that the OPA’s going public, Lucrezia de Angelis is a problem.”

      “In the same way that icebergs were a problem for the Titanic,” I said. “Sir.”

      “Exactly. Lucrezia directed the sale of those slaves, and she’s not dead. She’s still the vice president of our agency. She’s also old-money, a foreigner, and has skeletons in her closet worse than you can imagine.”

      Worse than selling people into slavery? “I don’t disagree. But again, if this is a loyalty check: Fritz and I have made our allegiance real goddamn clear.”

      It had been a couple years since the case in Reno, when we’d discovered Allyson et al selling people into slavery. I’d almost lost my job and my life in the investigation, but Fritz and I had opted to stay in the OPA afterward. We’d been quiet, compliant, and well behaved. No small feat for guys like us.

      For the last couple years, we’d dotted and crossed letters where appropriate, in triplicate. We’d rested our thumbs on the scale a couple times, but hadn’t worked any “special” cases. Fritz and I had done nothing to draw unfavorable attention, and we had our lives as our reward.

      You could call it cowardice if you wanted. I called it smart.

      The condition of the OPA was real fucking tenuous. It was teetering on the head of a pin, and if we’d leaned, we’d have ended up scapegoats after Reno—on the run at best, and under the headsman’s axe at worst.

      Someone had to keep an eye on the agency. Someone had to wait for everything to fucking explode, ready to pick up the pieces. Someone had to protect humanity.

      That someone was Fritz Friederling.

      And like I said, Fritz and I were a package deal.

      “Your loyalty’s not with the OPA. It’s with each other. I know how kopides and aspides work.” He looked haunted. Even a guy like Zettel hurt losing half of his soul. “Lucrezia de Angelis is hiding. Find her and bring her to me. I’ll clear away the debris and have a fresh start for the OPA.”

      “Why don’t you find her yourself? You run the OPA now.” A terrifying idea. “You’ve got about a million witches who can do tracking spells at your beck and call.”

      “Lucrezia’s blocking the spells,” he said. “She knows I’m looking.”

      “So she’ll see me coming? Sounds like a suicide mission,” I said.

      “Maybe, if you’re not careful. But it will be worth it. Getting rid of Lucrezia will prevent H.R. 2076,” Zettel said.

      I had no idea what that was. “Uh, yeah. Wow. That sounds like a great deal. H.R. 2076.”

      His eyes narrowed to unamused slits. “Find where she’s hiding or else H.R. 2076 will pass. If you want that to happen, that’s your choice.”

      It sounded like that was an end to the conversation.

      A very confusing conversation that made no sense to me whatsoever.

      “Why couldn’t Fritz be here for this conversation?” I asked.

      There was a strange light in Zettel’s eyes. “I don’t trust him.”

      “But you trust me?”

      “Can I trust you?” he countered.

      If I’d liked Zettel, I’d have said yes. I was a trustworthy guy. Little bit weird, disarmingly hilarious, ruggedly handsome, and trustworthy.

      Problem was that I didn’t like Zettel. I didn’t like evil assholes as a rule.

      “You can trust me to look for Lucrezia.” That much was true. I’d been looking for verifiable dirt on Lucrezia for a long time. “Do you need anything else from me, sir?”

      “I have everything I need,” Zettel said. Which was when I realized he was carrying a binder under his arm, and that the binder was…oh holy crap, the binder was drenched in Senator Peterson’s blood. Or else someone else had been exsanguinated in D.C. that night. “You’re dismissed. Get sleep. Everything changes in the morning.”

      I was still feeling numb as I headed out of the senator’s office, like my feet weren’t even touching the floor.

      Even though it was past midnight—Eastern Time, later than the time zone I was used to—the entire building was bustling with staffers. At least three of them had hooded sweaters instead of proper jackets, and one was wearing pajamas. Nobody had planned to be working tonight. But few people anticipated having their boss assassinated on any given night.

      The Union soldiers downstairs showed no sign of midnight fatigue. They encircled the entire office cradling AK-47s like mothers cuddling sweet widdle babies. Aww, so sweet.

      I jumped into Fritz’s limo.

      “Zettel could have done that over the phone,” I muttered, slamming the door behind me.

      “He wanted to see my reaction to the scene,” Fritz said. Now that we weren’t in close quarters with Zettel, I could hear my kopis’s anger about to spill over. His fingers punched the laptop’s keys with punishing fury. “He wanted to rub it in.”

      “Are you a suspect in the senator’s murder?”

      “No. I was, however, one of the others shortlisted for OPA secretary.”

      “Thank fucking God you didn’t get that job,” I said.

      Fritz lifted both eyebrows at me. Ooh, double blasted. “Oh?”

      “You’d be a good secretary—better than Zettel—but I don’t want to follow you around while you do D.C. politics.” Especially since those politics were going to be a class seventeen shit storm for the next few years. Decades. Maybe centuries.

      He accepted that explanation by inclining his head. “What did Zettel want from you? I assume spellwork was involved since you took long enough for me to watch half of The Return of the King Special Edition.” Aragorn’s chiseled glower was currently paused on the limo’s TV.

      “Zettel wants Lucrezia de Angelis,” I said.

      Fritz’s eyes sparked with interest. He closed his laptop. “What did he offer in exchange?”

      “Stopping H.R. 2076, whatever that is.”

      He tapped his laptop’s lid. “I was just reading it. It’s a bill which regulates all preternatural behaviors, including making it illegal to have families.”

      “That would make preternaturals instantly illegal,” I said.

      “Yes. Yes it would. Additionally, it removes a preternatural’s right to a trial by his peers. Essentially it exempts preternaturals from the justice system entirely. It’s vaguely worded, so it could be interpreted to mean that we can shoot any preternatural on sight.”

      “Jesus,” I said, “I need a drink.”

      “You don’t drink alcohol,” Fritz said, like I could have forgotten.

      “I was thinking something with sleeping magic. Something that would knock me out for at least the next four years.” Skip an election cycle where people were slinging mud over demons and werewolves.

      “This is what we’ve been waiting for, Hawke,” he said. “We’ve known that someone would need to stop the OPA, and it’s the only reason we haven’t spent the last few years in the Caribbean. You knew this was coming. This is our moment.”

      “I’d hoped this moment wouldn’t be so fucking big.” I rubbed both hands over my face. Couldn’t tell if the limo was moving or if I was still dizzy from the murder scene. “Promise me we’re not doing this again.”

      “Senator Peterson can only be murdered once. We’ll burn him and scatter the ashes to ensure necromancers can’t use his body. So yes, I promise we will never do this again.”

      Ha ha, Fritz, so fucking funny. “I’m serious.”

      “So am I.” He probably was. Fritz was married to a zombie, so he knew how much mischief a guy could get up to with a corpse.

      That sounds worse than it is. Like Fritz is into necrophilia. He might be, I don’t know, but fucking Isobel Stonecrow isn’t like fucking a dead body. She’s indistinguishable from living, except that she’ll never age, or make babies, or get wrinkly. Basically she’s perfect.

      Really perfect.

      “What I mean is, we’re not coming back to D.C.,” I said. “Whatever we do to fix this, we’re going to stay close to home, worry about our corner of the country. We’re not going to try to save the whole fucking world. Also, no more dead bodies.”

      Fritz laughed. He laughed and laughed and laughed, his shoulders shaking. Fritz wasn’t a guy who laughed a lot, and for good reason. He had a dorky laugh.

      That probably should have been a solid sign of how my next few months were going to go.

      [image: ]

      “It’s called PRAY,” Fritz said. “The Preternatural Registration Act.” He pushed a couple of eight-by-ten glossies toward me. The edges shivered from the rumbling jet engines so that the light seemed to slick across the surface. I had no trouble making out the details, though. These photos had been taken covertly. “Put on your seatbelt before Lisa throws a fit.”

      “Lisa?” I fumbled with my belt one handed. I’d been wearing it most of the flight, but I’d moved chairs to talk with Fritz.

      “Flight attendant,” Fritz said. He shot a lazy smile toward the woman up front, who was a leggy blonde in a uniform. She giggled when she realized she had his attention.

      I snorted and engaged my seatbelt. “That’s Senator Peterson,” I said, picking up the topmost picture.

      “Yes, the Hawaiian shirts are distinctive. He preferred to dress stupidly and carry a big stick. Like PRAY.” Fritz tapped a binder that the senator was holding in one photo. I recognized it as the binder Zettel had been carrying around even though it wasn’t bloody in these shots.

      “There’s no Y in Preternatural Registration Act,” I said.

      “Senator Peterson wore Hawaiian shirts to work. Do you think tacking an extra letter onto an acronym bothered him?”

      Good point. “That sounds pretty fucking terrible. Registering preternaturals?”

      “OPA and Union employees are exempt from PRAY’s database,” Fritz said.

      “That’s because the OPA and Union already have an internal database of employees.” I knew they weren’t trying to protect our privacy. For fuck’s sake, the OPA kept my apartment bugged so they’d have surveillance of every time I took a dump.

      “It’s different than the internal database.” Fritz extended his artificial leg, propped the heel up on the table, and sighed. “Preternaturals registered in the PRAY database will be subject to the family and travel restrictions. And it’s illegal to opt out.”

      “Good thing that unconstitutional bullshit can never pass. It can’t be illegal to exist.”

      “POTUS is signing an executive order in the morning to skip all the constitutional bother,” Fritz said.

      I sat up. “What?”

      He raised the volume of his voice. “POTUS is signing an executive order in the—”

      “I heard that.” Jesus, Fritz was calling the president POTUS too. He was a tool from the same chest as Zettel. “What you’re saying is that Zettel was offering me a big wet shit in a bag because H.R. 2076 isn’t the issue.”

      “The executive order is a short-term measure with immediate impact, whereas the bill is going to impact years to come. We need to fight both. The consequences of everything I’m reading in this are…severe.”

      I could only imagine. “Are witches preternaturals under PRAY?”

      “Yes,” Fritz said. “Tens of thousands of Americans will wake in the morning to the news they’ve lost rights. And it gets better.”

      “Why is it that whenever you say something gets better, you mean things actually get a hell of a lot worse?”

      “That would be called sarcasm, Hawke.” His deadpan was flawless. “Lucrezia wrote PRAY. Zettel co-authored.”

      “Zettel? The guy who just offered to kill PRAY if I take down Lucrezia?”

      “PRAY is his baby. He’s been drafting it for months. I accessed internal correspondence from Zettel, and his enthusiasm for the bill looks legitimate. I’m doubtful he’d turn on it like this.”

      “Unless he’s into infanticide,” I said. “Sick.”

      Fritz folded his arms, glowering down at the photos. “The question is, what does Zettel really want? We need to investigate. Quietly. You’ll need help; I’ll ensure that Agent Bryce is apprised.” Ever since my last partner had gone on the run, I’d been working with Agent Bryce, who was as trustworthy, reliable, and interesting as a block of wood.

      “What do we do about Lucrezia?” We’d been building a file on her for over a year, and it was a thin fucking file. Lucrezia kept things laced tighter than a corset on Dr. Frank-N-Furter. Trying to find the actual woman might be easier than trying to pin a crime on her, or it might be a good way for her to send assassins after us.

      “For Lucrezia, we’ll dig deeper,” Fritz said. “We dig like the lives of thousands of Americans depend on it.” He let his artificial leg slide off the table and stood, fixing himself a drink at his plane’s bar. Because what’s the point of having a private jet if it doesn’t have a well-stocked bar?

      “Or we could keep our heads down,” I said. “Sleeping potions for the next four years.” I was half joking.

      “Sleeping potions won’t stop the registry,” he said, taking a deep drink of bourbon.

      “Why do you care? You’re richer than God. If you ditch the US for a cozy magma-front property in Hell, you don’t have to deal with any stupid registry.”

      “Do you think that my truly breathtaking net worth means I don’t care about the plight of the common people?”

      “Yes,” I said automatically.

      The corner of Fritz’s mouth tugged into a smile. “It’s reassuring to know that I remain a mystery to you, just as much as you remain a mystery to me.”

      No idea how he could find me mysterious. I was a cheap suit wrapped around thirty years of useless nerd trivia, steered entirely by the rudder of my dick. Not hard to figure out.

      “I don’t want PRAY to exist,” Fritz said. “Let’s leave it at that.” He handed his empty glass to Lisa, the flight attendant, who looked as great from the back as she did from the front. “Thank you, Lisa.”

      “Can I get you anything?” she asked me, batting her long eyelashes.

      I had a few answers to that question that weren’t appropriate. “I’m good. Thanks.” I turned back to Fritz. “There’s a saying about picking your battles, and how you should only pick the battles you can win. Lucrezia and Zettel are doing tug-of-war over PRAY. There’s an executive order lined up, so they’ve got President Abbey in their pockets. And what have we got? Months of research on Lucrezia that goes nowhere, a kopis with a bum leg, an aspis who sucks at magic…”

      “Over a billion dollars,” Fritz added.

      “Money’s meaningless when people don’t wanna get bought,” I said.

      “Everyone wants to be bought.” He sat across from me, taking another long drink. “I’ll make sure that the executive order is challenged by a federal judge. We’ll have a few days to get organized before the real work begins.”

      “That sounds like a fun telecommuting project,” I said.

      Fritz laughed again.

      I was starting to find that laugh a lot more annoying.

      Our plane banked. The lights dotting the black landscape outside the jet’s window were formed into the constellation of California. Los Angeles is prettiest when you can’t see it, and even though I hadn’t been gone an entire day, I was real happy for a glimpse.

      I hadn’t felt like I was off work until I got that look at home sweet home. I loosened my tie at long last. “You know where to find me when you want help.”

      “Yes, I do.” Amusement etched lines on either side of Fritz’s mouth.

      “So I’m gonna go home now.”

      “Home? To your apartment?”

      “Yes, home, my apartment, where I pay all the bills to keep the lights on, and where all my clothes are,” I said.

      “Most of them,” he agreed.

      I did have a drawer at Fritz and Isobel’s house.

      Okay, more like a walk-in closet.

      That wasn’t the point. I was an independent human being, damn it, and I was not going to be turned into some billionaire’s lapdog…even if I was stuck with that billionaire for the rest of my life.

      The plane touched down and we got off without having to wait. Another of many perks to having a private jet.

      “I hope you have a good night,” Fritz said as we descended the stairs to the tarmac. “I’ll see you in the morning. Four o’clock sharp. The news will break first on the East Coast, so we need to start early.”

      He slipped into his limousine. I caught a glimpse of a shapely leg inside its shadowy depths before he slammed the door shut.

      It probably wasn’t his wife, Isobel, in there. For one thing, Izzy usually overnighted in graveyards, doing her job/hobby of talking to her fellow dead people.

      For another thing, Izzy would have come out to say howdy to me. She’d have probably given me a long kiss and a bite on the lip and a grin that said she knew Fritz’s staff was watching again. That Fritz was watching again.

      But Isobel wasn’t there, because no woman assaulted me before the limousine pulled away, leaving me stranded on a night-drenched airstrip.

      Fritz was running off with a woman other than his wife. Not unusual behavior for Fritz. He loved Isobel like I hadn’t known a guy could love a woman, but he didn’t feel as intense about exclusivity. And even though we’d have to be in the office six hours from now, he was scampering off to fuck a high-fashion model

      .

      It was like the guy didn’t need to sleep. Maybe he was a zombie too.

      “I said no more dead bodies,” I told his retreating taillights.

      The airstrip gate rattled as it opened. The limousine passed through. And the gate shut again.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 3

      

    

    
      Everything goes to shit after a trip out of town. Doesn’t matter if it’s work or vacation. Seems like every time I leave my apartment for longer than a couple hours, something goes wrong.

      I traveled a lot for work so I had a lot of stories. My identity getting stolen at a Mojave gas station, friends being kidnapped by demons, giant spiders trying to eat my coworkers. You know how it goes.

      The most recent incident had happened during a three-month appointment to Sacramento. I’d been hunting a witch named Cassandra Amiens and arrested her without incident. The problem was that I’d left my stove on and burned down my apartment complex.

      Whoops.

      My new apartment hadn’t burned down while I was in D.C., and as far as I knew, no giant spiders had descended on my friends. But that didn’t mean nothing had gone to shit.

      The envelope I found in my mail the next morning felt worse than giant spiders.

      It was from Krista.

      As in, ex-girlfriend Krista. Who I’d been with for about six months.

      I say “been with” rather than “dated” because we’d agreed not to have an actual relationship. Never went Facebook official. Krista hadn’t been explicit about why she hadn’t wanted a boyfriend, but I thought it had something to do with the apocalypse in Reno, where we’d first met. Something about watching demons glass a city completely blew a lady’s sense of romance.

      Anyway, we’d hooked up once on the case in Reno. Then we’d gone on a vacation to the Caribbean together. And then we’d split for a little while.

      Later I’d ended up working a case in Nebraska and Krista was handling a disaster there at the same time. I’d dropped her a line. And she’d dropped herself on me. Probably wasn’t coincidence that she’d ended up stationed in Los Angeles for six months after that case.

      Officially, Krista hadn’t moved in with me, just like she’d never officially dated me. See, Union kopides lived in the barracks. They were 24/7 military, not eight-to-fivers like me. But she also wasn’t required to sleep in the barracks, so she generally hadn’t. I was still finding bobby pins in my bathroom months after our last sleepover.

      “This looks bad,” I told myself in the mirror. I was shaving for work and hadn’t opened the envelope yet.

      It was a white envelope. There was a fancy sticker on it that looked like a wax seal. My name was written in calligraphy—actual calligraphy, done by hand. Whenever someone sent mail with calligraphy on the envelope, you knew it was serious.

      I was still working up the nerve to open the envelope on my commute to work. Even in the predawn hours, Los Angeles’s freeways sucked donkey balls. It seemed worse than usual. A half hour trip took ninety minutes. Ninety minutes of the envelope sticking halfway out of my CD player, shivering from the engine vibrations, taunting me with its existence.

      Krista had never struck me as the nice-stationary type. She liked shooting bad guys, not doing calligraphy.

      Maybe my ex had gotten replaced by an evil robot.

      My attention snapped back to the road. There were a whole lot of flashing lights on the shoulder. “Jesus,” I muttered, slowing to a crawl.

      Six cars were piled by the side of the road. Three of them were smoking. The others looked like they’d already been put out by our hard-working fire department. That was a nasty accident, even for my area.

      I blared my horn and jumped into the carpool lane. No, I wasn’t carpooling. But it was moving at a lazy walk rather than a crawl, and I had a fake FBI badge that I could use on any CHIP who tried to ticket me.

      Even the carpool lane stopped when we passed a bridge with protesters on it. I’m talking signs, arms waving, spray paint on the concrete. Probably a few hundred people.

      “You guys need to take some Vicodin and a nap,” I said as I inched underneath the overpass.

      A flash of shiny brown hair reminded me of Krista. Not that the woman looked like Krista, aside from the fact that she was a white brunette girl.

      Maybe I just wanted an excuse to think about Krista.

      Traffic was slow enough that I could have taken my hands off the wheel to open the envelope, but I didn’t.

      It wasn’t like I was upset over Krista. Let’s be real, she’d always been way out of my league. She wasn’t just a Union soldier who out-shot and out-performed most others, even with her palsy. She was one of a kind. A big goddamn hero who was loyal to an evil organization without ever losing sight of being a nice person.

      There’s only one woman kopis on the planet, and she’s fucking amazing at kegels, and she’d used them on me.

      Life with a hot military babe wasn’t for the faint of heart. Her request for those six months at the Los Angeles Union base had been granted, but the next request hadn’t. She’d moved to Italy where the Union had one of its headquarters.

      It had occurred to me for one brief, stupid second that I’d have been able to go with her if we got married. I’m pretty sure that it had occurred to Krista at the same moment. We’d been packing up her stuff and a commercial for a wedding dress shop had come on the TV.

      We’d stopped, looked at each other for a second, and thought…what if?

      She’d come to the same conclusion as quickly as I did. Whatever we had was good, but it wasn’t the stuff of marriages. I’d turned off the TV and she finished packing and that had been it.

      We still talked sometimes. Always by phone. Never by letter.

      Definitely not letters on fancy stationary.

      We’d only been separated for…what was it? A few weeks? A few months? Less than a year, which was too little time for even the hottest lady kopis on the planet to have found marriage material. Especially when she hadn’t been interested in marrying me. Right?

      [image: ]

      “You’re late. Did you have trouble getting in this morning?” Fritz asked when I finally walked into his office, envelope in one hand and latte in the other.

      “Nah, traffic just wasn’t any good,” I said.

      “Traffic was bad?” Fritz took the latte. If he had spent all night awake with a supermodel, he didn’t show any sign of it. He was even wearing his good artificial leg. The one wrapped in so much magic that I sneezed if I got too close to him. “That’s the only thing that was bad?”

      “I got a letter from Krista.” I flapped it at him.

      “That explains how you missed the complete chaos our country has fallen into.” Fritz poured liquor into his latte before draining the cup. Drinking at six in the morning was a bad sign, even for my kopis. Kopides could down whole wine barrels before feeling buzzed.

      “Is that what’s up with the burning cars?” I sat in Fritz’s executive leather chair, swinging around to grab the remote.

      His TV was already on a news channel. A blond reporter was being jostled by a crowd in front of an office I recognized—the office where I’d almost barfed on Senator Peterson’s body the night before.

      “Burning cars, overpass protests, looting, riots,” Fritz said. “It’s worse than I expected, but that’s likely because the executive order is worse than we’ve expected.”

      “Worse than PRAY? How’s that even possible?”

      “Temporary immediate restriction of covens organizing,” he said.

      Trying to ban covens from meeting each other sounded like a great way to get hexed. “And you’re in here drinking bourbon?”

      “You’re the one who suggested four years of sleeping potions last night.” He leaned on the edge of his desk, scooping up Krista’s letter. He swirled the bourbon in his glass as he looked at the address.

      “I know. I’m saying that sleeping potions are gonna be a lot more effective than bourbon.”

      “Neither is effective,” Fritz said. “The OPA detected a surge of magic locally. Agent Bryce is preparing to investigate the site as we speak. It seems unnecessary to me—it’s probably just a coven protesting. But Zettel wants someone looking at it.”

      “Why’s Bryce doing it?”

      “Because you were late to work. Want a drink?” He offered his bourbon to me.

      “You know I don’t drink. Have you been replaced by an evil robot resembling Fritz Friederling?” The evil-robot thing seemed to be going around.

      “This is a special occasion. You don’t realize what that envelope is yet.” Fritz passed it back to me. “You may feel differently about alcohol once you’ve opened it.”

      I kicked my feet up on his desk. “Nothing in this envelope could shock me. This is, what, a birthday card…?”

      My thumb broke the seal. The envelope popped open. There was a black-and-white photo of Krista inside, leaning adoringly against some guy in a button-down shirt. I didn’t recognize him.

      “A wedding invitation,” I said.

      I wasn’t actually surprised. I’d been trying not to think the word “wedding” ever since I’d found the envelope shoved under my door.

      “Bourbon?” Fritz asked again.

      I stared at the guy she was marrying. He was broad-shouldered and dark-haired, like me. Must have been tall if he could rest his chin on top of Krista’s head. “I’ll still pass on the bourbon,” I said, flicking the invitation to the blotter.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Actually…” I stared at the muted news for a minute, waiting to see if emotions were going to pop out of nowhere. They didn’t. I didn’t get why Krista had moved on so fast, but it wasn’t like I’d wanted her to move back in with me. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

      Fritz slipped into the leather chair by his window. “Compersion.”

      “Gesundheit,” I said.

      “Compersion is the opposite of jealousy. You get enjoyment from others’ relationships.”

      “I said I’m fine, not that I’m happy,” I said.

      “Are you happy?”

      “How could I not be happy with the news looking like this?” I waved at the TV.

      The news had switched from a reporter to a press conference. There was a family on the screen: a young guy, probably college aged, speaking on the lawn of a house with his family surrounding him. Looked normal enough, even if they were the whitest people I’d ever seen.

      These white people were with Gary Zettel and members of the Union.

      “You haven’t seen it yet, have you?” Fritz asked.

      He unmuted the TV.

      “Evil is real,” said the young blond guy. He was neatly groomed, like a model, but even the makeup couldn’t hide how puffy his eyes were. “I’ve seen it myself. Evil took my mother—a respected county commissioner—and now evil has taken my grandfather, too. The man that you all know as Senator Peterson.”

      “Tate Peterson,” Fritz explained. “The barely adult son of the budding Peterson political dynasty.”

      They needed a better name if they were going to try to turn into a dynasty. Peterson sounded like the guy down the street, not a president to come.

      Tate Peterson kept talking. “Evil comes in many forms. There’s evil in the hearts of men. The kind of evil that makes families fight, or forces us to commit crimes. I was a troubled kid. I knew that kind of trouble intimately before I found God.”

      “Aww, he found God, how sweet,” I said.

      “Wait for it,” Fritz said. “It gets better.”

      “But there is a more literal evil in the darkness, too. It doesn’t care if you smoke pot or engage in homosexual behavior. There are creatures that want your blood, life, and soul. A thousand different kinds of demons: incubi, strigoi, mara, werewolves,” Tate said.

      “Wait. Is he comparing being a gay pothead to being a demon?” I asked.

      Fritz took a very long drink of his alcohol. “I thought you’d like that.”

      “Is this bullshit endorsed by Zettel?” I asked. “The guy’s an asshole, but…homophobe? God-loving? Is this Tate kid going to turn into Joan of Arc?”

      “He’s actually going on a publicity tour in support of H.R. 2076, funded by Lucrezia de Angelis.”

      “That can’t be legal,” I said.

      “Why not? Because you don’t like it?”

      “It’s like buying loyalty!”

      “Everyone can be bought, Cèsar. Especially the American people. Tate Peterson is a dancing bear entertaining the commoners. They’ll be so amused by arguing over his rhetoric that they’ll print team jerseys.”

      Gary Zettel—Secretary Zettel—took the podium a minute later, letting Tate Peterson fall back with his family.

      “Evil is real, but there’s no reason for the American people to be afraid. Yesterday’s attack represented more than just an assassination of a respected senator. It’s an attack on our very freedom. Our nation has come face-to-face with evil, and we will respond from the core of America’s good heart. We’ll respond with the Preternatural Registration Act.”

      I turned the TV off.

      I looked at Fritz.

      “PRAY,” I said. “Zettel is responding with PRAY, which he’s also trying to take down.”

      He nodded slowly. “I know.”

      One question rattled between us in the bond: What does Zettel really want?

      Fritz’s desk phone rang, and I picked it up by habit. I’d gotten so used to answering the phone at the Friederling mansion that I didn’t even think about playing secretary at work. “Friederling’s office. What’s up?”

      “This is Agent Bryce,” said the woman on the other end. “I’m ready to roll out if you want to give the green light, sir.”

      She thought I was Fritz. I glanced at him. He nodded.

      “Go ahead. I’ll be in touch.” I hung up and sat back in my chair.

      Fritz stood over me.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Why don’t you supervise Agent Bryce’s preparations for the case? Make sure that everything is going to plan.”

      “She’s a big kid. She doesn’t need me.” Agent Bryce wasn’t as good as my last partner, because literally nobody was as good as Suzume Takeuchi, but she was good enough for this shit.

      “Check on her anyway,” Fritz said.

      “Because you don’t trust Agent Bryce?”

      “Because I want my chair back.”

      I stood up. Saluted. “Sir, yes sir.”

      He spoke when I was halfway out the door. “Cèsar? Isobel wants me to pass along an invitation for dinner tonight.”

      I missed a step. The envelope from Krista was on the desk, bright-white paper on a field of mahogany. The fancy sticker curled up at its edge like burning paper.

      “I don’t know about tonight,” I said.

      “Maybe another time,” Fritz said. “When the world isn’t ending.”

      “Sure.” That was what I said out loud.

      Inside, I asked, Why?

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 4

      

    

    
      I knew most of the covens in the Los Angeles area by now. I wasn’t on good terms with most of them, seeing as how most people didn’t like the government dropping in to tell them that they were casting illegal spells. But I did know them and they knew me, for better or worse.

      The surge of magic came from Hidden Hills, of all places, and I knew what that meant without referring to the OPA database.

      No wonder Fritz had sent Agent Bryce out ASAP. Hidden Hills was a rich-people neighborhood. Most of Fritz’s friends who weren’t named Cèsar lived there.

      Witches in Hidden Hills meant the Los Angeles branch of the Half Moon Bay Coven. It was run by a white-haired woman named Lenox who loved tea and hated me. I liked to think we were frenemies on the better days. She’d only tried to kill me a couple times. It was all good.

      Things were feeling not-good as we tore through the city toward the core of the magical surge. The car’s sensors were screaming. I’d made the mistake of putting on one of those Union headsets and was deaf from everyone shouting at each other. Everyone on the channel was freaking about whatever magic was happening in Hidden Hills.

      And that still wasn’t the worst of it.

      On my way through town, I spotted two scenes of rioting. Two. And another four demonstrations besides. We weren’t exactly sightseeing, and there were six incidents between me and the explosively bad magic.

      Everyone had learned the truth of the preternatural, and everyone was pissed.

      “You can wait in the car. I’ll take the lead on this,” I told Agent Bryce.

      She had driven us out to Hidden Hills. She’d kept her cool on the ride out, but when I suggested leaving her alone, she looked like I’d threatened to dump her in a war zone. She clutched the steering wheel with frightened animal eyes, gazing out at the line of mansions as more of our team pulled up.

      This was where all that magic had exploded. This was why we had two-dozen neutralizing charms ready, just in case we needed to quarantine the area.

      “Very good, sir,” she said.

      “Stay in the car and on the line—I’ll tell you if I need help.”

      It was a cool morning in Hidden Hills. Los Angeles didn’t do seasons, exactly. Just stupid hot and less hot. This wintery morning was a less hot day, meaning that I didn’t sweat through my jacket between exiting car and ringing doorbell.

      I also didn’t sneeze. With the amount of magic our sensors had detected, I should have been incapacitated by sneezing. Yet somewhere between exiting the OPA facility and driving through riots, the magic had stopped. Nothing was left at the house.

      Had the spell already been cast?

      I had my hands in my pockets, palms filled with charms, ready to cast my way out of the situation.

      Lenox answered the door.

      “Hey honey, I’m home,” I said.

      Her lip curled. “I shouldn’t be surprised.” Lenox stepped aside. “Come in.”

      I signaled to Agent Bryce that I was going in. Through the tinted windshield, I saw her waving her hands frantically, indicating that I should stay where she could see me.

      Then I went inside.

      Lenox had transplanted from her Bay Area home with all furnishings intact. She had a telescope positioned by the window like she was going to look out at the ocean instead of dusty hills, and her shelves were scattered with seashells.

      She was having tea in a breakfast nook with a handful of other witches. Two of them were old ladies I’d seen her with before—old ladies with stupid names, like Butterfly and Fleece or something—and another was a mustached man who looked like an old lady named Fleece was his spirit animal. One of them was a sexy strawberry-blond. I didn’t stare at her. Last time I’d stared at a sexy woman from Lenox’s coven, I’d gotten KO’d.

      Lenox sat down without making room for me at the table. “What do you want?” She dipped her cookie in her tea before eating it like some kind of animal.

      “You know, I’m not sure,” I said.

      This wasn’t the scene I’d expected to encounter. The sensors in the car had been screaming, warning me that we were about to jump into a magical maelstrom, but the visit was more like sticking my toe into a tepid pool than a storm.

      “Who is this?” I asked, eyeballing Mustache Guy.

      “This is my current high priest, Weston Connors,” Lenox said.

      “Another one?” Her high priests were like Spinal Tap drummers. “What happened to Scott Whyte?”

      She’d have looked happier if I’d suddenly Animorph’d into a giant alien cockroach. “He died.”

      “Oh, shit. Should we get a case open?”

      “It was old age,” she said in a clipped tone. “Weston, this is Agent Hawke with the Office of Preternatural Affairs. The OPA has been secretly meddling in the lives of witches for years, and they’ve just gone public with their meddling. Isn’t that nice?”

      “Get the fuck out of this house,” Connors said. Nice guy.

      “I would love to,” I said. “I’ll get out of here once you tear apart the big-ass spell you’re casting.”

      Lenox chewed her cookie loudly at me. “You didn’t need to make up an excuse to enter my home.”

      “Trust me, I wouldn’t. Whatever you guys did set off a whole lot of alarms. If it wasn’t some kind of magical protest, then you guys picked a bad time to cast something that big.”

      “I haven’t cast a darn thing! There was no magic on the grounds today.”

      I pulled out my phone and opened my alerts. Yep, the magic had shut down. But we’d definitely gotten the signal from this location. “Then you won’t mind if I look around?”

      “I do mind. I had a liaison assigned to me once, when the OPA pretended to respect me. Where’s Agent Banerji?” Lenox asked.

      Jesus, it must have been months since she’d gotten a visit from the OPA. Aniruddha hadn’t been with the OPA for as long as my partner Suzy. He’d been sold into slavery in Hell, which is exactly as not-fun as it sounds. “Agent Banerji is not employed with us anymore.”

      “Well you can’t look around. I don’t want PRAY supporters seeing my private ritual space. Goddess only knows how the government would take advantage of that information.” She stirred sugar into her tea, as if dipping cookies in it wouldn’t have made it sweet enough. She tapped her spoon on the rim. “Do you support PRAY, Agent Hawke?”

      “I don’t see how my personal feelings are a factor,” I said.

      “Your brother could be locked away for life under the laws of that bill.”

      “He could be locked away for life after his mundane crimes too.” They’d have to catch Domingo before they could arrest him. He’d stolen millions from Lenox and taken off, and he was smart enough to never stop running. “Again, my personal feelings aren’t relevant. There’s a temporary ban on spellcasting as a coven. I have to ensure it’s shut down and fine you for it.”

      Lenox’s eyes wouldn’t have looked out of place on an angry eagle. “I’ve a tenth of your kopis’s wealth. No fine could make me bat an eyelash, so I wouldn’t go through the effort of hiding it from you.”

      “Then show me where the spell is,” I said. “Or else I’ll arrest you and go find it myself.”

      Weston Connors stood. He was taller than I expected, almost as tall as me. His mustache was shot with gray. “I cast the spell. Alone. Not as a coven, and not with Lenox’s permission. There are no limitations on solitary practitioners.”

      Chances were good that Connors was covering for his whole coven. Frankly, that was fine by me. I didn’t want to fine or arrest anyone.

      I also didn’t want the Half Moon Bay Coven hexing anyone to smithereens.

      “Prove it,” I said.

      Connors led me into the gardens. You can tell a winter garden apart from a summer garden in Los Angeles because, in the winter, the yellow grass doesn’t look at risk of spontaneous combustion.

      A lot of the yellow grass out back had been removed. They were converting the garden into xeriscaping, which is where you rip out the pretty stuff and replace it with ugly rocks. Behind the new xeriscaping there was a permanent circle of stone. Someone had been casting magic there, all right. Melted wax was cooling on the rocks as we approached. The magical residue was even stronger, and I had to swim through the air to get to the edge of the circle.

      I gagged on the power of the magic. “What’s the spell for?” I asked, throwing an arm over my nose even though it wasn’t a smell issue. Magic didn’t really smell.

      “Daily ritual,” Connors said. “I do it every morning.”

      That was an awe-inspiring amount of bullshit right there. If we’d detected daily spells like the one that had rung alarm bells that morning, we’d have already arrested him—or hired him to work for us. “Daily ritual? You want to revise your answer to that, or is that the line you’re pushing?”

      “Do you know what I’m doing better than I do?”

      I loosened my tie to help me breathe. Didn’t help. I wasn’t suffocating because my tie was too tight. “This is a lot of magic for a solitary practitioner doing a daily ritual.”

      “Are you implying that I’m not a strong witch?”

      I knew for a fact he wasn’t a strong witch. On the way into the garden, I’d texted Agent Bryce so she could look him up in our database. According to our scoring system, he was as weak as me. I sure as hell couldn’t make this much a mess out of magic.

      “You didn’t answer my question,” Connors said. “Do you think I’m weak? Are you saying I’m weak?”

      “Calm down, sir.” My hand crept toward the earpiece that gave me a feed straight to the Union—and Agent Bryce. I had it muted at the moment.

      “I did my morning ritual here. It was the only magic that happened on the property today. If you want to argue over it, fine! I’ll take you to court! Or is the OPA not even going to pretend that it’s controlled by the law?” There was so much rage in his eyes.

      “My job isn’t to interpret the law, sir,” I said. “Just enforce it. Right now, this looks like an infraction. I have to clean it up. If we break the circle and wipe the residue, I’ll be happy to walk off without leaving any fines behind. All right?”

      Connors barked a mirthless laugh, swiping his fingers along his mustache. “So generous. So fucking generous.”

      “I’m trying to help you,” I said.

      The sense of magic was building again.

      My hand inched toward the headset.

      “The OPA’s garbage,” Connors said. “What are you doing with them? A witch working for the OPA!”

      “A lot of witches work for the OPA,” I said.

      Connors’s fists balled and magical tension snapped through the air. “God hates all of you. Do you think He’s going to protect people like you? The witches who betray Him and disregard His will?”

      “God, huh?” He sounded like that Tate Peterson kid I’d seen on the news.

      “Why would I waste my time talking to you? You’re a hypocrite. You’re weak.”

      “Weston!” Lenox had come to her back door, teacup and all, and she looked angry with him instead of me. Thank fucking God. I stepped aside so she could shuffle at him like a terrier going for a rat.

      “Stand down, Weston,” she said. “Remove your magic. Break the circle.”

      His eyes flashed. “Lenox—”

      “Break it!”

      He flung his hand toward the circle. He was holding a piece of paper—I hadn’t seen that paper before. When it flapped in the air, wind gusted from it, and the rocks kicked up. The circle broke.

      Then the paper incinerated.

      “You idiot!” Lenox snapped.

      “Oh fuck,” I said, stumbling backwards. I hadn’t been hit by the wind—probably would have staggered less if I had.

      Weston Connors had runic magic.

      He had runic magic.

      It was dangerous enough for me to be at a permanent circle of power like this one, where magic had recently been cast. Residue could fuck with witches for ages. But if he could cast spells in a heartbeat, then I could be dead faster than if he’d shoved a bomb down my throat.

      I activated my headset. “Agent Bryce! Move in!”

      It took about two seconds from there.

      If anything could be said for the Union, it’s that they’re not lazy.

      The yard was suddenly filled with a whole lot of guys in black armed with notebooks.

      Notebooks, you ask? Where were the guns? Great question. The guns were strapped to the backs of the Union kopides, where they could grab them if they found a problem solved better with shooting than magic.

      Weston Connors got more paper balls thrown at him than a boring teacher. Except these paper balls turned to walls of power around him, locking Weston Connors down while I fell to my knees, sneezing furiously.

      The shields lasted a heartbeat after they were deployed. It wasn’t much—just enough to lock Connors’s arms to his side, make him drop other pages, cut him off of his magic. Then there was a kopis kneeling on his back. Another one came around to cuff him, wrists and ankles.

      “Lenox! Help!” Connors yelled.

      She ignored him and offered a hand to me. I took it so that she could pull me to my feet. She was surprisingly strong for a white-haired lady.

      “It seems I owe you an apology,” Lenox said.

      “I was about to say that,” I said. “I take it your coven didn’t cast the magic?”

      “That’s what I told you!”

      “I know. I just thought you were lying.”

      Lenox sighed. “I miss Agent Banerji.” Probably the only woman to have said that ever.

      She circled the ritual space while Connors kept shouting for her attention. Lenox held her hand out to feel the energy of the circle.

      “What in the world was this, Weston? How did you prevent me from feeling it within the house?”

      “I’d like to toss in another question,” I said. “Where’d you learn runic magic? That’s proprietary tech.” The Union had developed it recently and we didn’t share the information with anyone. Only our guys were supposed to be able to use runic magic.

      “I’ll never tell,” Connors said. “I won’t tell any one of you anything.”

      I folded my arms over my chest, lifting an eyebrow at him, Fritz-style. “You know, the OPA waterboards.”

      He looked so horrified for a moment that I thought he’d spill. But Agent Bryce looked even more horrified. “No, we absolutely do not waterboard,” she said.

      Oh fuck. “Thanks, Agent Bryce,” I said through my teeth. “I know we don’t waterboard. I’m just kidding around.”

      That didn’t make her less pale. She pulled me aside and spoke to me in a lowered tone. “You can’t joke in front of suspects, Agent Hawke. We’re going to be under so much scrutiny now! You’ll get in trouble for threats like those, regardless of who your kopis is.”

      Aw man, that would have been a hell of a lot less annoying if she hadn’t been right.

      I turned back to the scene. “Toss the high priest in one of the cars. We’ll take him back to the facility and work on him—not with waterboarding,” I added when my partner looked like she was about to explode.

      “Thank you, Agent Hawke.” Agent Bryce hefted Weston Connors to his feet and marched him toward the fence, where an SUV had been backed up. He didn’t have a black bag over his head yet. He might even get all the way to an OPA facility instead of vanishing in a Union dungeon.

      I took a Steno pad out of my jacket pocket and started sketching a picture of the circle of power. We still hadn’t invented a camera that could reliably take pictures of ritual spaces. Magical distortion is a bitch. “I know you’re sick of me by now, but just so you know, we gotta send out a forensics team to figure out which spell he cast,” I told Lenox.

      She muttered something that was probably too obscene for a tea-drinking old lady. “Yes, I understand.”

      “Do you have any guesses what Connors might have been doing?”

      “Penis-enlargement spells, knowing the man,” she said.

      I grinned at her. “Lenox, you do have a sense of humor.”

      “I wasn’t joking.” She stepped aside to let a few Union men pass, presumably to start locking down the circle.

      Except they started scuffing up rocks and splattering spells everywhere.

      “Hey! Wait!” I ran over, but it was too late. The evidence had been destroyed and taken Lenox’s ugly xeriscaping with it.

      Worse, I saw around the fence that Agent Bryce was arguing with a Union soldier. A soldier who was taking cuffs off of Weston Connors.

      My headset crackled to life. “Let him go.” That was Fritz’s voice. “Orders have come down. Connors goes, and no forensic study of the scene. Inadequate resources.”

      “Orders came down from where?”

      “Gary Zettel,” he said. “Now get back here. I told you to help Agent Bryce, not follow her into the field.” Ooh, I was in trouble.

      Connors shot an ugly glare at me from the other side of the fence, whipped a piece of paper out of his pocket, and vanished.
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      “Mishandling of evidence? Bullshit,” I said. “That was deliberate destruction.”

      Fritz rose from his desk, leaning heavily on his cane. He’d been sitting too long for a phone conference with the upper echelons of the OPA. Holding still for very long always fucked with his knee. “The team is being cited for incompetence, but no criminal charges.”

      “Bullshit,” I said again.

      Swearing didn’t change anything.

      Nothing was going to fix what had been screwed up.

      At this point, a few weeks had passed since Senator Peterson’s assassination, visiting Lenox, and the Union ruining my crime scene. There was still no indication of what they’d destroyed, so I had no clue what spell Weston Connors had been casting.

      Now it looked like there’d be no punishment for any of it.

      “The word came down from Zettel and I can’t argue with him,” Fritz said.

      “That’s funny,” I said, “because Weston Connors is one of Lucrezia de Angelis’s cousins, and I thought Zettel was anti-Lucrezia now.”

      That got Fritz’s attention. “Weston Connors is who, exactly?”

      I slapped my folder of research onto his desk. Even the OPA was more high tech than sharing printed files with each other, but I’d been trying to keep my investigation of Lucrezia off of the network. “Weston Connors is Lucrezia’s fourth cousin once removed. The mustache must have come from his side of the family.”

      Fritz flipped through what I’d found. “You dug deep in birth records to find that connection. I don’t know any of my fourth cousins.”

      “I had to dig deep. I’ve been trying to figure out where Lucrezia is hiding, and nothing came up on the properties she owns. The official records say that she’s taking extended medical leave at her villa in Italy, but surveillance only shows staff activity for the last few weeks. And I could use a locating spell on her villa. All her villas. So…”

      “So what?” Fritz asked.

      “She’s got some kind of charm that blocks location spells,” I said. “If I, of all witches, can remotely scry her properties, then she’s not there with any kind of hiding charms.”

      “Then there’s no way to find her directly, and you looked at family.”

      “Yep. Where Lucrezia’s concerned, I don’t think it’s a coincidence that her distant cousin was casting big bombad spells the day after the OPA goes public,” I said.

      “Probably not. We’re not that lucky.”

      “Not remotely lucky. It’s too bad Zettel, the guy who asked me to take down Lucrezia, is protecting Weston Connors.”

      “Don’t, Cèsar,” Fritz said.

      I spread my hands wide in an innocent gesture. “Don’t what?”

      “I know that tone of voice. You’re asking permission to drop the case.”

      “Well,” I said, “I mean, not getting killed is pretty awesome. I saw Senator Peterson. You can’t tell me he enjoyed being crucified and decapitated.”

      “PRAY is being reviewed in the Ninth Circuit as we speak. They’ll shoot it down, and there will be a writ of certiorari getting it to the Supreme Court,” he said. “Meanwhile, H.R. 2076 has been passed by the House and is going to the Senate. Our window for knocking PRAY down is limited, and we can’t back away. We’ve got to double down.”

      “We could double down on yacht trips to the Caribbean,” I said.

      Fritz stopped in front of me, searching my face. “You’re serious, aren’t you? I thought you were joking about your reluctance to get involved, but you really mean it.”

      “You haven’t been handling the riots these last few weeks.” Neither had I, to be fair. Being Fritz’s aspis meant I’d gotten a lot of prestige by association. Prestige meant more working at my desk, more delegation, less fieldwork. Delegating to Agent Bryce meant I got to see her reports, though, so I knew how nasty the climate out there was.

      “Stopping PRAY will stop the riots,” Fritz said.

      “Will it? Look, Fritz, look at what our agency’s been doing.” I showed his own iPad to him, forcing him to look at the list of recently resolved cases. “Witches investigating witches. Preternaturals fucking around with preternaturals.” I let out a slow breath. “Maybe PRAY wouldn’t be the worst thing.”

      It was a thought I’d been circling around in recent weeks. I hadn’t said it until that moment. Now that I had, I felt nasty, like I’d been poisoned.

      Fritz’s blank expression made me feel sicker. I kinda wanted to walk back what I’d said, but it was too late for that. The bond made it hard to lie to each other.

      “Before you tell me how much I suck, let me just point out where these problems have been coming from.” I dropped his iPad. “All the rioting? It’s been preternaturals. Witches. Werewolves, in some places. Demons.”

      “They’re the ones hurt most by PRAY.”

      “That’s because they’re deadly,” I said.

      “Anyone can be deadly, Hawke.”

      “Yeah, you’re right. You’re right.” I didn’t want to fight about this. I really, really didn’t. “Guns don’t kill people. People kill people.”

      Fritz frowned thoughtfully. He was having feelings—big feelings, loud feelings—that rattled around in my head through our bond. I couldn’t interpret any of them.

      “Interesting,” he said. “You have depths, Cèsar. I think I might have underestimated you again, and my estimation of you is never low.”

      That sounded weirdly like a compliment considering I’d just told him I liked legislation that he hated.

      “So I’ll keep investigating Weston Connors and Lucrezia de Angelis,” I said. “There’s probably something to that connection. It’s a start.” Not that I wanted to be starting.

      “Good plan, Hawke.” Fritz was still staring at me thoughtfully, nodding slowly. “Now that we’ve closed the case on Lenox’s coven, we need to tidy the mess we made of her house. I’ll have the lawyers write something up that doesn’t qualify as an admission of guilt, but sounds vaguely like an apology. Should deliver that before we leave.” He limped toward the door.

      “Wait,” I said. “Before we leave? You mean work for the night?”

      “Los Angeles,” Fritz said. “Pack a bag, Hawke. The game is on and it’s time we join. We’re going back to Washington D.C.”

      [image: ]

      The nice thing about having access to a private jet is that you don’t have to wait hours in security lines for a flight where you’ll be packed in like a sausage.

      The problem with having access to a private jet is that your crazy kopis can drag you across the country whenever the fuck he wants.

      He set the flight time for four in the morning, which would have been fine if I’d gotten off work at a reasonable time. Except that Agent Bryce spent her evening handling yet another protest from Los Angeles’s succubus population, which meant I had to babysit a city commissioner’s town hall meeting.

      I left for home, exhausted and smelling like my warding herbs, a squinch before ten o’clock.

      If I went to sleep the instant I got home, I’d be lucky to get even four whole hours of shut-eye. I’d never been one to settle right after work though. I needed time to defuse, unwind, eat pork rinds while watching the last season of Star Trek: Deep Space 9 for the fourth time.

      Less than four hours of sleep wasn’t gonna do me a whole lot of good. But hell, I was gonna try.

      That was my intent, anyway.

      My intent held out on the jittering ride in my janky car, of which I was at least the sixth unlucky owner to hold it together with duct tape and dreams. That intent survived all the way through Los Angeles traffic, stopped in two locations by demonstrators, and up until the moment that I sidled past a homeless guy unconscious in my stairwell.

      My intentions changed when I reached my apartment door and started sneezing.

      “Oh fuck,” I said, wiping my leaking face dry with my sleeve. A few more hard sneezes made for more mucus. More tears.

      Good thing I didn’t have a woman living with me anymore. Krista would have been disgusted at the sight.

      On the other hand, Krista would have been able to kill whichever witch was currently casting magic in my apartment. This spell was on par with whatever Weston Connors had cast at Lenox’s house, and it was strong enough that my throat closed up completely. A fist of magic that made sure I couldn’t breathe.

      I was loosening my gun from its holster when I realized that I’d felt that specific fist of magic before.

      And not from Connors.

      It brought to mind a small, bony fist with knuckles like fucking sledgehammers, and the sharp-tongued ball-buster who owned that fist. Someone I hadn’t seen in a long time.

      If I’d been smart, my survival instincts would have kicked in anyway. I’d have gotten myself a safe distance from the apartment and called in support from the OPA. They could dismantle the spells, send in a Union team, and extract whoever had invaded my house.

      But you’ve probably noticed by now that I’m a moron.

      I wasn’t even quiet as I unlocked my apartment door. Didn’t seem like there was much of a point in being quiet, seeing as how I couldn’t stop sneezing, and the homeless guy was yarking in the stairwell again. Quietude was not a selling point of my apartment.

      The invading witch knew I was coming.

      Still, I had my gun drawn as I slipped through the front door of my apartment. “Who’s there?” I asked, kicking the door shut behind me. Because it was a great idea to shut my most convenient escape route, right?

      My living room looked exactly the way I’d left it. My kitchen too. And my bedroom. I could see all of it from where I stood, since I now occupied a studio. Having “murders women in his bath tub” and “burns down the whole complex” on my renting history meant it was hard to get a nice place to live.

      Even Cat’s litter box hadn’t changed, which was weird. Cat was a disgusting, filthy animal. I changed his box every single goddamn morning because he wouldn’t shit in it if the litter wasn’t smooth.

      When I did maintain the litter to Cat’s standards, he liked to show his approval by kicking his crap everywhere. It stuck to the walls, the floor. I had somehow gotten litter in my bathtub.

      But Cat’s box was clean right now at the end of the night.

      Very weird.

      The only other thing that looked awry was the wooden square in my kitchen.

      Mostly because it was hovering two feet off of the ground.

      I stepped toward it slowly, leaving my gun’s safety engaged. My eyes were watering too much for me to aim well anyway. If I shot, I’d probably take out my refrigerator before taking out the mysterious hovering wooden cube.

      That cube was the thing that was making me allergic. It was so strong that it blazed like a bonfire to my sixth sense, the one that told me when magic was near.

      Up until I got within ten feet of it.

      Then the allergic reaction stopped. The brightness stopped. Everything stopped, like someone had just shot an antihistamine into my arm.

      “Nice trick, huh?”

      I whirled at the sound of the voice. It was a woman’s voice. A hard-edged, vaguely amused, vaguely annoyed woman’s voice. Yet there was nothing other than a broad grin on the face of the five-foot-tall trouble standing in my living room with Cat nestled in her arms.

      Suzy Takeuchi had come home.
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      “Fucking Suzy Takeuchi,” I said, because I had to make the words real, because I had to make the universe accept the fact that I was seeing my long-lost partner standing in front of me.

      My last sight of Suzy in the flesh had been all the way back in Reno, Nevada. She’d been wielding runic magic like a boss. It hadn’t saved her career, but it had saved her life, and she’d gone into hiding.

      If the OPA had caught her, then Suzy would have gotten sent to a Union detention center. Again. She’d sworn she’d rather die than go back to such a place. I didn’t want Suzy to die, so I’d never tried to get in touch with her. Just to help protect her.

      But here she was.

      I couldn’t let it be a dream. I couldn’t let her vanish again.

      When I grabbed Suzy up in a hug, Cat leaped to the floor with a disgruntled yowl. He darted off to piss on my bed or whatever revenge he concocted for the night. I didn’t care. I had an actual Suzy in my arms, real and solid, and the apartment could have burned down like the last one for all I cared.

      “Get off me,” Suzy said. “I don’t do hugs.”

      “Shut it, Takeuchi. Now you do.” I couldn’t have even told you what kind of shampoo Suzy used before, but her familiar smell told me that she hadn’t switched it. She’d been on the run for ages, but she still smelled exactly the same.

      She pried my hands off of her and stepped back.

      Outlaw Suzy was no longer wearing the formless black suits that all OPA agents rocked, but she also didn’t seem interested in trying to find new ways to dress. She was still wearing loafers, slacks, a polo shirt.

      “The fuck is this?” I asked. “Have you been hiding at an H&R Block?”

      “I don’t have a lot of resources, Hawke. Not like I can run on down to Macy’s whenever I want. These clothes are coming from others in the movement.”

      “Their taste sucks,” I said.

      “You suck,” Suzy said. She hugged me again, not as tight as before.

      “I thought you don’t do hugs.”

      “Shut it, Hawke,” she said. “Speaking of the movement, we can’t talk here.” She yanked me toward my closet. The hovering cube in the kitchen followed us. My sinuses burned as it got nearer.

      “The closet’s not safe either,” I said. “They’ve started bugging that too. Hey, what’s with the box?”

      “That’s my house,” Suzy said.

      The box was small enough that I could have lost it in the trash heap of my car’s backseat. “You’ve been hiding as a Polly Pocket?”

      It settled on my closet floor where Suzy pointed. “Okay, so it’s actually just a door to my house. I call it my anchor,” she said, toeing the box.

      A portal ripped open wide in my closet.

      It looked like the back wall vanished, replaced by a set of steep stairs leading into a cave. Elaborate woodwork arched over the steps. It reminded me of architecture I’d seen in Shogun. Japanese temples and shit.

      “Since when is there a fucking Shinto temple in my closet?” I asked.

      Suzy planted her hands on her hips. “Shinto temple? Seriously, Hawke?”

      “What? You’re Japanese. Eighty percent of Japan practices Shintoism.”

      It looked like my stupidity was causing her physical pain, even though that fact about Shintoism is totally true, you can look it up on Wikipedia. “I’m American. And Episcopalian.”

      I laughed. She didn’t.

      “Episcopalian?” I asked. “Really?”

      “I’m not much of anything except a witch these days,” Suzy said. “My dad’s an Episcopalian though, and I was raised around it. Anyway. Just because I went for a Japanese aesthetic doesn’t mean it’s any more a Shinto temple than your apartment is the fucking Enterprise because you’ve got seven posters of Captain Kirk.”

      She shoved me down the stairs. Let me tell you, it was really unnerving to go instantly from lukewarm Los Angeles winter to the crisp chill of wherever the fuck she was hiding her pocket dimension.

      Once Suzy got in behind me, she pulled the door shut and led me into the dimness. The stairs headed straight down. My feet were so big I had to walk sideways to keep from slipping off.

      “Tell me about what you’ve been doing,” I said. “I wanna hear all the stories. Bet you’ve done some crazy shit.”

      “Not as much as you’d think. I started out working a lot with the movement in northern California, but when I headed down south, I lost touch. I’ve been refining my magic and shooting skills since then.”

      She’d done a great job refining her magic. Suzy was still the only person I knew who could do weird pocket-dimension stuff like this, even with all the advancements that the Union had been making lately.

      She had a whole fucking cave.

      And the cave looked old. The stalactites and stalagmites were enormous, and gems glittered darkly in the walls as we approached lamplight at the bottom.

      “I stand corrected,” I said. “This is clearly not a Shinto temple, but the Batcave, as conceived of by an alternate-universe Samurai Batman.”

      “I’m fine with being Samurai Batman,” Suzy said.

      She’d picked a nice part of the cave for her home. It was on an island at the rear of a misty grotto, framed by a river on one side and a waterfall on the other. The Shinto-looking arches decorated either end of the cave, which made for quite the impressive room, all in all.

      Except that she’d furnished it with the finest of room sets from R.C. Willey. Some lamps, fake leather sofas, an entertainment center made from particleboard.

      I poked her TV. It turned on, showing a bouncing Blu-ray logo. “How are you powering this stuff?”

      “I made a pocket dimension and a traveling door to Earth,” Suzy said. “Why would powering the TV be harder than that?”

      “Do you get HBO?”

      “Bitch, of course I get HBO.” She opened a mini-fridge and took out two beers.

      “So what you’re telling me is that you made Heaven,” I said.

      My gaze wandered over her other stuff. There were no walls, so I could see the spot of rock she was using as a bedroom—replete with a California king, Target bedspread, and a laundry basket—plus the kitchen with rudimentary cooking supplies. She also had a shooting range that butted up against a pile of gravel.

      I didn’t see a bathroom. Figured it was better not to ask where she did her business.

      “My little hole’s nice because I’ve had enough bored time to work on it, but it’s not Heaven.” She emptied one beer bottle, and then the other one.

      “If you lost touch with the movement when you headed south, why’d you come at all?” I asked.

      “I wanted to make sure someone was caring for Cat,” Suzy said. A smile crept over her mouth. It was a grateful smile, a real special look. I never saw Suzy smiling when she wasn’t being a smart-ass.

      “You’re really bad at litter training cats,” I said.

      “I got him as an adult. Adopt, don’t shop, asshole. And you don’t train cats to do anything.”

      “You don’t.”

      If I ever got a cat that was actually mine, I was going to teach that dickbag to use the toilet. “So you only came back for Cat?”

      Suzy yawned and stretched. “Yep.” When she extended her arms over her head, her shirt rucked up to expose an inch of bare stomach.

      I’d been so happy to see her that I’d forgotten to stare at Suzy’s body. That says a lot. It’s worth staring at. She’d always had this narrow waist and the best ass you can imagine, though it would be my balls if she caught me looking.

      Right now it almost seemed like Suzy wanted me to look. Like she was distracting me.

      “Well Cat’s fine,” I said.

      “You haven’t been feeding him,” Suzy said. “He’s lost girth.” She slid onto the couch next to me, her knee pushing into my thigh.

      “The vet said he was a fatty and needed to lose weight for his health. You owe me for all his vet bills, by the way. Cleaning a cat’s teeth should not be that expensive.”

      “I don’t have money,” Suzy said. “Why don’t we find another way to pay you back?”

      My jaw dropped. “Uh…”

      “I have information you might find valuable,” she went on. “I heard about Senator Peterson through my resources. I can help with that.”

      Oh. Information.

      “By resources, you mean people in this movement? Same people who are dressing you like a private-school student?” It was criminal for Suzy’s body to be covered, totally criminal.

      “My resources are through the movement, yes,” Suzy said. “What little I can scrape together.”

      “If you know about Senator Peterson, you’ve gotta know about how everyone in the country’s going crazy, right? All the demons, the werewolves…crazy.” I really wanted Suzy to admit that the violence was coming from preternaturals. That maybe PRAY was right to crack down.

      “I’m up on everything,” she said. “That’s why I’ve looked you up—not because of Cat, but because of the news. I can’t sit around waiting to act any longer.”

      “What’s the movement been doing?”

      “Sitting around,” Suzy said. “Nobody’s been inviting me to help anymore. I think they’re trying to protect me because they think I’ll be upset about Aniruddha, but I’m not upset. I don’t care that he got sold into slavery.”

      “Whoa,” I said. “Brutal.”

      She rolled her eyes. “That’s not what I mean. Of course I don’t want anyone sold into slavery, but I’m not more upset over Aniruddha than anyone else just because I let him stick his dick in me a couple times.”

      “Gross, Suze,” I said.

      “It’s just sex. Get over it.” She cracked open a new bottle. “Anyway, knowing you and Director Friederling, you’re going to get killed over PRAY. I’m bored. I came to save you from yourself.”

      “Just because Gary Zettel and Fritz both want me to take down Lucrezia de Angelis doesn’t mean I’m about to get killed,” I said.

      Suzy just Looked at me.

      “Yeah, yeah,” I said. “I’m definitely about to get killed.”

      “How is taking down Lucrezia de Angelis a solution for PRAY?” she asked.

      I gave her the quick, confusing rundown about Zettel. Suzy rolled her eyes and laughed in the right places. The best part was when I finished and she said, “I can absolutely help you take down Lucrezia de Angelis.”

      “Thank God. I could really use you on this.”

      Suzy’s lips spread into an evil grin. “At long last, you admit it. You big puddle of stupid. You need me, and you know it.”

      “Uh, yeah, I do. Wasn’t disputing that at all. Christ, Suzy, I have been scared shitless—I’m just so fucking happy to see you.”

      I’d never been stupid enough to risk casually hugging Suzy before. That seemed like a great way to earn a knee directly to the huevos. But this wasn’t a casual situation, and I’d take a thousand knees to the huevos before one more day without Suzy Takeuchi in my life.

      Okay, maybe one or two knees to the nuts. A thousand was a lot.

      The point is that I braced myself for pain before hugging Suzy, and squished her tighter than I’d ever let myself squish her before. I’m a big guy, she’s not. I don’t use my size with smaller people unless they’re asking me to move sofas for them.

      For once, I let myself get all the Suzy-hugging out of my system.

      It took me a minute to realize she wasn’t kneeing me in the balls though.

      In fact, Suzy was hugging me back.

      “Why were you scared?” she asked. “I sent you a note.”

      Yes, one note. A note which I’d kept in my wallet until the ink had started to rub off, and then I’d laminated it and stuck it back in my wallet to carry around for a while longer.

      That note had only two words on it.

      “I’m okay.”

      That was it.

      Suzy had vanished from a case in Reno while battling another witch and a horde of demons, and the only thing she’d left for me were those two fucking words.

      “It’s been years, Suze,” I said.

      “I know. I’ve got calendars, and I’m not as stupid as you are.”

      Now I was getting just a little bit angry. Not at being called stupid—that was reassuring. I’d missed having someone around who happily called me out on my shit. Nobody had even threatened to emasculate me since Suzy had left. “How’d you expect me to deal with that?”

      She shrugged. “It’s not like you’ve been alone. You have Director Friederling and the necrocognitive.”

      “Fritz’s wife,” I said.

      “Oh, shit,” Suzy said. “Sorry about that, Cèsar.” Last she’d seen me, I’d still been following Isobel around like a dumb puppy. I still was, for the record, but I’d been doing it back then too.

      I shrugged. “It’s fine.”

      “What about that woman kopis? Krista.”

      “What about her?”

      “Nothing.” Suzy looked satisfied. “Great. So we’re going to take down PRAY together.”

      My stomach did a weird backflip. “Yeah, guess we are.” If that was what Suzy wanted to do, then fine. I’d have learned the “Single Ladies” dance if that was what it took to keep Suzy around. “Only problem is that I’m heading to Washington D.C. in the morning.”

      “Even better. The movement’s going to have a much bigger presence on the East Coast, so I’ll be able to connect with some of my sources. All you’ve gotta do is stick my magic box into your carry-on and let me out in your hotel room as you arrive.”

      “Why wait? I’ll let you out on Fritz’s jet. He’s going to want to see you.”

      Suzy shot to her feet. “You’re not telling him.”

      “Huh? I’m not?”

      “No, you’re not,” she said. “I’m offering to help you. You, dumbass. Don’t tell Director Friederling—or, God forbid, Isobel Stonecrow—that I’m back in town. I’ll tie a rubber band around your microscopic balls until they fall off, and then I’ll fry them and sell them through a food truck.”

      “Why?” I asked. “We’ll be a more effective team with free flow of information.”

      “We aren’t a team. We’re partners.” Suzy jabbed me in the chest with two fingers. Hard. “Even if I’m not with the OPA anymore, you’re still my partner, and I’m here to help you. Got it?”

      “Yes,” I said obediently.

      Because there was absolutely no way that smuggling Suzy into the middle of OPA politics could ever go wrong.
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      Flying on a private jet meant that I didn’t have to get intimate with the TSA. Nobody checked my suitcase when I got on board Fritz’s private jet—again—so nobody knew that I had a magical cube being held down by my sock rolls and underwear.

      I wasn’t thrilled to see Fritz’s valet hauling my luggage away after we touched down. “Where’s that going?”

      “Our penthouse.” Fritz slid sunglasses on as he descended the stairs from his jet. There was another limo waiting for us.

      “Our penthouse?”

      “We’ve rented it for use as office space,” he said.

      “Oh.” Here I’d been worrying that Fritz had finally given up waiting for me to move in with him willingly, but this was strictly professional. Right.

      We had a whole motorcade on our way to the hotel. Fritz was important and rich, but he was far from famous; there shouldn’t have been a need for this much security. “Why do we have a motorcade?” I asked, peering through the tinted window. “Why are there protesters packing the streets with—wait, are those Molotov cocktails?”

      “You didn’t read the debriefing I sent you last night,” Fritz said.

      “I was sleeping.” That was my first major lie of the day. In fact, I’d spent my night making sure Suzy drank enough water with her beer to avoid barfing all over her pocket dimension.

      “Tate Peterson’s taking a break from his tour to promote H.R. 2076. He’s in town, just in time for the president to sign the second version of the PRAY executive order. America is in an uproar again.”

      The last bit was redundant for him to say, since I could see the uproar outside our limo. There were bodies as far as the eye could see beginning from the moment we left the airport and all the way along our route, which we took inch by slow inch.

      If there were Molotov cocktails, they hadn’t been thrown at us yet. But there were a lot of very angry misspelled signs.

      “This must make you happy, right?” I asked. “All these people protesting against PRAY?”

      “Does it make you happy?” Fritz asked.

      To be honest, it scared the bejeesus out of me. That many furious people squeezed into one place was a recipe for disaster. At least our pissed-off rioters back home had elbowroom. “I thought that the East Coast skewed in favor of PRAY.”

      “It does. Most protesters aren’t against PRAY because it overreaches, but because it’s not doing more to kill preternaturals immediately,” Fritz said. “You are looking at the result of two factions fueled by staggering amounts of anger.”

      “That makes me so much happier. I love powder kegs.”

      “I know you do. That’s why I’ve made arrangements for us to meet with Tate Peterson while he’s in town,” Fritz said. “He’s the godson of Justice Mendez. When H.R. 2076 goes in front of the SCOTUS, Tate Peterson is going to have a voice on how Justice Mendez’s vote swings.”

      “That’s fucking convoluted,” I said. “And there’s no goddamn way Tate Peterson’s going to get Justice Mendez swinging against PRAY.” I hadn’t been able to escape the guy’s raving on the nightly news. He was always on about pure, God-loving life without preternaturals.

      “It’ll be easier than you think. Tate is only twenty years old and has a marijuana habit that would render most brain-dead. OPA staff have cleaned him up and dressed him like a show pony, but he’s still an easily swayed man-child.”

      “And he’s going to influence the deciding vote when PRAY hits the Supreme Court?” I asked. “A twenty-year-old stoner preaching against weed?”

      “Fills you with hope for the future, doesn’t it?”

      We pulled into the hotel’s below ground parking garage, and I watched over my shoulder as OPA agents pulled the barricade closed behind us.

      “Our first visit, however, is with Justice Gwara,” Fritz said. “She’ll be waiting for us at the penthouse.”

      Justice Gwara was a friend of Fritz’s. He had a surprising number of friends who were judges, actually. This particular Supreme Court justice had been appointed by the previous president and was predicted to resist PRAY. “I thought her vote was a shoe-in.”

      “It is. It will be.”

      “You sound real confident in how convincing you can be,” I said.

      “With good reason.” Fritz smoothed his hands over his hair. He’d sleeked it back like the biggest asshole ever. But goddamn, he was an asshole who looked put-together. “If you missed the debriefing, then you also missed my memo about what happened last night. There was another massive surge of magic.”

      I sat upright. “Like the one at Lenox’s house?”

      “Exactly like it, including the part where the suspect was ordered to be released by Gary Zettel. Guess where this one happened.”

      “Narnia,” I said.

      “Six blocks that way.” Fritz pointed at the wall.

      “A paranoid man would think the magic is following us.”

      “Is it paranoia if they’re out to get you? Regardless, we didn’t collect any useful information from the incident.”

      “Surprise, surprise,” I said. “What could they be trying to hide? Rage spells? Curses? Hexes?”

      “We may never know,” Fritz said.

      “And you’re okay with that?”

      “I have other problems to keep myself busy.”

      We headed up the elevator to the penthouse. Everything in the hotel was a long-term rental, the kind of place that businesspeople would stay when an out-of-town job was gonna take weeks or months.

      I’d stayed in similar hotels. Nothing so nice. Nothing with such polite doormen or so few cigarette-smoke stains on the walls. The government didn’t pay rates that high for little people like me.

      We stepped out on the penthouse level. Fritz waited by the window. “Cameras,” he said.

      I glanced up at the corners of the halls. Indeed, there were cameras. “Yup.”

      He gave me a long-suffering look. “Cameras, Hawke. I expect privacy while staying at this hotel.”

      Oh, right. He’d told me to bring some of my flash-dust just for this.

      I took a pinch out of my pocket and tossed it into the air. And I sneezed.

      From our end, nothing seemed to happen. If anyone were watching on the security camera end, they’d see a bright flash and then nothing. The cameras would have to be replaced entirely.

      That kind of magic would have been an impossible dream for me a couple of years earlier, but I’d been puttering a lot. I’d had a lot of free time ever since Suzy disappeared. I hadn’t realized exactly how much time I used to spend hauling her drunk ass safely from one bar to the next, and how much time she’d invested into teaching me how to shoot, and do magic.

      A life without Suzy had been a much less interesting life.

      Just wait until she saw the magic I’d learned to do since she’d been gone.

      Probably pat me on the head and congratulate me for learning to tie my shoes.

      The penthouse was so swanky that I didn’t have words to describe it. Lots of stuff that looked expensive. Boxy lamps, ultra-modern lines, huge windows. Computers had been set out but weren’t plugged in. We were going to have staff here soon, but at the moment, it was empty.

      Except for Justice Gwara.

      She draped herself in an archway, filmy cotton hanging from her pointed shoulders and tracing lines down the curve of her breasts. She was a woman with high cheekbones, a sloping forehead, and full lips that turned up into a totally unprofessional smile at the sight of my partner.

      “Fritz,” she purred, coiling her hand around his tie.

      “Really?” I asked, folding my arms and aiming a disapproving look at Fritz.

      He gave me an unembarrassed wink and let himself be pulled into the office.

      The door closed in my face.

      I threw my hands into the air. “Politics.”
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      If you didn’t come prepared, there wasn’t a hell of a lot to do while your boss was enjoying a booty call.

      Ask me how I know this.

      There was even less to do when I was in a hotel completely blocked in by protesters. I wandered to the end of the hall to peek through the curtains. There was no pavement even visible at this point.

      The hotel was close to Capitol Hill, which meant I had a great view of all those domes, spires, and fancy old buildings that I’d seen on so many TV shows. They were smaller than I’d expected. Or maybe the crush of bodies just made them look smaller.

      The clouds rolling in looked to be carrying snow in their guts, so maybe we’d get lucky and the angry rabble would go home.

      A powder keg, I had called it. Talk about understatements. There was no barrier separating the people holding “PRAY for salvation” signs and those with the president-with-Joker-face signs, so they were intermingling in a froth surfers always hoped for in Long Beach.

      There was a rhythmic thumping coming from the other side of the wall. Fritz must have been having a lively debate with Justice Gwara.

      “Excuse me,” I said, catching a bellhop passing down the hall. I spoke loudly to drown out the noise. “Has my luggage from the jet arrived yet?”

      “Not yet, sir,” the bellhop said.

      “There’s a duffel bag with a handkerchief tied to its handle. I need it. I’d be grateful if you could get it to me as soon as possible.” I tried to subtly slip him a ten-dollar bill, but the bellhop just looked at the money like it was a bus-sized leech.

      “Of course, sir,” he said, and he drifted away.

      My nose itched as he walked off. I rubbed it.

      The bellhop was a witch?

      No wonder I’d gotten the cold shoulder when trying to pull the old Fritz Friederling tip-a-roo. There was a witch working in the hotel, and he knew that the OPA was staying at that location, and he wasn’t happy about PRAY.

      I suddenly felt a lot more serious about guarding Fritz while he was in the semi-privacy of the penthouse. I positioned myself in front of the door and stuck a Bluetooth earpiece into position. “Agent Hawke reporting in,” I said.

      The hiss of static was brief. “You’re clocked in, Agent Hawke.”

      That one loud voice was soon replaced by ongoing babble from the OPA staff in the area. There were enough angry-sounding guys grunting at each other that I suspected I was on a Union line, too.

      It had become procedure for all agents to wear the earpieces, but the OPA usually got stuck on separate lines from the Union. The official position was because they wanted to keep confidential OPA proceedings safe from Union members with other security clearances. I was ninety-nine percent certain the Union was trying to keep us out of their business.

      There was still more chatter here than there was out west. I had to relax into it, listen to the flow of voices, try to differentiate the orders.

      Everyone sounded kind of freaked out. There was something about Molotov cocktails, so I hadn’t been imagining that. Someone was reporting on their use of pepper spray for crowd control. A couple of our cars had been stopped by demonstrator-made barriers.

      I put a hand to my ear. “Wait, repeat that. What about cars being stopped?”

      But the conversations had already moved on, and there was too much activity to address me. I tried pinging HQ about it, but the line was busy.

      What if one of the stopped cars was the one with my luggage? The one with Suzy’s anchor in it?

      The rhythmic thumping had stopped. Fritz and Justice Gwara must have been changing gears. Hopefully Fritz would be alert enough to prevent his own assassination, because I was now too paranoid to stick around.

      The elevator to the lobby seemed eerily quiet as it descended. I could hear every gear whirring, the slide of air in the shaft, the chime as we passed each floor. And then the lobby was even quieter, in a way—no sounds of machinery or chiming, just the muffled shouts of protesters outside the big windows.

      I tapped the bell on the desk. “Hello? Anyone here?”

      Nobody came out. What superb fucking service.

      Down to the basement it was.

      The doors slid open to reveal the same chilly parking garage I’d just left with Fritz. To my relief, there were three black SUVs parked just inside the barricade. Those were Union vehicles. That meant they probably had my luggage.

      “Hey! Guys!” I jogged over.

      A guy stepped out from behind one of the SUVs, hands lifted to either side of his head. He was dressed as a low-ranking kopis.

      “Run,” he said.

      And then his head vanished in a roar of gunfire and a mist of blood.

      I took cover on the other side of the SUV. “Fuck!” My voice rang out and echoed throughout the parking garage. Too loud.

      The armed assailant rushed around the vehicle at me.

      It was the bellhop. He was carrying an assault rifle.

      I rolled over the next SUV’s hood

      . Bellhop’s gun chattered and bullets punched into the metal behind my shoulder. I hit the ground on the other side hard and ran for the nearest door—for the passage out to the sidewalk.

      But he was there.

      Bellhop was fucking fast.

      “Whoa there,” I said, lifting my hands in a gesture of surrender, just like the kopis had before getting blown away. Now that I was on this end of the SUVs, I could see the other Union drivers on the ground too. All of them dead.

      “Are you OPA?” Bellhop asked. “Are you supporting PRAY?”

      My hands slipped down. My mouth worked as I tried to decide which answer would let me escape with my life. “Listen to me, sir—”

      “Shut it,” he said. “On your knees.”

      Getting on my knees seemed like a really bad idea. If I put my sensitive bits down lower—say, getting my head below chest level—it was going to be a lot easier for this asshole to take those sensitive bits off with a spray of buckshot.

      I didn’t move.

      “Let’s talk,” I said.

      “Are you OPA?” he demanded again.

      When I didn’t reply, he stepped forward. Jerked my jacket open. Grabbed my ID.

      I’d brought my FBI badge. It was fake, but it looked real because it was made by the same vendors. I technically wasn’t supposed to be carrying it now that the OPA was public, but I’d forgotten my OPA badge at home. Wasn’t used to being legitimate yet.

      Bellhop tossed the badge to the ground. He aimed his gun at my head again. “Do you support PRAY?”

      Success, FBI meant I wasn’t insta-dead.

      That still left another question to answer correctly.

      “Do you?” I asked.

      “I don’t know,” he said.

      I kinda laughed at that. I had expected a guy with a gun to have talking points because nobody shot people over the unknown opinions. “Me too, dude. It’s too big to wrap my mind around right now.”

      “I’m a witch,” he said. “My name’s Lawrence.”

      “Hey Lawrence, I’m Cèsar,” I said.

      “This isn’t me. This isn’t what I do. Three weeks ago I was just a bellhop with a lot of pentacle jewelry, you know?” As he started to talk, the gun started swaying more. The muzzle swung across my face and then across the cars and then back. “Now I have to report myself, register for this thing, fill out paperwork when I want to fly…”

      “It’s a pain in the ass,” I said.

      “President Abbey is going to put us in death camps,” Lawrence said.

      I hadn’t read H.R. 2076 yet, but Fritz would have mentioned if that was in there. “That wouldn’t be American, now would it?”

      “No. No it would not.” He let out a ragged sob, wiping the sweat off his forehead with one hand. The gun wavered again. “Do you know anyone from the press, Cèsar?”

      My eyes went wide. “No?” God, I hoped that was the right answer.

      “Can you call them after? Can you make sure this airs?”

      “Are you trying to make a statement, Lawrence?” I asked.

      “It’s not my statement,” he said.

      The gun dropped, muzzle lowering to the ground.

      I wasn’t going to wait and see if Lawrence wanted to try shooting me again. I lurched toward him, gracelessly grabbed the gun from his hands, and hurled it over the SUV.

      Then I punched the button on my headset. “Hawke to Union. We’ve got a shooter in the basement of—”

      “Hey!”

      Lawrence smashed into my back. We both fell to the ground. It wasn’t until he leaped off of me and made a break for his gun that I realized I was bleeding—bright, fresh, red blood from the back of my scalp. I’d hit something on my way down.

      His hands closed on the gun. I was about to get hit by a lot worse than a hubcap.

      The door to the sidewalk blasted open before he could shoot.

      Literally blasted—the holes that appeared around the handle looked a heck of a lot like they’d been made by shotgun pellets. Not that I was an expert. If I had no choice but to swing a gun around, my preference was more of the Desert Eagle persuasion.

      Without a lock, it took only a single swift blow from the heel of a cowboy boot to bounce that sucker open.

      A woman stood on the other side. She was shaped like the red marks on a black widow’s swollen gut and her fangs came in the form of steel with a wooden stock. Long, slender braids swayed behind her, tipped with beads that chimed when they hit each other.

      “Get down,” she said to me.

      And you believe me when I say I got the fuck down.

      About a half-second later, blood sprayed onto the wall behind me. It wasn’t my blood. Ofelia’s aim was way better than that.

      There was skull and brain stuck to the middle of that splatter.

      I looked up to see a dead body dropping to his knees, and then sliding onto his face.

      When my ears stopped ringing, I could hear an explosion of chatter in my earpiece. Talk, talk, talk. They’d heard the shot. Now people were worried we’d blown the perimeter around the hotel. Weren’t any of them worried about whether I’d gotten blown away?

      I pushed the button on my earpiece

      . “Chill out,” I said, ears muffled by the too-close gunfire. It sounded like I was talking through a toilet paper tube. “I’m alive.”

      The microphone rustled and when someone spoke again, it was a familiar male voice, which brought to mind narrow features topped with a brush of yellow hair. “We heard a shot. Verify your condition, Hawke.”

      Oh man, someone cared about me.

      Too bad it was fucking Fritz Friederling, who was obligated to care about me just because I was his aspis.

      “I’m all right,” I said.

      A hand thrust into my vision. It was a dainty feminine appendage with a piercing on the long pinky nail. Who the fuck pierces their fingernails?

      Ofelia. That was who.

      I grabbed her hand and she pulled me to my feet. Then she grabbed my earlobe, yanking me down so she could speak into my microphone: “Agent Hawke just got his ass saved by his baby sister.”
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      It might have been ages since I’d seen Suzy, but it had been ages squared since I’d seen my baby sister. Yet Ofelia hadn’t changed. Ofelia almost looked like a kid sitting hunched on the tailgate of an ambulance, hands tucked under her arms for warmth.

      Her eyes widened at the sight of me. “Cèsar! Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” I said, accepting her tight hug with a laugh. The EMTs had taken me to a separate tent to get checked out, since I was a government employee. I’d gotten a little healing paste on my head wound and kicked out. Thanks to Ofelia’s shotgun, I’d survived.

      Speaking of shotguns, I felt hers as a hard ridge running down her spine, hidden underneath her jacket. Ofelia moved like she wasn’t hiding anything. If I hadn’t been touching her, I’d never have known she had a secret.

      “What about you? What’s with the braids?” I asked, yanking a fistful. She elbowed my arm away. “Have you been hiding in a Mexican tourist port?”

      “They look good on me.” She flipped them over her shoulder. “And you look good too.”

      “Yeah I do,” I said.

      In truth, Ofelia and I looked exactly the same. Take away her piercings, take away my monkey suit, we’re both tall, stocky people with eyes best described as “puppyish.” Ofelia managed to hide her puppy sweetness behind thick mascara and eyelashes so long I was surprised she could blink.

      Okay, so there was one feature about Ofelia we didn’t share. The scars on her neck. They were still there, peeking out from under her scarf, like a mountain range that ran from underneath her hair along one shoulder blade. That was from the time an incubus had tortured her with needles.

      My sister had always been troubled, but that demon had taken her to a different level.

      She’d gone into hiding to protect herself from the incubus gang and also to find herself. From the happy, tanned look of her, she’d found herself all right. She’d found fur-lined boots and leather pants and a corset jacket. Who walked around on ice in studded six-inch heels?

      Ofelia Hawke was as stupid as me, and I loved the fuck out of her for it.

      “Thanks for saving my ass,” I said.

      “You’re just lucky I brought Bo Peep to the protest,” Ofelia said. “I wasn’t going to until Pops made me.”

      My jaw scraped pavement. “Pops? Pops is here?”

      Because Satan can hear when his name is whispered halfway around the world, Pops emerged from the crowd, elbowing his way past the barricade. “They’re my kids!” he snapped at an officer who tried to stop him.

      I lifted my badge. “It’s okay.” I was still using the fake FBI identification. It felt lucky now.

      The cops let him pass.

      Pops looked the same as my sister and me, except with white hair and a spine crooked from a bad surgery. He greeted us with slaps upside the head rather than hugs. “You two could have died. Should have let me handle the shooter.”

      Ofelia and I both shrank from his hands, making the same whine of protest. Old habits, you know. I was an OPA agent and I still reacted to the smack by fixing my eyes to my toes and holding very still.

      Pops shook his finger in my face. “I saw that stupid boy through the barricade and I knew what he was doing, I was going to take care of it. I only needed a few more minutes to zap him!” He was the master of quick-casting circles and using them to wreak havoc upon the deserving. “You should have waited. Say you’re sorry.”

      Ofelia shot a sideways glance at me. She was trying to hide a smile. “Sorry, Pops.”

      “Sorry, Pops,” I echoed, and I was smiling too. I’d stopped smiling by the time I lifted my head. “What are you guys doing on this side of the continent?”

      “We’re protesting,” Pops said. “The fuck’s it look like?”

      It looked like they were protesting, but in my eternal hope, I wanted to believe it was something else entirely. “What’s your stance?”

      “Obviously we’re against preternatural registration and regulation,” Ofelia said. She said that too loudly. Opposition was in the crowd, mixed up with the others, and I didn’t want to get into another fight.

      “Keep it down,” I whispered.

      Pops threw his hands into the air. “Save me from pussy bitches.” He stalked off. “Back to the hotel by six, Ofelia!” The protesters cleared an aisle for him, because nobody wanted to get in the way of an old guy who looked that angry.

      I stared after him. He hadn’t even said hello or goodbye or asked how I was doing.

      Even for Pops, that was cold.

      “How the hell did you end up running around with Pops?” I asked. “You haven’t even been running around with me, and I’m so much funner.”

      “We came here separately. You know that Pops can’t resist an argument, and this is the biggest argument in town. As for me…my boyfriend thought we should come, so we did. Pops and I ran into each other a couple days ago.”

      “Stop there, back this shit up. Boyfriend?” I was ready to start swinging fists and I hadn’t seen the guy yet.

      Ofelia had a bad history with men. One of her boyfriends had sold her to that incubus.

      “He’s not like the last one. He’s okay,” she said, lifting her hands to calm me. But the last one had started out okay too. That is to say, he’d been squeaky-clean, with a fat bankroll and a convincing fake smile. I’d met him and hadn’t dismembered him. I hadn’t known what he was going to do. We’d both trusted him, and Ofelia had paid the price for it.

      “I’ll judge that for myself,” I said.

      “I knew you’d say that. He’s right over there.” She nodded toward the police barricade.

      I stared at the crowd for a full minute without seeing anyone who looked like he could pass for Ofelia’s boyfriend.

      “There,” she said, pointing still more insistently.

      Nothing but a sea of faces.

      She rolled her eyes, lifted her hands over her head, waved to him. “Cooper!”

      “Cooper?” I echoed. “Is he a car?”

      Finally a man broke through the crowd, and I waved him through the barricade with the help of my badge.

      He didn’t look like someone Ofelia should have been with. My baby sister should have been with some Prince Charming type who’d take good care of her in an ivory tower. Someone like Fritz, I guess.

      Cooper had some things in common with Fritz. He moved like he was ready to kill, for instance. But otherwise, he looked like a Chippendales beefcake who was gearing up for his motorcycle-themed routine. A pretty boy with bulging muscles and waxed everything, not that I could see everything. Thank God.

      He bent to give Ofelia the kind of kiss that a brother never wanted to see. When she came up for air, she said, “Cooper, this is the younger of my big brothers. This is Cèsar.”

      Biker Boyfriend reached out a hand to shake. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Cèsar. I’ve heard so much about you.”

      “I have heard absolutely nothing about you,” I said, squeezing his hand hard. Probably harder than I needed to. And then harder than that, without letting go, to make sure that Cooper knew who he’d be dealing with if he hurt Ofelia.

      My strength’s magically augmented, so I’m strong for a guy who sees inside a gym twice a month. Until that moment, I used that strength exclusively for two things: impressing random grocery-store babes by carrying their stuff to their car, and for saving my life against bad guys.

      Cooper was neither babe nor bad guy—as far as I knew—but I’d never gripped anyone’s hand tighter.

      I should have been crushing bones, but he didn’t squeeze back. Cooper’s expression never changed. “I hope we have time to get acquainted.” His teeth looked too shiny for a guy wearing a motorcycle vest and chaps.

      When we finally released each other, my hand was the one aching.

      “Cooper, can you make sure Pops gets to the hotel okay?” Ofelia asked. “I’ll be back long before his curfew.”

      “If that’s what you want.” Cooper kissed her again, nodded at me, and melted into the crowd.

      I’d been around enough to know what a guy who killed other guys looked like.

      Whatever Ofelia said, Cooper was dangerous.

      “Do you have a few minutes to talk with me?” Ofelia asked.

      “Yeah, but not here.” Our position within the barricade put us right by the front door to the hotel, and I’d seen a bar downstairs when visiting the lobby. I flashed my badge a few more times to get us inside.

      “I’m glad I ran into you here,” she said, striding alongside me. “I wish it had been under better circumstances, but…I’d been planning on visiting soon. Here is as good as anywhere.”

      “As good for what?” I asked.

      “I need your help,” Ofelia said. She gave the most disdainful snort I’d ever heard when I walked her into the hotel bar. She looked at the ivy crawling up the pillars and the fountains and all the chandeliers with her lip curled, baring a cracked tooth that had been capped with gold. “How’d you find this place?”

      The easy answer was that it was on the ground level of the building where Fritz was currently having his gavel examined by a judge. “I know some people who are staying here.”

      “Are they involved in your investigation?” Ofelia asked. “It’s a long way to come, even for the FBI.”

      She didn’t realize my badge was fake. To be fair, she’d moved out of town at the exact time that I’d become a secret employee of the OPA. But Pops knew the truth. Why hadn’t he told her?

      “I work for the Office of Preternatural Affairs now,” I said.

      Betrayal shadowed her eyes, so much like mine. “Really?”

      I wished I could have told her I was joking. “Magical Violations Department. I arrest witches, mostly. I know that’s gotta sound bad, but listen to me—a lot of witches do need to be stopped.”

      “How long?” she asked.

      “A while,” I said. “It’s existed for ages in secret.” That was something that the news hadn’t verified yet, although rumors were going around that the new agency wasn’t new.

      “You never told me.”

      “When would I have? It’s not like you left a forwarding address.” I’d tried tracking down the P.O. box number Ofelia gave me when she left, but its mail got rerouted so many times that I never found its destination.

      She winced. “Right. Is a bartender ever going to serve us?”

      “Bet he couldn’t get in with the protesters,” I said. Plus, it was nine o’clock in the morning, when non-alcoholics didn’t want anything worse than a mimosa.

      She flipped over the bar and started grabbing bottles. “What do you want?”

      “You don’t know how to mix anything,” I said.

      “No?” She did a few bottle-flipping tricks, juggling the flavored vodkas, tossing them behind her back. And then she set them in a neat row on the bar in front of her. “I definitely don’t know how to mix anything.”

      “All right, Cirque du Soleil, you’ve been to bartending school.” I couldn’t stop grinning. That was such a cool goddamn trick, and I couldn’t even reliably hit the wastebasket with paper balls. “I don’t drink anymore.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Loser.” She poured herself a shot of whiskey and tossed it back.

      “You said you needed my help?” I prompted. “If it’s got to do with money, I’m thinking that a talented bartender with a boob job earns more than me.”

      “It’s about Pops. Actually, it’s about Cooper.” She sighed heavily. “Mostly it’s me.”

      I stared at her blankly. “Okay.”

      “Cooper and I got married last year. We didn’t tell either of our families because we had a private wedding with mutual friends. The thing is, when Pops finds out that I married without his permission, he’ll be pissed. I want his blessing. I need it.”

      As soon as the word “married” came out of her mouth, my head filled with fog.

      Married?

      Obviously we both knew that she hadn’t just failed to invite Pops. She’d failed to invite me, too.

      My ex-girlfriend had invited me but my baby sister hadn’t.

      “Why?” I asked.

      She shrugged awkwardly. Took another shot. “It’s hard to explain. I’d have invited you and Pops and Domingo and everyone, if I’d had the chance, but…it’s just complicated.”

      “So you need Pops’s blessing.” That much didn’t require questioning. I still felt weird going out of town without asking Pops’s permission first, and I was a grown-ass man. Like it or not, the man would own us until the day we died.

      “Can you help me?” she asked. “He always liked you best.”

      “Pops likes me best? Since when?”

      “Since it’s most convenient for me to let you believe that,” Ofelia said. “Look, Cèsar, hasn’t there ever been anyone you loved so much that you couldn’t breathe without them?”

      Much like the word “married,” that question made my thoughts go blank. I thought about a necromancer with feathers in her hair on a yacht in the Caribbean. I thought about my lips on sun-heated skin belonging to someone else’s wife. I thought about…a chilly pocket dimension cave that was stocked with more beer than food.

      My mouth said, “I guess.”

      “I can never be totally happy with Cooper if I don’t get Pops’s blessing,” Ofelia said.

      And my mouth, still operating independently of my brain, said, “I’ll help you.”
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      I was still kicking myself for being a dumbass twenty minutes after Ofelia left. Without Suzy, I’d gotten better at metaphorically kicking myself lately. I’d been practicing. But the ass-kicking voice in my head had always sounded like Suzy, and now I didn’t need to deal with the substitute when I could have the real McCoy.

      Hopefully.

      Time hadn’t stopped while I was being held at gunpoint. The once-empty lobby was now filled with personnel trying to figure out how the hell an employee had gotten a gun into a secure hotel. There was actually someone at the desk to bother about my luggage.

      Turned out that my duffel bag had been in one of the SUVs downstairs. The ones riddled with bullet holes.

      “Yeah, but what about my bag?” I asked the woman at the desk, who looked overwhelmed and on the brink of tears.

      “All of the luggage has been taken away to be searched,” said Agent Bryce, emerging from the elevators. “I’m in charge of the investigation. I want to rule out that the shooter was trying to get at the OPA equipment from the airport.”

      My heart stopped. “Who’s searching the bags?”

      “Don’t worry. I made sure to have your bag and Director Friederling’s routed directly upstairs.” Agent Bryce patted me on the shoulder. “You’ve had a hard enough time.”

      That was a relief. And it was also such a nice gesture from Agent Bryce, who didn’t even know I had a magical doorway to my previous partner hidden in my duffel. “I could kiss you, Agent Bryce.”

      “Please don’t,” she said. “I don’t want to file a sexual harassment report with HR when I just took on all that paperwork to have your sister kept out of custody.”

      “You did that?” I’d been wondering why Ofelia hadn’t gotten black bagged, or worse.

      “Do you want your sister recruited by the OPA at a time like this?” Agent Bryce asked.

      I really could have kissed her. “So what did the shooter want?”

      “No idea. We’re not finding any kind of history on the shooter. He’s a normal guy. Normal life. Normal job.”

      “A witch who’s not sure if he’s pissed at the OPA or not, but pissed enough to kill a few Union guys,” I said.

      “You’re lucky you weren’t one of them. In all seriousness, Agent Hawke—are you okay?” The way that Agent Bryce asked that made me think she didn’t mean physically. She’d picked out my bag to go upstairs and now she was making sure I was okay to work.

      “I don’t deserve you, baby,” I said.

      “Seriously,” she said. “I have friends in HR.”

      “Nobody has friends in HR. Nobody in HR has a heart capable of loving other people.”

      Agent Bryce didn’t look like she even considered smiling. She might have been a good partner, but she didn’t think I was funny.

      I straightened my expression. “Sorry about that, Agent Bryce. I’m good to work. Thank you for checking.”

      “That’s more like it,” she said.

      She waddled off to do important Agent Bryce things.

      I headed upstairs.

      Fritz’s team had unpacked everything, so the penthouse looked like the nicest office space ever. It was being occupied by a handful of people who looked way too young to work for the OPA. Interns? Whoever they were, they hadn’t been prepared for their first close encounter of the zombie kind. Male and female alike were staring at the undead woman helping them get settled in to work.

      Even when she was pretending to be first lady to Fritz’s president, Isobel Stonecrow managed to look like she was wearing a sexy Halloween costume. Her skirt was too short, too tight. Her blouse dipped too low in the front. There was a whole lot of latte skin exposed, and with this many glamours at this distance, the latte skin looked alive.

      She smiled when she saw me over the heads of the interns.

      That was when time stopped.

      “Excuse me,” she said to the interns. When she strolled toward me, she had every single pair of eyes on her.

      That was probably why she stopped a few feet back, just outside of arm’s reach. And I’ve got impressive reach on these arms of mine.

      She didn’t touch me, I didn’t touch her. We didn’t do that where people could see.

      It was hard, though.

      I’d been with Isobel off and on ever since we met in a graveyard years back. I had tried to arrest her, and she’d escaped me. Turned out Isobel was a hard woman to catch. Until she wanted to be caught. And right around the time she’d married Fritz, she decided she liked being caught by me.

      Every time I spent a few minutes away from Isobel, I started talking myself out of our weird relationship. The one where Isobel whispered that she loved me while I was inside her, and then got up the next morning to hang out with her husband again.

      Put in those terms it was easy to say Isobel and I should split. I was stupid for ever being in that kind of relationship. Beyond stupid. Apocalyptic moron. I’d proven I could land a woman like Krista, even if only for six months, and I didn’t need to push my luck with Isobel.

      But then I saw her again, and…

      Well, it wasn’t the body that convinced me. It was her smile, and the way she tilted her head a few degrees to the left when she looked at me.

      I wanted to take her into my arms, kiss her, whisper things back to her. And the not-so-temporary insanity seized me every goddamn time I saw the warmth in her brown eyes. I was helpless against the necrocognitive and I hadn’t even been dead yet.

      “Hey Izzy,” I said.

      Her mouth twitched. “Hey Cèsar.”

      Fuck me left, right, and sideways.

      “Where’s Fritz?” I asked.

      “Still with Justice Gwara. They relocated from the penthouse to his room when the staff showed up.” There wasn’t a hint of jealousy in Isobel’s voice, even though she had to know what they were doing.

      Awkward.

      “I didn’t know you were going to be here,” I said. She hadn’t ridden in on the jet with us.

      “I’ve been here for a couple of days. You would have known if you’d accepted my invitation to dinner before I left.”

      “I haven’t been hungry,” I said stupidly.

      Mirth sparkled in Isobel’s eyes. “So what are you doing up here?”

      “Trying to figure out which hotel room is mine,” I said. “I need to get into my luggage. Maybe take a shower.”

      “A shower sounds amazing,” she said. “I just got the key to my room with Fritz. I’ll grab yours.” Her booty jiggled from side to side as she strutted over to a table by the wall, where there was a whole box of room keys with sticky notes on them. She bent down to locate the one with my name on it.

      She bent like that on purpose. I knew she was trying to fucking tease me.

      “Here we go,” she said, handing me the key.

      “What’s with the ducklings?” I asked, sticking the key and my hands in my pockets, where they would be compelled to behave themselves.

      “They’re new hires with untrained magical potential,” Isobel said. “Indications suggest that they may have some hint of necro magic. I volunteered to show them what I do, and see if any of them react.”

      “New hires? To what?”

      “The OPA. They’re recruiting, and there are a lot of applicants since OPA employees are exempt from certain parts of PRAY.” There was tension at the corners of her eyes. She would never get old enough to have wrinkles, but creases appeared when she was worrying.

      There was a lot to worry about.

      “What dead guy are you talking to? If you tell me it’s George Washington, I call dibs on interviewing him. I wanna know if he really cut down that tree.”

      “Maybe we can find him later.” Isobel tugged on my sleeve to pull me out of the doorway. I was distracted enough by her touch that it took me a second to realize we were clearing a path for a body bag.

      The crinkle of tarp-like material on the body bag was distinctive. A couple of men wearing black suits a hell of a lot like mine wrestled a fresh body into the room.

      How could I tell it was fresh? Dripping blood is always an indicator. And let me tell you, body bags are meant to contain drippy things.

      “What in the world do you think you’re doing?” An angry woman stormed out of the back. “My God, you’re making an enormous mess!” It was Janet from forensics, which meant that Fritz had imported her as part of his team too. “Who is going to clean that up? I’m not!”

      “Wait,” I said to Isobel. My heart was sinking. “In that bag…that’s not…?”

      “Your shooter,” she said. No wonder there was so much tension in her features. Her fingers slipped against mine. “Someone has to question him. Today, I’m someone.”

      The new hires had been given something to focus on other than Isobel’s cleavage, and only about half of them were coping. The other half were about to throw up, or—no, wait, one of them was already throwing up. That hadn’t taken long.

      “What are you going to do if you discover a necromancer in that batch of babies fresh from the nursery?” I asked. The last time that Isobel and I had tried to nurture a young necromancer, she’d ended up destroying half of the western United States.

      “Report them to Fritz,” Isobel said, “of course.” I noticed how she said Fritz, and not the OPA. Fritz wasn’t collecting assets for our new secretary. He was collecting assets for himself. “You’re welcome to stick around for the interview if you want, but I doubt you will.”

      “Not that it doesn’t sound fun, getting to see what a guy looks like when my sister blows his skull apart, but…”

      Isobel’s eyes brightened. “So that was your sister. Where is she?”

      “Agent Bryce magicked her out of custody and she’s run off with Pops,” I said.

      “Ooh, Pops is here too? When do I get to meet them?”

      Well that was a loaded fucking question.

      When was I going to introduce my not-girlfriend who was married to my boss to my estranged family?

      “I wish they weren’t even here, Izzy,” I said.

      The body bag had been unzipped. We didn’t have time to keep talking about this. Isobel did have time to look hurt by my reluctance. “We’ll talk later,” she said. She brushed her lips along my jawline. It was enough to fill my mind with the scent of grave dirt and nightshade. My hands itched with the urge to grab her.

      Isobel was not using a lust charm against me. Yes, I’d checked. This was one hundred percent stupid Cèsar Hawke.

      I lingered by the door to the hallway, watching Isobel take charge of the ducklings. She wasn’t feigning the shy smile and withdrawn posture. Isobel wasn’t comfortable in positions of leadership, especially not with OPA employees. She used to be a lawyer, back in the days pre-mortem, but post-mortem Isobel was reclusive. Becoming a zombie had changed her on multiple levels.

      Thinking of which, I had another recluse that needed my attention.

      My bedroom was right across the hallway, in one of the other suites. Not as big and nice as the penthouse, but a step down from that, which was still a thousand times better than my studio apartment at home. It was almost a Fritz-quality room, which meant he’d probably paid for me to have it. Fritz wasn’t going to bully me into moving in, but he was going to make sure my lodgings met his standards.

      I’d never been so relieved to see my luggage intact. Plus, the closet was a walk-in. More than big enough for Suzy’s anchor.

      First things first.

      I cast a spell that would alert me to intruders. It was a fancy casting, and yeah, I had to lean on spells borrowed from the OPA supply closets to make it work. It’d alarm whenever someone other than me showed up in the room.

      Next I swept the room for electronic bugs—thoroughly. The Washington D.C. OPA contingent wasn’t used to someone like me looking for their shit, so the clever hiding places inside hard-to-reach light fixtures did jack shit against my pinching fingers. I crushed three surveillance devices and flushed them down my private toilet.

      Later, the easterners would get sneakier about their bugging, and I’d have to work a lot harder to find everything. But it was so much easier than sweeping my apartment that it was actually kinda cute.

      Then I tossed up some wards—including a spell that verified nobody could hear us—and unzipped my luggage. Suzy’s floating cube thing was still swaddled lovingly in my briefs. I peeled off my underoos.

      Every time my fingers brushed against the cube, I sneezed, so transferring it to my closet made me feel like someone with a dog allergy being killed by a puppy pile. Once it was in place, all the sneezing cut off, just like that. Suzy’s pro-Cèsar wards kicked in and her anti-everyone else wards revved into high gear.

      Blue light swirled around the cube, and Suzy stepped between dimensions.

      “Took you long enough.” She was wearing sweat pants and carrying a mug of coffee that didn’t smell like coffee’s supposed to. Probably spiked with whiskey.

      “Sorry, I was busy almost getting shot by a domestic terrorist,” I said.

      Suzy cackled loudly. Apparently this was funny. I caught myself starting to grin.

      “But seriously, don’t make me wait in the Batcave that long again,” she said. “Have you swept the room for bugs yet?”

      “Yes, Suzy, and I brushed my teeth too.” That last part was a lie. I hadn’t brushed my teeth since waking up. I was feeling pretty gross actually.

      “You were really fucking stupid when I left you behind,” she said. “Considering a domestic terrorist ‘almost’ got the jump on you, it sounds like you’ve only gotten stupider. So I had to check. It’s for my safety.”

      Ah, yes. This was the verbal ass kicking I’d missed. I braced myself for the rest of the tirade, especially the parts where she made colorful threats against my manhood.

      But Suzy just handed me the coffee. “Drink. You’re pale.”

      Yep, it smelled like coffee and whiskey, which were two substances I had no interest in. “Thanks but no thanks.” I handed it back. “Come on, tell me what you’re going to do to me for making you sit in there so long. Does it involve swizzle sticks and hungry rats?”

      “Christ, you’re sick,” she said.

      “Uh, you’re the one who threatened to turn my testicles into kebabs.”

      “Yeah, but you shouldn’t volunteer for it.” Suzy lifted a corner on the curtains so she could look outside. “This is D.C.?”

      “It’s hard to tell when you can only see riots, huh?”

      She let the curtains fall shut. “I’ll need your help coordinating an escape. There should be members of the movement that I can meet here.”

      “Yeah, it’ll have to be later. Right now Izzy’s teaching a bunch of interns how to talk to the dead using the shooter as an example.”

      “I want to see it,” Suzy said.

      “You can’t. The penthouse is full. But if I tell Fritz you’re here, I bet he’ll clean them out, and then—”

      “Fuck, Cèsar,” she said. “How many times do I have to tell you? A secret’s a secret.” She took a velvet bag out of her sweat pants pocket and extracted a pinch of crystalline powder. She tossed it at my wall.

      I sneezed, and my wall vanished.

      Now we could see across the hallway and through the other wall to the penthouse kitchen. The body of the terrorist had been put on the island. It wasn’t the first time I’d seen someone being seriously unsanitary in the kitchen. At this point I was starting to kind of think of kitchens in general as morgues.

      Isobel had already raised Lawrence’s ghost. He was hairless from the top of his head to his eyebrows and…everywhere else. The necrocognitive’s eyes had gone glassy as her mouth moved. She was speaking for him.

      “How are you at reading lips?” I asked.

      “Don’t be stupid,” Suzy said. “I know it’s hard, after you’ve spent your whole life working so hard to be so stupid, but just try not to be.”

      She tossed another pinch of powder at the wall and muttered a few words.

      Isobel’s voice amplified. “I was paid,” she said while Lawrence’s mouth moved. “If I could disrupt the protests, then they would pay me even more. They wanted me to make sure the press got video. And I was supposed to be recorded making statements in favor of PRAY.”

      I jolted. “Is she saying what I think she’s saying?”

      “Your attacker was paid to make the preternatural protesters look bad. God, I’m so fucking shocked. Corrupt politics as usual.”

      One of the new hires asked a question, and I heard him as clearly as I could hear Isobel’s voice. “I don’t know. The hiring was anonymous.”

      I paced in my hotel room, thinking hard. “It doesn’t make sense,” I said. “Who’d want to make a bigger mess of the country?”

      “The same people trying to pass PRAY. Namely, Lucrezia de Angelis.” She paced the room, tapping a finger on her chin. “I’m going to need street clothes. And then I’m going to need you to carry my portal outside and let me out somewhere discreet.”

      “More clothes? You couldn’t send someone from the movement to your old townhouse?”

      “The landlord sold my stuff before anyone got there.” Suzy folded her arms and looked grumpy. “Anyway, my old clothes wouldn’t fit me anymore. The Batcave is boring. The only thing I have to do in there is eat, so I’ve gained about a million pounds.”

      Had she gained weight? I couldn’t tell.

      Her ass did look better than usual, and her ass always looked fucking fantastic.

      A tiny fist slammed into my bicep and the whole arm went numb. “Stop staring!”

      “I was just trying to figure out what size clothes I should buy you!”

      “I’ll Prime Locker something and you’ll go get it, dumbass,” she said. “You don’t have to figure out my bra size.”

      “I’ll guess 32C,” I said.

      This time, I totally deserved getting punched in the arm.

      “Once I’m out, I’m going to hook up with local members of the movement and tell them what I know,” she said. “We’ve got to figure out a way to discredit the people discrediting protesters. Build that case against Lucrezia.”

      “I’ve got a handle on Lucrezia de Angelis.”

      “Forgive me if I don’t trust the judgment of a guy who thinks these mosquito bites fill out a C-cup,” Suzy said, pointing at her boobs. How was I supposed to not look at that? “All the weight went to my ass. Trust me.”

      “Oh, I do.” I handed her my phone. “Order whatever you want. I’ll get it tonight.” Anything for the lady who wanted to deep-fry my testicles.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 10

      

    

    
      Given a choice, I’d have spent my day in the Batcave with Suzy, force-feeding her water and playing Borderlands. But I didn’t have a choice. As soon as Fritz was done reviewing the case in Justice Gwara’s panties, my phone pinged, signaling a text message. It was an automated update from the OPA’s calendaring system. Fritz and I had a meeting with Tate Peterson.

      I might have just seen Union kopides get killed, but that didn’t mean I got an afternoon off of work.

      “Have fun?” I asked Fritz, who was deftly retying his tie as he strode down the hall to the elevator. He’d managed to miss the entire almost-shooting while with the justice.

      The elevator chimed and let us inside.

      “Some fun,” he said. “A lot of work. We’ve got a plan for countering the president’s new executive order, but it’s going to be an uphill fight.”

      “You were working in there?” Justice Gwara had come out of that room smiling like she’d just had a month-long vacation. That wasn’t how I looked when I was getting off the job.

      “I didn’t say we were clothed while working,” Fritz said. “And now to Tate Peterson.”

      “Fun. Are you going to screw him too?”

      Fritz only chuckled.

      We stepped into the parking garage. Someone was trying to scrub the blood off of the pavement. Probably another of the new hires, like the witches upstairs with Isobel. Their eyes radiated misery above the face masks.

      “Wait, are you going to screw Tate too?” I asked, settling myself into the limo seat across from Fritz. “I’m not standing around for that one.”

      “You didn’t stand around for this one.” Now there was definite acid in his tone.

      “Are you mad that I left you to go fight a bad guy?”

      “To endanger yourself,” Fritz said.

      Jesus, he sounded like Pops. “It’s my job.”

      “This city is occupied by the military. There are people qualified to save lives other than you. Next time, stick closer so that I don’t get distressing mental images of my aspis sitting in an ambulance when I’m trying to focus on a female companion.”

      “More like whaaa-mbulance,” I muttered.

      With a motorcade, it wasn’t a long journey to the suburbs, where a sprawling Victorian manor waited for us. The sign on the lawn declared that it was a historic location. Nobody had gotten rid of the sign saying it was the home of Senator Peterson, though someone had put a bouquet of roses in front of it.

      This was where Tate Peterson had given his now-infamous “evil is real” speech. He had a flag-wrapped tour bus parked down the street and a whole lot of Union guys walking the perimeter of the yard.

      The concentration of protesters was much sparser here, and much less angry. It was quiet. Maybe even mournful. But that was probably because we were too far from the fun part of town to make it a worthy target.

      Still, we had to get through the Great Wards of China and two layers of Union soldiers to pull up in front of the garage.

      Tate Peterson was getting his hair done when we met him in the living room, and he groaned at the sight of us. That’s the fun thing about politics: you’re not supposed to groan at people where they can hear you. You save that for later, when they’re walking away with your knife in their back.

      “Thanks,” Tate said to his staff, and they left him half-finished.

      I’d seen Tate on the news way too much lately. Usually angry, always spewing stupid crap. He looked good on TV. Almost like a manufactured Disney teen star. But without makeup caked on, Tate was gaunt, his eyes shadowed. The trimmed hair didn’t suit him. He looked like he should have been shaggy-haired in loosely laced skater shoes instead of trying to stand up straight in a suit.

      “We appreciate that you’ve taken time out of your busy schedule to meet with us,” Fritz said, offering a hand to shake with Tate.

      “Yeah, whatever. Who’s this?” Tate was looking at me.

      I shook his hand too. “I’m Agent Cèsar Hawke with the Office of Preternatural Affairs. I’m on Director Friederling’s personal security team.”

      “He’s my aspis,” Fritz said.

      The word should have been meaningless for a stoner kid from the Midwest, but Tate looked wary. “Right.” He knew enough to be concerned about an aspis, especially since that meant that Fritz was a kopis. “Can I get you anything to drink?”

      “I’d love a bourbon,” Fritz said.

      “Got plenty of that. My gramps was big into expensive liquor.” Tate waved to one of his security guards, who wore Union black. She walked to a door against the back wall and opened it.

      I sneezed. Hard.

      The door was warded.

      “Where does that go?” Fritz asked with the mildest tone of voice, as though neither of us really cared why Tate Peterson had a warded door in his house.

      “Wine cellar,” Tate said. “And oversized liquor cabinet. Completely thanks to my grandfather, FYI. I’m not big into indulging in the sin of drinking.” He led us through the living room to a study, which didn’t have a door. We couldn’t have a private conversation without the Union listening in.

      The degrees on the study’s wall belonged to a different Peterson—his grandfather, the dead senator. The blunderbuss was resting on the desk beside a collection of cleaning equipment.

      “Can Agent Hawke ward the room for our conversation?” Fritz asked.

      “Ward?” Tate asked.

      “Protective magic that will prevent people from interrupting or overhearing us.”

      “Sure. What do you need to do for this…ward?” Tate asked.

      “I don’t need anything from you,” I said. “It’ll take just a minute.”

      He sat in his grandfather’s chair. Now Tate looked even more out of place, because he had a face sorta like his grandpa’s severed head, but didn’t have the Hawaiian shirt. And his head was still attached to his body.

      Tate’s eyes didn’t leave me as I moved around the room with fistfuls of salt, placing a few strategic ribbons to create a circle.

      This circle of power wasn’t one of mine. The ribbons had been issued by the Office of Preternatural Affairs. I’d learned to ward from the best—from Suzy—but my ability to execute those wards was still worse than our gadget-makers at the OPA.

      I laid out strips of ribbon in the windowsills last, which would obfuscate the view through the glass. Engravings in the frame caught my eye. Someone had used a pocketknife to cut a couple of runes into the wood. Considering rune magic was proprietary to the Union—other than Weston Connors—then it must have been a protective spell laid down by the Union.

      Running my fingers over the marks, I probed the magic. It wasn’t a listening spell like I expected. But it was strong, whatever it was. Felt like running my fingers over the flank of a sleeping bear.

      I inched my ribbons away from those runes before activating them just in case.

      Tate didn’t react when the magic went off, although he did whip out a handkerchief for me when I started sneezing. “Bless you,” Tate said.

      “Thanks.” Handkerchief was kinda weird from a college-aged guy, but what did I know about college students these days?

      “Excellent.” Fritz took the chair opposite from Tate. “I have difficult news about the circumstances surrounding your grandfather’s death.”

      “I’ve heard it all from Secretary Zettel.”

      “I’m sure you have. Including the fact that your grandfather was the primary author of PRAY, and that he leaves behind a legacy wanting to regulate the very creatures who murdered him.”

      That was kind of a cold way to talk to a kid whose gramps had just died.

      But Tate didn’t even flinch.

      “I didn’t know Senator Peterson, but I’m familiar with the legislation,” Fritz said. “It’s been influenced by OPA leadership I’ve been quietly working to oust.”

      Tate faltered. He stood up, adjusted his jacket, ran his fingers through his hair. Little fidgeting gestures that gave him a moment to think. “Why are you telling me that? I don’t have authority over any government agency.”

      “Sadly, I don’t either,” Fritz said. “That’s why I’m asking for you to help me from another direction. PRAY gives the OPA secretary too much power over the government, and the OPA needs to be restructured.”

      “I know. The OPA sucks.”

      I was really confused by this attitude from the OPA’s all-American poster boy. Next he was going to invite us to a gay marijuana orgy or something. “You’re working with the OPA,” I pointed out.

      “The OPA’s not a monolith.” Tate scratched the inside of his arm, gazing thoughtfully at me. “I’m thinking you don’t work with the people that I do.”

      “East Coast, West Coast.” I shrugged.

      Tate snorted. “Yeah, right. So what do you guys want? I’ve already heard from at least two other segments of the OPA so I’m excited to see where this train wreck ends up.”

      “I need you to speak against PRAY with Justice Mendez,” Fritz said.

      “Because it will help you oust disreputable OPA staff?”

      “Specifically Lucrezia de Angelis and Gary Zettel. They’re in the pockets of demons, such as Belphegor of the House of Abraxas.”

      Tate laughed in his face.

      Hell, I knew how terrifying Belphegor was, and I still wanted to laugh in Fritz’s face. It sounded so fucking stupid. Those weren’t even real words! Belphegor? Abraxas? They sounded like a belch and a sneeze respectively.

      “Gary and Lucrezia?” Tate asked. “You want me to go against Gary and Lucrezia?”

      The fact he was on a first-name basis with both was worrying.

      Fritz took a folder out of his briefcase and set it in front of Tate. “This has all the information you need. It’s a first-person account of the cataclysm that occurred in Nevada and how it was fostered by OPA leadership.”

      He didn’t pick it up. “You’re OPA leadership too.”

      “I’m not like Lucrezia and Zettel. Read what’s inside that folder, Tate. Take your time to think about it. You’ll be convinced that PRAY needs to be completely rewritten without their involvement.”

      “What are you going to do to me if I’m not convinced?” He knew that he was being told something horrifyingly confidential. “You know I’ve got a lot of guards, right?”

      “I’m not threatening you, Tate. You have an influential voice in this matter, and I believe that if you’re a better person than your grandfather, you’ll use your voice to protect the American people.”

      Better person than your grandfather? Oh shit. I cleared my throat. “Director Friederling…”

      Fritz was watching Tate intently, like hunting dog versus unsuspecting grouse. “Are you better than your grandfather?”

      They must have both known something I didn’t. Tate didn’t look offended at all, but interested. “Yes,” he said, “but I’m still going to help PRAY pass.”

      Fritz’s shoulders tensed. “Why?”

      “Your organization sucks and your argument against it sucks. You’re only saying that Lucrezia and Gary are un-American, but everyone says that about the people they don’t like.”

      “I think Armenians say that people they don’t like are un-Armenian, actually,” I said.

      Tate cracked up. Finally, someone who appreciated my hilarity. “Our country needs better tools to fight against preternaturals, and this will help do that. Lucrezia and Gary aren’t terrible. You should be working with them—it’ll make your job easier.”

      I hadn’t come into the meeting expecting to agree with Tate, the homophobic Ken doll favored by news networks everywhere. But he kinda had a point. It would make my job easier if I could run around kicking preternaturals into detention cells just because they breathed wrong.

      Fritz’s smile had become fixed. “You don’t know Lucrezia and Zettel the way that we do.”

      “Maybe I know them better,” Tate said. “I’ve been all over this country in the last few weeks, Director Friederling. I’ve seen Americans hurting all over. I’m feeling everything they’re feeling. All the anger and confusion. There’s a reason there was a shooting in D.C. this morning.”

      “I was at that shooting,” I said.

      “What happened?”

      “During the incident, not much.” Unless you counted killing a bunch of innocent Union staff. “Afterward, our necrocognitive spoke to the shooter’s spirit, and he claimed that he was hired to discredit protesters. Especially preternatural ones.”

      “Can you trust that intelligence?”

      “The dead are incapable of lying,” I said. “It’s likely someone like Lucrezia de Angelis hired him. She has the money, the motivation, the connections…”

      “And you got this guy on video saying that Lucrezia hired him?”

      “We have him on record as saying that he was hired,” I said.

      Tate pushed. “By Lucrezia?”

      I shook my head.

      He gazed out his window for a thoughtful moment. “If Lucrezia and Gary are trouble…I’ll want to know. But I trust them. If you bring me evidence that they’re deliberately killing people in support of PRAY, I’ll ask Justice Mendez to fight it. Otherwise, I’m going to do everything in my power to push PRAY through.”

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 11

      

    

    
      Officially, I left the penthouse that night to work on investigating Lucrezia de Angelis. And that is what I really should have been doing. Connecting Lucrezia to our shooter, Lawrence Lefebvre, would be like catching a rainbow, so a smart guy would have dedicated as much time and as many resources as possible.

      Unofficially, I went to pick up Suzy’s Prime Locker delivery and let her out in a park bathroom.

      “Sorry, it’s the men’s room,” I said in a low whisper as she slipped out of the portal.

      Suzy glared around at the bathroom graffiti, much of which included suggestions of what guys like to do with your mom’s butthole. “Welcome back to society,” she muttered. “Clothes?”

      I handed her the unopened box.

      “Great. Get out,” she said.

      I guarded the other side of the door for her. Did I look weird standing around outside a bathroom stall, hanging out while a dozen protesters passed through to take a piss? Maybe. Did I get solicited by at least two guys? Definitely. But Suzy was safe.

      “All right,” she said after a while. I stepped back from the stall. Suzy emerged fully dressed, her cube and sweat pants in my duffel bag.

      “Evening,” I said, giving a polite nod to a baffled guy who stood in the doorway.

      “Stop staring or I’ll pluck your eyeballs out,” Suzy said to the baffled guy, who turned into a running guy, because he must have known a crazy bitch when he saw one.

      We emerged outside the National Mall. The park itself was closed off. Violent protests will do that. But there was nothing stopping us from walking along the far side of Louisiana Avenue, a safe distance from the capitol.

      “Where are you going to find members of the movement?” I asked quietly, keeping my voice down in case there were Union listening spells nearby. There were Union listening spells on everything.

      “Around,” Suzy said. “It’s not your problem. How was the Peterson house?”

      “Could have been better. Do you recognize these runes?” I showed her the drawings I’d made of the runes carved into Tate Peterson’s windowsill.

      She took my Steno pad and flipped through the pages. “Not at all. Are they OPA?”

      “I thought they were because they look kind of familiar to me, but I can’t figure out where I’ve seen them.”

      “We could reverse-engineer the spells, cast them, and see what happens,” Suzy said.

      “You’re the only person I know crazy enough to think that’s a good idea.”

      “Shucks, you’re so sweet.” We stopped at the bus station. Suzy patted down my pockets, searching for change, and she came up with my wallet. She didn’t bother asking before opening up my billfold to check inside. “You can come with me to hunt up the movement, if you want.”

      “Can’t. I have plans.”

      “With Isobel?” she asked, pulling a twenty out of my wallet.

      “My family,” I said.

      “Here? In D.C.?”

      “Yeah, they came into town with the protesters.”

      “Who’s they? Pops?” Suzy knew about Pops because she’d interviewed him when I was accused of murder.

      “Pops and Ofelia, my little sister,” I said. “And her, uh, Ofelia’s boyfriend. He’s in town too. I promised my sister I’d do dinner with them at their hotel. We’ll have to meet up afterward so I can get you back into my room. Does eleven tonight sound good?”

      Suzy folded her arms. “Eleven? How many hours of your attention does your family need?”

      “It’s not just them. I’m going to Senator Peterson’s house tonight—it’s open to mourners for his memorial. High security,” I added when Suzy got a look in her eyes, like she was about to tell me that she would be going too.

      “What do you expect to find there?” she asked.

      “Maybe nothing, maybe more runes, maybe key evidence for building a case against Lucrezia de Angelis.” I tucked my Steno pad into my pocket again. “Tate Peterson is connected to Lucrezia. I think she bribed him into being the poster boy for the OPA.”

      “You’re saying Lucrezia killed Senator Peterson?”

      “Dunno. But there’s a rabbit hole here, and something weird going on with these runes. I’m going down the hole to see where it’ll take me.”

      “I’ll come to the house too,” Suzy said.

      “You can’t,” I said. “If you get caught—”

      “I’ll get a glamour from the movement. You don’t think I just spent the last few months hiding and getting fat because I wanted to get caught, do you?”

      “Good point.”

      She punched me in the arm again. “Then it’s a date. See you tonight.” The bus pulled up. Suzy stuck my lightened wallet into my pocket, climbed on, and vanished.
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      I switched stops and caught another line out to the bad part of town. While I was staying in one of the swankiest luxury hotels in the region, Pops and Ofelia were not.

      It was called Hotel Sunset, and it looked like it had been built fifty years earlier and then never updated again. Whatever paint still remained on its walls was peeling and faded. The windows were barred, and the bars showed signs of people trying to cut through. Guess the fact there were gouged bars at all was a good sign. Meant nobody had gotten inside.

      Pops’s room smelled like cigarette smoke. It was weird seeing modern news on a TV that still operated by the dials on its face. “Twenty bucks a night when you buy a week at a time,” Pops informed me. “Good deal.”

      It wasn’t even that Pops couldn’t afford more than one hundred and forty a week at a hotel. He just loved his money. I think it’s an old guy thing—the desire to spend as little money as possible. He didn’t care about the cigarette burns on the wallpaper and the holes in the carpet that revealed subfloor. There was enough room in the (also carpeted) bathroom for him to make one of his standing circles of power, and two beds, so that he could share the room with Ofelia and Cooper.

      Not that Ofelia and Cooper were allowed to share a bed. The flat pillow and threadbare blanket on the couch suggested that Cooper was sleeping a chaste distance from Ofelia.

      If Pops thought Ofelia had any purity left to preserve, then the guy was going senile.

      “Did you get pepperoni and pineapple?” Ofelia yanked the pizza boxes out of my arms. She set them on the busted three-legged table next to the TV for inspection. “Yes. Pineapple.”

      I knew better than to get pizzas my baby sister didn’t like. The only reason I’d learned to survive crazy women like Isobel and Suzy was because Ofelia had put me through the wringer first.

      “So are we doing the talk with Pops tonight?” I whispered to Ofelia.

      “Maybe,” she said. “I don’t know if it’s the right time. After all the uproar today…”

      “There aren’t going to be a lot of days without uproars. Could be good as a distraction, actually.”

      “I guess.” She took such a big bite of pizza that it took a long time to chew, removing her ability to speak.

      “How’s the hotel treating you? I could hook you guys up with a better place to stay, if you want,” I said. I was pretty sure I saw a rat hiding behind the wood-faced mini fridge. Its eyes were glistening at us.

      “Do you think I want favors from you? Or pity? I’d have stayed somewhere better if I’d wanted to stay somewhere ‘better,’” Pops shouted from the bathroom. He grabbed a plate from the stack next to the sink. Knowing him, he’d traveled with two full sets of dishes so he wouldn’t have to waste money on disposable stuff.

      He served himself pizza and ate standing in the doorway.

      “I’m just saying, maybe you guys want somewhere with more room,” I said. “And with my job…”

      “Working for the enemy,” Pops said.

      “It’s a government job.” Cooper hadn’t taken any pizza. He sat on the couch, stuffing envelopes with newsletters. “It’s respectable and comes with benefits.”

      I really didn’t need support from a male stripper. “I’m happy to get you whatever you need while you’re here. That’s all.”

      “The hotel sucks, but it’s really not a big deal,” Ofelia said. “We’re just sleeping here. The rest of our time, we’re hitting the streets. We’re making our voices heard.”

      And that was the real problem. “It’s dangerous to be protesting. You guys have enemies—big enemies, ruthless enemies. The guy who tried to shoot me today—”

      “The one I killed for you,” Ofelia said. She shoved half a pizza slice in her mouth all at once. If she was eating like a pig in front of Cooper, then it really must have been true love.

      “This hasn’t been released in the news yet, but we have reason to believe that he was hired to discredit protesters,” I said.

      I knew that was going to go over like a fucking atom bomb, but I still jumped when Pops slammed his pizza plate into the counter. “I knew it! I knew it!” He stomped into the bathroom, grabbed candles, and started lighting them.

      I sneezed as magic powered up.

      “Whoa there!” Ofelia darted after him. “What are you doing, Pops?”

      “Hexing the White House! Should have done it from the start!”

      Oh shit.

      I sneezed into my sleeve a few more times as I went to grab Pops’s lighter arm. I was as tall as him now, probably taller, but I still flinched because I expected him to kick my ass for interfering.

      Ofelia had a death grip on his other wrist. “You can’t hex the president! He’s got counter-hexes for days!”

      Pops looked like he was about to argue. And he might have been right to argue. Because if there was anyone who could hex armpit hairs onto the president’s eyeballs, it was Pops.

      “If you want to help, I’ve got something you can do.” I pulled out my Steno pad, flipped the cover back. “I saw these marks at the house of a guy involved. They were carved into his windowsill. Do they make any sense to you?”

      He took the pad from me. “Where did you find these? Get specific.”

      “A suspect’s house,” I said.

      The answer wasn’t good enough for Pops. He flipped through my Steno pad, and stopped on a page I’d been drawing a few weeks earlier. “Did you see this at a suspect’s house too?”

      It was the circle of power that Weston Connors had used to cast massive magic in Hidden Hills.

      “Suspect in a different case,” I said.

      Ofelia took the notebook from Pops for a look. “This here…these lines aren’t traditional magic. They’re custom work. How’d the same custom work show up in two different suspects’ cases?”

      “I don’t see what you mean.” I tried turning my head side to side to make sense of the marks, but Pops yanked the Steno pad away before I could.

      “Hawke women don’t do magic,” he snapped at Ofelia.

      She folded her arms. “I was just looking.”

      “Just looking. Just looking!” Pops shoved the Steno pad into my hands. “Those spells came from the same person for different purposes. The circle is a funnel for bigger magic. The runes from a ‘suspect’s house’ are spying. Your suspects are connected. Now drop it.”

      “Drop it?” I asked.

      “Custom work like that comes from strong witches. You’re not strong enough to fuck with them.”

      I’d have been offended if he weren’t completely right. I could still feel the weight on my chest from Weston Connors’s working, whatever it had been. “Don’t worry Pops. I’ve got backup from the OPA.”

      He snorted. “I’m not worried. If you die because you go toe to toe with witches better than you, it’s on you, kid.”

      Heart-warming.

      “Thanks.” I flipped the notebook shut. “Helps a lot.”

      “Don’t fuck with the people who wrote that spell,” Pops said. “Last warning. You’ll regret it.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      “Don’t take it back to your evil bosses either,” he said. “Show those spells to the wrong person and you’re gonna fucking regret it.”

      “I know who the wrong people are,” I said. “I’ve been working for a fractured agency for most of my adult life.”

      Pops’s eyes narrowed. “Which side of the fracture are you on?”

      “This isn’t about me.”

      “No?” Ofelia planted her hands on her hips. “You haven’t changed, Ceez. This is just like how you never bet on a team to win the Superbowl. You won’t stand up for anything.”

      “This is nothing like the fact that I hate team sports,” I said.

      “It’s exactly like it.”

      “Okay, fine, it’s exactly like it.”

      “See?” Ofelia scoffed at me, flipping her braids over her shoulder. “You won’t even stand up for yourself and your own opinions!”

      “Sometimes I’ll stand up for shit. Like when I promise someone I’m going to stand up for my sister.” I gave her significant look, eyes wide, mouth twisted. I couldn’t project thoughts at her psychically like I could with Fritz. “This would be a great time to talk about what we stand up for.”

      Ofelia’s mouth opened.

      And closed.

      She looked down at the floor.

      Pops was oblivious to her mood. “She’s right about this. Think of all the change you could make in the government if you actually stood up for us.”

      “I’d get myself killed,” I said.

      “Is it worth living if you’re being a chickenshit?”

      “Yes. I have had over thirty fantastic years of life as a chickenshit, and I’d like at least another twenty.”

      “So you’re just going to let us get walked all over?” Pops asked.

      “I didn’t say that. I promise you, Pops, there are a whole lot of people working to fix the issues with the OPA and PRAY. My boss is trying to fix it. My girlfriend Izzy. Most of my department. And—”

      “You have a girlfriend?” Ofelia’s eyes had gone bright.

      It took me a second to realize what I’d done.

      I’d called Isobel my girlfriend.

      In front of my family.

      Play it cool, Hawke. Nobody knows who you’re talking about. For all they know, your girlfriend isn’t a married woman. “Is it that weird to think I’ve got a girl?” I asked loftily.

      “I’m just surprised,” Ofelia said. “Not because I don’t think you’re not date-worthy, because I’ve always said you’re very pretty, but—”

      “Pretty?” I was a government agent over six feet tall who benched his body weight even when I was groggy off sleeping potions. I could accept descriptive words like intimidating, grizzled, or even terrifying beyond all reason. But pretty? That was the kind of word that should only get attached to wussy boys like Cooper.

      “You didn’t mention it to me when we were talking earlier,” Ofelia said. “Is your girlfriend working in town too?”

      “Yeah,” I said reluctantly.

      “That’s great news.” Before I even realized where she was going with that line of thought, she suggested the most horrible thing. An awful thing that should have never even crossed her mind, much less her lips. “We’ll all have breakfast together tomorrow! Cooper and me, you and your girlfriend—”

      “No but—”

      “Great idea.” Pops was looking at me suspiciously. It reminded me of the time he’d found an eighth in my room back in high school and I’d been trying to convince him it was oregano. “Family breakfast. That sounds like a great idea.”

      I’d have told him that I didn’t have time, or that my girlfriend didn’t have time, or that I straight up didn’t want to.

      But Ofelia was looking at me over Pops’s shoulder. She looked so hopeful. This would be the perfect situation for her to tell Pops about her wedding. I’d deflect some of the blow with my secret girlfriend. “Yeah,” I said weakly. “That sounds great.”

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 12

      

    

    
      By the time I’d eaten a piece of meatza and gotten across town to Senator Peterson’s house, I was beginning to despair. I’d hoped the pizza was going to result in having Ofelia’s problem fixed, and instead it had made more problems.

      My family thought I was chickenshit. They thought I should fucking die instead of working for an organization I didn’t like.

      But they wanted to meet my girlfriend first.

      There was no way that I could introduce Pops to Isobel. He would never fucking forgive me.

      Pops wasn’t an unreasonable guy. But he was experienced. He knew what happened when relationships went awry because he’d lived that reality. He’d seen his kid marry a loser, breed three children, and then ditch them in his lap.

      He’d never gotten an adulthood where he didn’t have to deal with his family’s bad decisions.

      If I told him I was with a married woman, all he’d hear was that I was about to give him another generation of kids to raise for the next twenty years. For sure it wouldn’t help lube him up for Ofelia’s dramatic announcement.

      I couldn’t introduce Izzy to Pops.

      Which meant I needed a Plan B.

      My brainpower couldn’t commit to resolving family drama. I had to focus on solving my actual case, chickenshit or not. The memorial was starting at Senator Peterson’s house, and I was going to investigate despite Pops’s warnings.

      The line to get in wrapped all the way around the block when I got there. Maybe I could have flashed my OPA credentials and jumped in at the head of the line, but then it would have gotten back to my agency that they had an agent at the memorial, and Secretary Zettel would know I was investigating.

      So I got in the back of the line. I waited my turn.

      It wasn’t a bad place to be, all things considered. It was cold as balls, but it was crowded enough that bodies blocked all the wind. As long as I ignored the B.O. stink, my cold blood could survive in a crowd.

      “Who died?” asked a woman at my side, loudly.

      I was already giving my nervous, situation-defusing laughter when I turned to face her. And then I saw the oversized sunglasses, the hat, the black lipstick, the hooded sweater overwhelming a petite feminine figure. Suzy had found me.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked.

      “I’m mourning just like everyone else.” She really didn’t look much like herself bundled up in all those clothes. She looked like a cotton-swaddled caterpillar.

      “I thought we agreed you wouldn’t come.”

      “You agreed,” she said.

      I dropped my voice even lower. “I also thought you were going to get a glamour.”

      “Didn’t work out.”

      “Did you find everything else you needed?”

      “Kinda. Can’t talk here.” We were mostly surrounded by government employees, so that was probably smart.

      I let Suzy move ahead of me on the sidewalk, where I could watch her and make sure that nobody assassinated my partner. It also conveniently gave me a fantastic view of her ass. The extra weight she claimed to have packed on looked fantastic from this angle. I could have spent the next week doing nothing except walking behind Suzy and I’d have been in heaven.

      I’d almost forgotten about Suzy’s waspish figure. In her absence, I’d mostly missed how good she’d been to have at my back. Not just during cases. Suzy had committed a lot of time to making me a better witch, and a better agent, and I’d desperately wanted her voice of reason in my life.

      But my memory for her butt was coming right on back.

      Which was what made a really terrible idea occur to me.

      “Hey,” I said, “what do you think about meeting my family?”

      Suzy slid the sunglasses down her nose so that she could fix me with a hard stare. “Did you forget I’m on the run?”

      “They’d never report you. For all our problems, I know I can trust them with your safety.” The line inched forward. We were almost to the doors of Senator Peterson’s house. “The problem is, they want to have a family breakfast with me…and my girlfriend.”

      Suzy’s mouth twitched. “You’re asking me to pretend to be your girlfriend for a family breakfast.”

      “Yes, I know, I’ll owe you forever. You’ll have my balls on a platter. You’ll own my soul. I’ll have to take out your garbage every week for a year.” I clasped my hands together in a prayer position. “Help me, former Agent Takeuchi. You’re my only hope.”

      “Okay,” she said. “On one condition. You don’t owe me for the rest of your life, but you have to come with me to meet my family. My parents live in D.C.”

      “They do?”

      “Yep. I haven’t seen them in forever and a day because of, you know, but I’d like to swing by and see them. I want them to know that I’m okay. And introduce you to them.” She bared her teeth at me in a predatory grin.

      “That’s it?” No cock-and-ball torture, no humiliating myself, no need to tattoo owned by Suzy Takeuchi on my ass…

      “That’s it,” she said.

      I held a hand out. “Deal.”

      We shook.
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      Memorials are boring when you don’t know whoever kicked the bucket.

      I was back in Senator Peterson’s house again, and it was a hell of a lot more crowded. There were also a lot more people crying than earlier. They were fixated on the portrait of an old guy who had an open, expressive face a lot like Tate Peterson’s. I’d seen that face dribbling blood onto a desk just a couple weeks earlier.

      Tate himself was hanging out by the portrait ringed in flowers. He looked as miserable in his suit and tie as he had during our interview. Probably even more miserable. Which is, I guess, the inevitable outcome of being at the memorial of a family member, even when you didn’t like that particular guy.

      “What do you expect to find in here?” Suzy asked as we edged along the back wall, herded between velvet ropes. It felt a lot like waiting for Space Mountain, except that the end of the line was going to be a portrait of a dead senator instead of an awesome ride.

      “I don’t expect to find anything in here, where the public has access,” I said. I was hoping to find something useful on the other side of the warded wine cellar door.

      The trick would be reaching the wine-cellar door without being seen.

      “He’s staring at you,” Suzy said.

      She meant Tate. And he was staring at me. I’m too tall to be subtle. Curse the Hawke genes.

      The last thing I’d wanted to do was make Tate uncomfortable. He was only twenty years old—almost the same age that Ofelia had been when she’d gotten tortured by incubi. He didn’t need a scary government agent lurking around his house.

      When our eyes met, Tate started around the edge of the room to greet me.

      “Red alert,” Suzy muttered under her breath. “Let’s save this for later.”

      But I didn’t know when I was going to have access to the Peterson house later. Outlaw Suzy might have been down with B&E, but I tried to avoid it.

      I pulled her sideways into a closet and hid behind the door. There wasn’t enough room for one Cèsar, much less one Cèsar plus one Suzy. Suzy had one hand on the door to keep it wedging us into the corner, and the other hand on my chest.

      “Get off me, Hawke,” she said, eyes glimmering with dangerous mischief. I could tell I was about two seconds away from getting my marbles kneed through the bag.

      The idea of reacquainting myself with Suzy’s knees—easily as sharp as her knuckles, except at a better height to attack my manly parts—was almost enough to make me jump out from behind the door.

      But then I saw motion.

      Tate Peterson hesitated in the entrance to the closet. I could only see a thin slice of his face, but I could tell that he was looking around, seeing if we’d gone in there. It wouldn’t be hard to guess where we were hiding. There was only one place that two adults could fit.

      He moved on after a moment. He went into the hallway past the office and kept going.

      I counted to ten. And then, “We have to move fast.”

      “Move fast? Where?” Suzy asked.

      Before she could even get out the last word, I yanked her around the door. “Sorry, sorry,” I muttered.

      We didn’t have much time before Tate came back this way, so I basically carried Suzy under my arm down the hall, around the corner, and to the basement door. I set her down in front.

      “Open it,” I said, and I covered my nose and mouth with my sleeve.

      She opened it.

      I sneezed. I kept sneezing while we headed through the door because the wards were so strong that a single hard jab from them was enough to close up my throat. Suzy shut the door behind us and she put her ear to the door. “Quiet,” she said. I couldn’t stop sneezing. “Quiet!” she hissed again. I clapped my hand over my mouth and did my best to suffocate myself.

      Footsteps passed through the hallway. The slow gait sounded like it belonged to a tall person who weighed about a hundred sixty pounds—someone like Tate Peterson.

      He paused in front of the basement door. Then kept walking.

      Once he was gone, I let out one last sneeze.

      “Suck it up, Hawke.” Suzy pounded a fist into my back. She may have broken my spine in the process, just a little bit. “Whatever’s down here must be good to deserve this level of warding.”

      She pushed past me to head down the stairs. Suzy took off her sunglasses, stuffed them into her hair. It would have been too dark to see in the basement otherwise.

      It was a wine cellar, as promised. Senator Peterson had been aging two entire barrels of wine in his lightless basement. His liquor shelves had at least twice as many bottles as Fritz’s, which wasn’t easy to do. Fritz loved his expensive booze.

      Unfortunately the basement hadn’t been designed for guys like me to retrieve the aforementioned expensive booze. The joists were only six feet above the floor, so I had to stoop in order to look around.

      “Am I chickenshit?” I asked Suzy over my shoulder.

      She didn’t pause before saying, “Yes.”

      Ask a stupid question…

      “My family is pissed that I’m not fighting louder against PRAY,” I said. “They think I should be more worked up about it.”

      “They’re right,” she said.

      “But why? It’s not like getting all worked up helps anything. I am fighting against it within the parameters of my job, too.”

      “Because your boss told you to, and because of peer pressure.” Suzy lifted the drop cloth off of a fainting couch. Not evidence. She flicked it back into place. “When you want to do something, you’ll break seventeen laws per second to get it done. Sticking to the ‘parameters of your job’ means you’re being chickenshit about this.”

      “Thanks for the talk, Suze, I feel so much better now,” I said.

      “I wasn’t trying to make you feel better, chickenshit.” But her face melted into a sympathetic smile, which might have been the one expression I’d never seen her make before. “Family sucks.”

      Had she always been this pretty? Had I ever stopped looking at Suzy’s ass long enough to look at her face? I found it hard to believe I’d have never noticed Suzy’s eyes and lips before if she’d always been this pretty.

      “Family sucks, yeah,” I said, catching up with the conversation.

      Suzy had already moved on to look for evidence. She pointed under the stairs. “Look here.”

      There was a circle of stones on the floor underneath. Not like the circle of stones at Lenox’s house, but more like a basin that was meant to be stood in. I’d seen similar basins before. “That looks a lot like a portal to Hell,” I said.

      Suzy carefully stepped a safe distance around the edges of it. There were footprints in the dust. “That’s because it is a portal to Hell.”

      “Same one from Reno?” I took my trusty Steno pad from my jacket’s inner pocket.

      “Yes,” she said. “See the northernmost cluster of rocks? One of them is cracked. It was the same with the Reno portal.”

      I hadn’t noticed the cracked portal rock before. I’d been too busy trying not to die.

      Now I made note of it on my paper, and a few other distinguishing details. I crouched down low so I could see the runes engraved in its edges and drew those too.

      “Pretty sure this thing is oriented the same as the one in Reno,” I said. “So someone’s got it down here on purpose. And with all the orange dust from Hell…”

      “Someone’s been using it. Let me see your notes.” Suzy yanked the Steno pad away and flipped back to the drawings I’d made earlier. “This portal doesn’t have any relation to the wards on the Peterson windows.”

      “So they were cast by different witches?”

      Suzy grinned at me. “Dare you to go through and see who’s on the other side.”

      I was going to have to pass on that one. Anyway, I was coming up on an interesting line of thought, and I didn’t want to lose it. “Senator Peterson was pinned against the wall by something Fritz called Lilith’s touch,” I said.

      “You mean spears of hardened ichor that look like obsidian?”

      “How do you know what that is?”

      “It’s called reading,” Suzy said. “I have been known to do that occasionally. Try getting your nose out of the next George R.R. Martin and maybe you’ll know useful facts too, instead of who’s the king in the north.”

      “It should be a Targaryen,” I said.

      She gave me a Look.

      “Anyway, if he was killed by a demon from Hell, and he deliberately placed a portal to Hell in his basement…” I shrugged.

      “You’re thinking this wasn’t a random murder, but personal,” Suzy said.

      “More likely it was business.” My heart was sinking, and not from the idea of getting killed for dealing with demons. “Or it could have been a hit… Someone else could have put this portal here.”

      “Let’s find out.” Suzy picked a clean patch of floor and took a velvet bag out of her pocket. She spread salt, placed tiny candles, some string. “I’m going to reveal the energy in the room.”

      “Expecting to find the work of witches?”

      “Maybe warlocks,” she said.

      I’d heard about warlocks. They were an old, old kind of magic-user that didn’t exist anymore, mostly because demon magic didn’t exist anymore.

      “Warlock magic takes forever to set up,” Suzy said. “It takes forever to cast. For someone to cast demon spells in Peterson’s basement, they’d have had to be here for days, maybe weeks. The senator would have known that there were demons here.”

      “It wouldn’t take that long if you’ve got the Union’s written magic.” I didn’t mean to state the obvious, but she’d been out of town for so long that I wasn’t sure she’d know.

      And Suzy did look confused. “Written magic?”

      “Remember how Allyson stored spells in those ribbons? It’s been distilled down to runes, and the Union’s been slapping that stuff on everything. Even I’ve got runes on my gun these days.”

      “That’s terrifying.”

      “You’re telling me.” Shitty witches like me shouldn’t have that much power in our reach.

      While Suzy kept working, I searched through a nearby filing cabinet and didn’t find anything of interest. There was a scrap of what looked like a ledger, but the information was unreadable.

      It wasn’t until I was searching in the desk next to the filing cabinet that I found them.

      “Letters,” I said, shuffling through the pages.

      “Letters? On paper?” Suzy edged over, careful not to interfere with the edge of her circle. “Who sends letters like that in this day and age?”

      I showed the signature on the bottom of the page to her. “Gary Zettel.”

      “What do they say?” she asked, returning her attention to drawing on the floor.

      I gave the letters a quick skim. The fact they were on paper made a hell of a lot of sense once I saw how sensitive the information was—the kind of thing you wouldn’t want the NSA to know about. No wonder it looked like it’d been printed on a Dot Matrix. Zettel must have dusted off an old Apple without network capability to type those letters.

      “Basically, it’s Zettel trying to talk Peterson out of making deals with demons,” I said. “Something about…armies marching out of Hell? And angels getting angry because it’s not part of the deal?”

      “A deal,” Suzy said with an ominous tone. “Peterson made a deal with demons and angels.”

      “Yeah, it looks like Peterson was trying to open some kind of pathway between dimensions.”

      Suzy dropped her chalk. “No.”

      I kept reading, hoping to find some other information nugget. But after the first couple of letters from Zettel, details became increasingly sparse, and the pleading increased. “We just want to make sure you’re safe,” said the letters.

      The last of them didn’t have any kind of conclusion. Senator Peterson had been assassinated so they hadn’t been able to continue their correspondence.

      “It didn’t happen.” I stuffed the letters back. “Peterson must have welched on the deal. He got killed instead of opening the pathway.”

      “Good. I don’t even want to fucking think about what would happen if there was a fissure that let demon armies march on Earth.”

      “That’s some end-of-days shit,” I agreed.

      Suzy lit the first of her candles. “Especially if there are warlocks again. Remember Aniruddha?”

      I couldn’t have forgotten Suzy’s douchebag of a boyfriend. I wasn’t sure if he counted as an “ex-boyfriend” since he’d been kidnapped to Hell before they could break up, but I knew their relationship hadn’t been going well.

      “He and the others were taken by Belphegor,” Suzy said. Also a name I hadn’t forgotten. “He’s an ancient demon, very ancient, and he’s been doing things in Hell that only a warlock could do. I haven’t seen direct magic from him, but—”

      “How do you know what he’s been doing in Hell at all?” I asked.

      “The movement against the OPA includes some former slaves,” she said. “I’ve heard first-hand accounts of what’s happening in Dis.”

      “Shit. That sounds bad.”

      “It’s bad,” Suzy agreed. “We’re about to be able to see the cables of a whole other kind of magic. Brace yourself.”

      “For what?” I asked.

      The last syllable fell from my mouth and I saw it.

      Magic.

      It was not my kind of magic. It was a lot more complex, a lot more jagged, and breathing in its air made me sneeze wildly.

      I got control of myself once Suzy finished her spell. It left the magic visible. Crimson and orange bars crisscrossed the room, like we were standing in the middle of a huge spider web. The center of the web rested over the portal itself.

      “Someone must have cast a lot of spells in here to get this result,” I said.

      Suzy didn’t reply. I turned to see why she was being quiet.

      I found her clutching her throat in both hands, mouth opening and shutting like an Imperial commander who was being Force-choked by Darth Vader.

      “Suzy!”

      She fell but I grabbed her before she hit the floor. When she tumbled, she broke the perimeter of the spell with her elbow. All those bright cables of magic brightened for one moment—so bright that I saw them mirrored in green on my vision. And then they vanished.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 13

      

    

    
      Suzy started breathing again once the warlock magic faded. “I tripped warlock wards,” she rasped, splashing water on her face. We’d found a bathroom in the back corner of Peterson’s basement. The water smelled like rust.

      “Why’d the wards only choke you?” I asked. “Were they only supposed to attack people casting magic?”

      She sipped rust water out of her palm. “They didn’t choke me directly. It felt like I had an allergic reaction.”

      “Like the reactions I have?” Hers had looked so much more severe than mine—more like an attack than the body’s pathetic attempt at defending itself from hostiles.

      She splashed a little more water on her face and in her hair. “We have to get out of here. Someone should have felt that magic surge.”

      The fastest way to escape from the Peterson house was through basement windows. The lawn was still being patrolled by members of the Union, so we had to wait almost a half-hour for a gap in security to bolt. Once we hit the sidewalk, we melded with the crowd leaving the memorial.

      I didn’t relax until we got to the sidewalk. It was snowing big wet flakes on us, muffling all sound, making everything glow purple. Gave me a good excuse to pull up my jacket, hide my face.

      “So Zettel was trying to save Peterson,” I muttered to Suzy. “Shit, I didn’t expect that. If Peterson got killed for welching on a deal with Lucrezia, then maybe Zettel’s being honest with me.”

      “Wanna bet your life on it?” she asked.

      I didn’t.

      We found our way to a diner that served hot coffee and a big plate of anonymity. The kind of dive where even lower-middle-class government employees wouldn’t risk eating. My biscuits and gravy looked like it had been reheated from packaged food, and Suzy said the coffee tasted like burned paper.

      Perfect hiding place.

      Once Suzy left me to visit the bathroom, I pulled out my second cell phone. Not the fancy smartphone that work paid for, but a burner that Fritz had given me. He replaced it every few months so I could never remember the incoming number. Not a big deal—I only ever made outgoing calls with it anyway.

      Fritz picked up after one ring, like he always did. “Are you okay? You registered adrenaline again.”

      “You weren’t spying on me, were you?” I asked.

      “I’m trying to keep the bond closed, but you don’t make it easy. What the hell are you doing?”

      “I visited the Peterson house again.” I gave him a brief overview of what I’d found in the basement, without mentioning Suzy. “Looks like whatever it is Zettel wants, he probably is against Lucrezia. And I’m thinking Lucrezia killed Senator Peterson.”

      I heard shuffling on his end of the phone line, like he was covering the microphone with his hand. When he came back on it was quieter. “You found letters where Zettel was trying to talk Peterson out of collaborating with demons, and you assume that means Zettel is innocent?”

      “Not innocent.” That wasn’t a word I could ever use for Gary Zettel. “But maybe we can trust him.”

      “Do you really want to trust Zettel with the future of the nation, or are you looking for another way out of this case?” Fritz asked.

      He didn’t use the word “chickenshit,” but I felt it clawing at the base of my skull. Everyone else thought it. Fritz did too. And they were crazy, all of them—crazy assholes who were going to get killed.

      If we hadn’t gone digging around in Senator Peterson’s basement, Suzy wouldn’t have almost choked to death from warlock magic.

      “Do you really think Zettel’s lying to us, or are you just hoping he sucks so you don’t feel bad taking his job?” I asked.

      Fritz was quiet. I was glad that I was away from him—over on the other side of town, crammed into a booth—because that meant that he’d have to do a lot of walking in my direction to start punching.

      He didn’t speak for a long time. Long enough that I got fidgety.

      Suzy emerged from the head and was walking in my direction again.

      “So what happens next, Fritz?” I asked.

      “Whether we trust Zettel or not, we need to take Lucrezia down. Focus on the case against her.” He hung the phone up before I could respond.

      Suzy didn’t sit down when she reached me. She gave her cup of coffee an offended look. “The fuck is this?”

      “Another cup of coffee. I got a refill for you,” I said.

      “I want it to go. Ready to leave?”

      “For where?” I’d been planning to sit at the diner a while, review my notes, try to figure out where I could go next with the investigation.

      “My parents’ house,” Suzy said. “Remember our agreement?”

      I nearly choked on my water. “We’re going to do that now?”

      “There’s a good chance that Zettel will murder you when he realizes that you’re investigating him. You can’t come with me to talk to my parents if you’re dead.”

      “I could if you asked Isobel real nice,” I said.

      Thunderclouds crossed her features. “Get your ass out of the booth. We’re going.”

      We went.
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      Suzy’s parents were stupidly rich, though not richer than Fritz. You know how I knew this? Because when we walked up to their house, we found a property that took up an entire city block in a city where space was at a serious premium. They also had one of those loopy driveways that only rich people need because limos frequently drop off guests.

      So they were rich. Very rich. But if they’d been richer than Fritz, they would have had a helicopter pad, and I didn’t see one.

      “You never told me your parents are loaded,” I said.

      “Why would I?” She looked so annoyed that I reflexively covered my arm, where I’d gotten a bruise from all the knuckle-punches. “It’s not like it matters.”

      “Guess not. What do they do?”

      “Just volunteering these days. They’re retired.” She took off her sunglasses, pushed her hood down, and pressed the buzzer on the outside of the gate. “Mama? It’s me.”

      A tinny voice came from the speaker. “Suzume?”

      “Whiskey tango foxtrot,” Suzy said.

      The intercom buzzed, and the gates swung open.

      I’d spent enough time with Fritz not to be intimidated by rich-people stuff, but I still couldn’t keep from staring. “What’d your parents do before they retired?”

      “Nothing,” she said again. “They invested their inheritance well and did no work whatsoever.”

      I stared at Suzy hurrying up the driveway ahead of me. This time, I was only half staring at her ass. “I thought you lived with your grandma.”

      “Starting when I was a teenager, yes. I left this life to finish out my school in Los Angeles, and the rest is history.”

      We were met at the front door of the house by an older couple. Mom’s hair was glossy blue-black, Dad’s was more like charcoal. They were wearing suits as if they’d just gotten back from an office. Not the kind of people who looked like they were doing “nothing.”

      “Hi Mama,” Suzy said. “Father.”

      “Suzume.” Her mother’s only sign of emotion was the tears that glimmered in her eyes, but she was trying not to blink so they wouldn’t fall. “It’s been a long time.”

      Her dad shook my hand. “I’m Sentaro Takeuchi. This is my wife, May.”

      “Pleasure to meet you both. I’m Cèsar Hawke. Used to be Suzy’s partner at the OPA.”

      “Of course we’ve heard of you,” May said. I wasn’t sure if she sounded chilly because she already disliked me, or if she was just a chilly human being. “Please, come inside. Both of you. Immediately.”

      It was weird to walk into a mansion with a couple of people who looked like boring old versions of Suzy. I’d have expected her to spawn from the loins of sassy action-movie heroes. Or maybe I’d have expected her to be born from a crack in a god’s head. These were reserved, normal human beings—the boring opposite of Suzy.

      May Takeuchi made and served us tea, which made me bump down my estimate of their wealth by a couple million. Fritz had servants. Yes, multiple. I seldom even wiped my own ass at his house.

      “You’ve gained weight,” Sentaro said, pointing at Suzy’s midsection. “Have you been hiding at a chocolate factory?” So they’d known that she was in hiding, not missing. For some reason that surprised me.

      Suzy would have verbally skewered anyone else who had the nerve to comment on her size. But in this situation, she just said, “I’m on a bulk. It’s where you eat extra to gain muscle.”

      “You don’t need muscle,” he said. “You should have been home with us all this time, where we could protect you.”

      May Takeuchi sat next to her husband. “What brings you back to us?”

      “I came to town with Cèsar,” Suzy said. “He still works for the OPA.”

      “Oh? Are you working with Secretary Zettel?” Sentaro asked.

      “Yeah,” I said. “Doing my best to stop PRAY.” I realized I’d said something wrong when Suzy slapped her palm over her face. It took a minute to get any reaction from her parents at all, and once I did, it was just a couple of mild frowns.

      Sentaro took a sip of tea. “So you’re in support of letting preternaturals run free, Cèsar?”

      “Witches are preternaturals,” Suzy said without lifting her head. “You are preternaturals.”

      “A different kind of preternatural,” May said.

      “There’s really only one kind. It’s a big catch-all term.”

      “Watch your tone with your mother,” Sentaro said.

      Suzy immediately looked down at her hands again, shoulders rounded. I knew exactly how she felt. It was what I felt every time Pops snapped at me.

      “I’ve fought a lot of preternaturals who need to be regulated,” I said. “It’s not that I’m against PRAY. I don’t know. I just do my job.”

      Suzy whispered under her breath. I was pretty sure she said, “Chickenshit.”

      “It’s a good thing that Senator Peterson wrote PRAY when he did,” Sentaro said. “Without the Treaty of Dis, we need something to protect Americans from the scourge of demons.”

      “You know that the way PRAY is written will hurt werewolves a lot more than demons, right?” Suzy asked. “And werewolves are humans, just like witches. If they’ll crush werewolves, they’ll crush us too.”

      May pinched the bridge of her nose. “Please, Suzume, not this again. You read Lucian Wilder’s book. You know that once they’re bitten, the human is gone. Werewolves are monsters completely unlike witches.”

      “So you’re grouping werewolves—transformed normal American citizens—in with demons?”

      “Stop this. You’ll upset your mother,” Sentaro said.

      “I’m not afraid of hurting Mama’s supposedly delicate sensibilities. She’s an adult.”

      A familiar storm slid over Sentaro’s face, and I started to suspect I knew where Suzy’s temper had come from. “Suzume…” he began warningly.

      Suzy interrupted him by getting to her feet. “I could get bitten by a werewolf and transform. Anyone could. Even you! How would you feel about PRAY once you’re on the bad side of the line?”

      “Men smarter than you have agreed that this is the best way to address the issues facing our nation,” he said, like she was a stupid child, like she needed to be corrected and chastised. “As a werewolf, I would accept that.”

      “Could you accept the idea you legally wouldn’t be allowed around your human grandchildren?” she asked.

      Both of her parents looked at me simultaneously. I actually leaned back without even thinking about it.

      “There are no grandkids coming yet,” Suzy added loudly.

      Their attention returned to her.

      “Your disloyalty is an issue,” Sentaro said. “You should think about how you want your superiors to regard you.”

      Disloyalty? Superiors? That was some really weird family talk.

      “I might care what my superiors thought of me if they’d helped me at all in the last year,” Suzy said.

      “This is a situation of chicken and egg, isn’t it?” May asked. Her long nails drummed along the curve of her teacup—four bright taps in a row, like an out of tune xylophone. “Our support is not a gift. It’s earned. You appear stubbornly averse to earning the privilege of our support, as you always have. Especially now this.” She waved at me. “After a nice boy like Aniruddha…”

      “You took Aniruddha home to meet the parents?” I asked. I bet that boring asshole had gotten along with these boring assholes splendidly.

      “They knew each other,” Suzy said from behind her hand. She’d slapped her face again.

      “To give up on him so soon after he vanished.” Sentaro tutted, shaking his head sadly.

      “We were splitting anyway! And it’s been a long time! Am I not allowed to love again?”

      “Love isn’t the point,” May said. “You know that.”

      I felt like this conversation had veered off into territory where Cèsar wasn’t allowed to follow. I twiddled my thumbs and admired the painting on the mantle.

      “This was a nice visit,” Suzy snapped. “I’m going to get some clothes out of my room and head out. Five minutes, Agent Hawke.” She didn’t wait for a response to storm upstairs.

      Which left me alone with May and Sentaro.

      I cleared my throat, kept twiddling my thumbs.

      “More tea?” May asked.

      Something crashed upstairs. Sounded like a lamp.

      “Sure, more tea,” I said. “Thanks.” I hadn’t even sipped the first cup, so when she topped me off, it nearly spilled over. It took a real steady hand to sip from that cup.

      There was another crash upstairs.

      “She’s been having a rough time,” I said.

      “If her temperament is an indication, then she has had a rough time from the day she came into this world,” May said.

      I drained my tea. Stood up.

      They stood as well.

      “I wish that we could have met under less tense circumstances,” Sentaro said, shaking my hand again. “Conversations aside, it’s been such a pleasure to meet Suzume’s boyfriend.”

      My hand went limp. I gave a nervous laugh. “Boyfriend? I’m not—”

      “We thought she was a lost cause after the Banerji boy vanished,” Sentaro said. “We’ve been worried about her.”

      “It’s not like she’s young anymore,” May said.

      That was as far as I could let that train of thought proceed. Brakes on, lights red, stop before the tunnel. “I’m not Suzy’s boyfriend. Are you kidding me?”

      Sentaro and May gave me a very familiar disapproving look. I saw that exact expression on Suzy every time I said something stupid, which meant constantly.

      I tried to backpedal. “It’s just that—I mean, we worked together, and I would never be with someone like her. A coworker! I don’t date coworkers!” Except my boss’s wife. “And you know how Suzy is, with the punching, because I’m stupid…and she’s so smart.”

      Their looks of disapproval were deepening.

      It would have been a good moment for me to stop talking. Actually, it would have been good to stop talking about five minutes earlier. Or to have never learned to talk at all. But now that I was going, I couldn’t seem to stop.

      “I couldn’t ever be her boyfriend, though,” I said. “I came here just to protect her. Not that she needs protection from someone like me, it’s just…you know, we’re such a bad match, she’s so strong and—”

      “You can stop now,” Sentaro said.

      I stopped.

      It was still too late. Suzy had carried a backpack down the stairs, and now she stood on the bottom step. No idea how long she’d been there. She didn’t look amused or even pissed off. She just looked…blank.

      She walked past me and out the door without speaking.
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      Suzy seemed to be in a hurry to leave her parents’ house. Even with my long legs, I didn’t catch up until she was all the way out in the garden. “Where are you going?” I asked, panting as I hurried to catch up with her. “We didn’t say goodbye!”

      She stopped. She turned on me. “First: I don’t care if I say goodbye to my parents. I don’t care about them at all. Got it?”

      “You must have cared a little bit, since you—”

      “Second,” Suzy went on, “what the fuck was up with that in there? You’d never be with someone like me?”

      I laughed out my confusion. “But I’m not with you.”

      Her eyebrows lowered into a mean-looking vee. “You’re such a fucking jackass.”

      “I thought I was doing you a favor. I came here to protect you since you’re still technically in hiding, and that was my end of the bargain. Right? I did what I was supposed to. You got out alive.” If not exactly unharmed. I’d never seen Suzy looking this wretched, but parents had a way of doing that to us.

      “That’s the whole bargain, huh?” Suzy asked. “You came here to—to protect me? And you still want me to meet your family as your pretend-girlfriend. Pretend-only, because you’d never be with someone like me!”

      “Was I supposed to pretend to be your boyfriend? Jesus, Suze, I’m not a psychic. I can’t download information from your brain into my brain.”

      “I’m not sure you have a functional brain at all! I was going to tell you tonight, but now…fuck that. Fuck that and fuck you.” She vanished into the night, leaving me alone and confused at her parents’ mansion.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 14

      

    

    
      At any other time, finding Fritz’s penthouse suite empty would have been a blessing. I didn’t have to deal with interns, coworkers, or dead bodies. There was a huge TV hidden behind the wall in the living room, and I’d have at least a few minutes to catch up with my shows on Hulu.

      Now I wanted someone to distract me from all the shit I couldn’t stop thinking about. Especially that furious, heartbroken glare Suzy had been throwing in my direction.

      Fritz had left a note for me on the counter. “Preparing for morning press conference. Talk to you tomorrow.” He signed it with his initials. He wrote with the same loops as the monograms on his towels back home.

      I tossed the card in the trash. There were several pairs of latex gloves in the bottom of the can. The body had been cleaned off of the counter, and most of the garbage removed, but some evidence remained.

      My appetite vanished at the idea of eating food in a kitchen-slash-autopsy room.

      Never mind. No Hulu, no dinner. Just back to my room to sleep.

      At this time of night, there were no sounds in the hotel except my shoes squeaking on the hard wood. I felt too loud patting down my pockets for a key card, too loud turning the doorknob.

      My hand touched the doorknob. The alarm spell I’d set up jolted through my hand—I had a visitor.

      There was no sign of a break-in. My visitor was likely from the OPA, since they’d have a key card.

      Or, heck, it could be a maid.

      It was probably fine. Just in case it wasn’t, I took a wind charm out of my pocket before stepping inside.

      Isobel Stonecrow was sitting on the edge of my bed. A slow smile dawned over her face, like I was the best thing she’d seen all day. I felt the same in her direction. It only had a little to do with the fact she had eschewed professional clothes for pajamas, which on Izzy meant a silky tank top and shorts. She was ready for bed.

      I released the wind charm, pushed the door shut behind me, and locked it.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked, rising to her feet. She curled her arms around my neck.

      I let myself trace the path from her lifted elbows down to her shoulder blades, leading into the serpentine curve of her spine. “Bad fucking day, Izzy. Just a bad day.”

      She nuzzled under my chin. “It’s not going to get better, I’m afraid. I discovered that the shooter was hired to discredit the protesters.”

      I wasn’t supposed to know that yet. “Hired by whom?”

      “I’m guessing Zettel,” Izzy said.

      The words didn’t sit right with me. At this point, Zettel was looking like the good guy—not a comforting reality, but hey, reality didn’t design itself around my tastes. “Hiring protesters against his own agency seems…”

      “Evil?” she suggested. Her lips rested on my pulse point.

      “Zettel’s not like that.”

      She leaned against me with a sigh, and at this point I didn’t even consider pushing her away. I used to think about it sometimes. I’d remember how she looked in her wedding dress while marrying Fritz and think, This is wrong.

      Wrong was my whole life these days.

      But now there wasn’t any sign of that old reluctance in the hands that curved around Isobel’s ass, reminding myself that her hips really were as wide as they always looked, that her breasts really were as full and heavy. She wasn’t wearing underwear with the shorts.

      “It’s not just the shooter bothering me.” I swallowed hard when Isobel’s hand slid underneath the hem of my shirt. “The problem is…” Fuck it, I was going to tell her. I had to tell her. “Suzy’s back.”

      Isobel tensed. “Suzy Takeuchi?”

      “No, Suzy Sunshine,” I said. “Yes, Suzy Takeuchi.”

      “When? How? Where has she been?”

      “Hiding. And she’s still hiding, so don’t tell anyone. Even Fritz. All right?”

      That should have upset a sane woman, but Isobel just started giving me that special smile again. “You’re trusting me with something you wouldn’t even tell Fritz.”

      “Well, yeah. You know why that is.”

      “Because you love me,” Isobel said.

      I hadn’t told her those words specifically, but I wasn’t about to argue.

      Her fingernails traced up my temples and began stroking through my hair. “Go on,” she said.

      “Suzy came out of hiding to help me stop PRAY and investigate Zettel. Since she’s been around, I also asked her to help me by pretending to be my girlfriend while meeting my family for breakfast tomorrow. She wanted a favor in exchange, so I met her parents. And I offended Suzy.”

      Isobel stared at me for a long, quiet moment, trying to sort through what I’d said. “Pretend girlfriend?”

      I explained everything in more detail. We ended up sitting on the bed together, me slumped over, Isobel on her knees beside me, like the sexiest therapist ever.

      When I got to the part where Suzy stormed off, Isobel said, “Don’t take this the wrong way, but you’re very insensitive sometimes, Cèsar.”

      “Insensitive? I’m the guy who’s managed to not barf at murder scenes maybe twice in his career.”

      “Empathizing with victims of murder is a baseline for sensitivity,” Isobel said. “You asked Suzy to pretend to be your girlfriend, and then you said she isn’t girlfriend material. You know she’s always had a thing for you.”

      I looked at her in surprise. “For me? Like sexually, or homicidally?”

      “Romantically.”

      “Gross, Izzy,” I said.

      “See? Insensitive.” She snuggled against my shoulder. “If I knew nothing about Suzy except that she’s been on the run for months, I’d still tell you to cut her some slack. Hiding from an enemy is stressful. The isolation…” Isobel shook her head.

      She knew exactly how bad it was to hide from enemies. She’d been disconnected from her old life for a long time too.

      “But?” I asked. I knew there was a but.

      “I also know how Suzy has tried to stake a claim on you before.”

      “Since when? By dating Aniruddha and showing no interest in me for years?”

      “Obviously,” Isobel said.

      I stared at her, but she was totally serious.

      Maybe it was something that just made sense to women.

      Call me crazy, but I was nice to people I found appealing romantically, or whatever word Isobel wanted to use. I was nice to Isobel. I’d been nice ever since the time I tried to arrest her, anyway. I’d always been nice to Krista. And Suzy…well, I was real nice to her too. But she’d never shown any similar interest.

      Although she had said she’d planned to tell me something tonight.

      Suzy wasn’t the type for weird, gushy sentiment, though.

      “How about I take your word for it?” I asked.

      Isobel rolled her eyes. Her hair slid down her shoulder, feathers tickling the smoothness of her bicep. Could smell her perfume. Could smell grave dirt too. Not a bad mix of smells. “Why didn’t you ask me to meet your family as your girlfriend?” Isobel asked.

      I tried to think of an answer that wasn’t “you would disappoint Pops.” No matter what she said, I wasn’t that insensitive.

      As an alternative, I came up with, “You’re busy.”

      “It’s true.” She slid her leg over my lap so that she was straddling my thighs. Her warm weight settled against me. “Unfortunately I can’t come to breakfast in the morning. Zettel is holding a press conference about the OPA, and Fritz and I have to stand with him.”

      “So I’m screwed.”

      Isobel brushed her lips over mine, and her hips began circling gently. “Yes. Definitely.”

      That wasn’t how I’d meant it, but that was a hundred thousand times better than my intent. My hands found their way to her hips. I held her as she moved, feeling the flex of muscle under my fingers. “I’m also in trouble with my family.”

      “You’ll figure it out.” Her tongue darted into my mouth. “You’re smart.”

      Not that smart, because I didn’t let Isobel leave my bed all night.
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      I fell asleep with Isobel wrapped around me. She had too much hair to be the little spoon, and I had a thing for all those long limbs knotted around my body.

      Once she fell asleep, some of her glamours disengaged automatically. I got to run my fingers over the patterning of burns she’d earned from her time as a slave in Hell. I got to memorize the feeling of the real Isobel—not the curated version she showed the world.

      She fell asleep first and I stayed up as long as I could. I kept tracing the shapes of pink continents on her tan-brown skin until I fell asleep with my fingers still circling her elbow.

      When I woke up, Isobel was gone.

      Lucrezia de Angelis stood at the foot of my bed.

      It’s hard to describe the exact sound I made in the moment my groggy eyes opened to see her. It was kind of like Howard Dean’s “byaw” heard round the world mixed with a dying Stormtrooper’s cry, with a dash of teenage girl squeals on top of that.

      This was a woman who’d been selling humans to the House of Abraxas. And she was in my room while I slept.

      My alarms should have woken me up.

      One moment I was lying out flat, the next I was huddled in my corner with the blankets up to my chin. “How did you get in here without being seen?” I asked. My voice was almost an octave too high. “And uh, how much did you see?”

      “Nothing. Absolutely nothing.”

      That was taking it a little far. “You probably saw something.”

      “Trust me when I say you have nothing I haven’t seen before, and better.” Lucrezia’s Italian accent somehow made it sound even more insulting. And here I’d thought Russians cornered the market on villainous accents.

      “If you’re here to seduce me, then give me a second to wake up, because I can’t perform while I’m tired.” What? She was sexy. I wasn’t going to run if she was there to have evil sex with her sexy evil body.

      “I’m aware you’re investigating me,” she said.

      I laughed too loudly. “What? Investigating you? I would never—”

      “You pulled my ancestral records. You’ve been running OPA database searches on me. You trespassed at Senator Peterson’s house last night.”

      “Not that I’m admitting to any of that, but if I did trespass, Senator Peterson’s house wouldn’t have anything to do with you.”

      “It would if the demons who killed Senator Peterson are coming for me as well,” Lucrezia said.

      My grip loosened on the blanket. “You know who that was?”

      “I know many demons.”

      “Like the ones who were buying the slaves you and Allyson Whatley sold?”

      I expected that accusation to cause a reaction, but she barely blinked. “It was a temporary deal,” Lucrezia said, as though that made anything better. “Historically, it’s been common for higher races to deal with demons to do dirty work. Now our alliance has ended. I suspect that the House of Abraxas is coming for me.”

      “Wait. The House of Abraxas was responsible for Senator Peterson’s death? Do you have proof of that?”

      “I have a brain. I’ve seen Lilith’s touch in the crime scene photos. The House of Abraxas has been building super-soldiers infected with Lilith’s ichor, so the senator’s death was clearly the work of their assassins.”

      “But the senator was on their side,” I said. The letters from Zettel had made it real fucking clear where Senator Peterson’s loyalty had rested.

      “He was a double agent. He offered to sell them the portal in his basement while secretly drafting PRAY. Once they found out about his legislation, they killed him to stop it.”

      “I thought PRAY mostly just limited certain Americans’ rights,” I said. “Didn’t realize it had enough teeth to worry a Noble House of Hell.”

      “PRAY shuts down demon-owned businesses in America and throttles casual witchcraft to reduce magical noise. When demons do attack, we’ll be better capable of forecasting it.” Lucrezia barked the facts out rapid-fire, like they were prepared talking points. They probably were.

      I gave her a sly look. “So where does Weston Connors fit into this?”

      “Weston?” She actually looked startled. “You’ve met Weston? Where is he?”

      “Los Angeles, last I saw. He’d be in a Union detention facility if Zettel hadn’t released him from our custody.”

      “Zettel prevented his arrest? No. You’re mistaken. If Zettel could get his hands on Weston…” Her tweezer-lipped frown made her face wrinkle unattractively. “Weston was helping me months ago. We had a fight about PRAY and its impacts, and he left. I’ve been concerned about him since.”

      I wasn’t sure I could risk believing her. “Then who’s he working for now? Why’s he casting big spells and surveilling the Peterson house?”

      “He must have found a new ally,” Lucrezia said. “He was never smart enough to work for himself. He’s too angry to make rational decisions. A useful tool if you can hold onto him, but not a reliable one.”

      “So you claim he’s not working with you.”

      “Definitely not. He’s left my people behind since we split in opinions over PRAY.” Lucrezia’s fingers moved down the buttons on her jacket.

      “Whoa,” I said. “I told you, I need time to get ready. Let me wake up.”

      She slid the jacket off of one arm. She was wearing a sleeveless shirt underneath, which gave me a perfect view of her smooth shoulder.

      Lucrezia de Angelis had a tattoo.

      It was the size of a quarter, shaped like an apple, and ringed with frothy green leaves. The apple was bleeding.

      I’d seen that tattoo before. I had run across evil assholes in Reno, Nevada wearing that exact tattoo.

      “Oh fuck,” I said. “You’re with the cult. You’re with the Apple.” They were worshippers of Adam, the first man, also known as God. The lengths they would go to in order to fulfill Adam’s so-called plan…

      “Close your mouth,” Lucrezia said. “Yes, this is exactly what you think it is. The Apple is not the enemy you believe.”

      “I fought Cain myself. He almost fucking killed me just so that he could open a door to Adam.” And he was a werewolf to boot, which meant that if he’d gotten a bite in, I’d be spending two nights a month furry.

      “Cain’s a poor representation of the Apple. He saw a vulnerable group of people with devout beliefs and no leader, and he filled the void to meet his own agenda. I am a purist. I believe in the cause—which is to say, the superiority of angels to human beings, and the need for angels to care for humanity.”

      “Right,” I said. “So you’re not going to put on white Nikes and drink the Kool-Aid?”

      “The Apple is largely populated by witches, but there are some kopides, and some mundane humans.” She paused, letting the words sink in before she went on. “Gary Zettel, Senator Peterson, and Weston were in the Apple with me. Zettel and Weston defected.”

      That was great fucking news. The Office of Preternatural Affairs was being run by a cultist.

      “I’ve been watching you, Agent Hawke,” Lucrezia said, slithering closer. “You’re clearly working to stop PRAY at Zettel’s request, and I’m telling you to stop. We need PRAY.”

      “Everyone I know hates it,” I said.

      “Read H.R. 2076 yourself. You’ll see what I’m telling you about.”

      “It’s over five hundred pages.” To be fair, most fantasy books I read were twice that long, but Robert Jordan was a million times more interesting than legislation.

      Lucrezia huffed. “Read it. You’ll understand. In the meantime, I need your help. Someone is supplying protesters like Lawrence Lefebvre with supplies. I don’t know if Weston is involved, but I suspect Gary Zettel donated Lefebvre’s gun, in addition to several more firearms.”

      My stomach lurched. “You mean there will be more shootings?”

      “Indeed. Quite a few guns have gone missing from a Union warehouse. These ones.” Lucrezia handed me a paper. I skimmed the inventory, and my heart sank. Not only were they powerful guns, they were all marked as enchanted. “Find these guns before there’s another shooting spree.”

      “Why’s this got to be under the table? Start an investigation. Send it to Fritz.”

      “There’s no way to investigate this without revealing how deep the Apple runs in the United States government. I’m not prepared to be exposed. You won’t expose us—you’ll find those guns to save lives.” Lucrezia gripped my chin with her manicured claws. She leaned in close, like she was going to kiss me. “Do I need to tell you to keep this away from everyone, including Fritz?”

      “This is one of those situations where you’ll kill me if I don’t cooperate, right?” I asked. It always seemed to be that kind of situation with Lucrezia.

      “Better than that,” Lucrezia said. “If you don’t find those guns, other people will die, and it will be your fault.” She released me and straightened.

      I watched her walk out of the room. She was wearing tight white again, and I didn’t see any panty lines. Yes, I was looking hard enough.

      Lucrezia shot one last evil smile over her shoulder at me before breezing out.

      Talk about a femme fatale.

      Not-so-little Cèsar must have had a masochistic streak because he was tenting the blankets after she shut the door.

      “Don’t even think about it,” I told my junk.

      I got out of bed and threw on some clothes before looking into my closet. There was no sign of Suzy, even though it was now eight o’clock in the morning. I was due to meet Pops, Ofelia, and her husband for breakfast downstairs…and I was supposed to have my girlfriend with me.

      My phone buzzed. I’d gotten two new text messages.

      One was from Isobel, and it was led by kissy-face emojis and one eggplant. Then she had written, “See you after the press conference” and punctuated it with one last heart emoji. Couldn’t help but smile at that.

      The other text came from an unknown local number. “I’m not going to breakfast asshole.”

      “What’s a breakfast asshole?” I wondered aloud.

      Ha ha, very funny.

      But seriously.

      Suzy was pissed enough over our confusing fight that she had bought a burner phone just to tell me to go fuck myself. Now I had to show up to family breakfast without any girlfriend, fake or otherwise. And then I had to find a bunch of missing guns before people died.

      “Today is going to be a great day,” I told myself in the bathroom mirror. “Just fucking great.”
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      Given the option, I’d have skipped breakfast and exploded right into “holy shit let’s find the guns” mode.

      Unfortunately I didn’t have that option.

      The world could have been ending and Pops still never would have forgiven me for missing breakfast.

      I was beaten to the restaurant downstairs by Cooper, Ofelia’s pretty-biker-husband-thing. He’d gone classy for a biker. There weren’t any holes in his jeans and he wore a v-neck sweater.

      “Cèsar.” He greeted me with a firm handshake. I didn’t try to get into strength wars with him this time.

      “Coop,” I said warily.

      “Cooper. Not Coop.”

      “All right.” No problem, Coop, I added mentally.

      He’d picked a table by the windows. They looked out on the protesters of the day. Police lines had pushed them a block away so that they couldn’t get close enough to attack, and at this distance, they were a cloud of faceless anger with signs sprouting out of their heads.

      Distracting myself with the enormous TV behind the bar didn’t help. It was turned to the news. That upstart reporter with bleached-blond hair was trying to catch up with a cluster of protesters with particularly angry signs.

      “Great environment for a family breakfast.” I adjusted the fancy flower on the table. The flower was inoffensive. “How are protests going?”

      “They’re going,” Cooper said.

      A thought occurred to me. Maybe I could get work done after all. “Are you working much with other protesters?”

      “There’s a house where some of us organize. Stuff envelopes, make phone calls.”

      “Have you heard people talking about the shooter, Lawrence Lefebvre? Like they knew him?” I asked.

      Cooper’s eyes narrowed. Even a stupid biker could tell when he was getting questioned. “He ran in some of our circles. I never met him.”

      “Can you tell me who did?”

      “I could give you a name,” he said, “if you tell me why you want to know.”

      “It’s for an investigation. I can’t discuss it.”

      Reluctantly, he said, “I heard Weston talking about him at a meeting last night.”

      “Weston? Do you mean Weston Connors?”

      “Think that’s his name, yeah,” Cooper said.

      “You’re sure? I need you to be certain.” I doubted that it was a different man than the one I’d met in Los Angeles.

      “Close enough to certain I could spit on it. He’s organizing some of our efforts against PRAY,” Cooper said. “Speaking of, I get the feeling you don’t think much of this resistance. You’re supporting PRAY?”

      I opened my Steno pad, wrote down Weston Connors’s name again. “I’m sick of answering that question.”

      “Maybe you don’t know how important all of this is to the common people,” Cooper said. “You’re working for the government. You don’t get out on the streets much.”

      He had no clue how much time I spent on the streets. “Didn’t Ofelia tell you what I do?”

      “I’ve done some reading about you.”

      “Oh yeah?” Because that wasn’t suspicious at all.

      “You don’t have much of a social media presence, but I found the arrest on your record,” Cooper said. “I also know how much time you spend with the son of a billionaire family, the Friederlings, who have an empire in Hell.” Now his voice was taking on a hard edge to match his clenched muscles.

      I traced my forefinger and thumb along my upper lip, where I was getting stubble. Hadn’t had time to shave. “Let me give you a tip, Coop.” His eyes brightened. They were a weird shade of brown, so light that they almost looked gold in the sunshine. “If you’re meeting your wife’s family, and you want to make a good impression, you don’t pick fights with the guy who agreed to advocate for you.”

      “Ofelia told you?”

      “I’m her big brother. And I’m here to help talk Pops into not strangling you with his bare hands when he finds out what you’ve been up to.” I leaned my elbows on the table. “What is it? Shotgun wedding? And now you’re here looking for money?”

      Cooper didn’t exactly slam his fist on the table, but he put it down firmly enough that the silverware rattled. “I get that you’re trying to protect your sister. What you need to understand is that I will protect her with my life. I will protect her with your life and the lives of every soul on this planet if I have to. I don’t need her grandfather’s approval and I don’t need your money.”

      Cooper’s attempt to intimidate me wasn’t going to work. I’d mastered the burly-guy-protecting-Ofelia act years earlier. “If you think you don’t need Pops’s blessing, then you don’t know your wife.”

      “Voice down.” His eyes lifted to the opposite door.

      Ofelia and Pops entered. My sister had made an effort to look like she belonged in an upscale hotel, but Pops had made no similar effort. He wore slippers and his favorite cozy sweater. “Hey guys.” Ofelia kissed Cooper briefly then slipped into the chair next to me. “Where’s your girlfriend, Cèsar?”

      “She’s…” Angry at me for reasons that only make sense to the convoluted labyrinth of a crazy woman’s brain. “She got busy.”

      She balled her fists in her lap. “Busy?” she asked me in a low voice. Ofelia thought that I was backing down, being unsupportive of her efforts to get Pops on her side.

      “It’s complicated,” I hissed at her.

      “You better fucking uncomplicate it, Ceez,” she hissed back.

      “Nobody calls me that.”

      “Bet nobody does this either.” She pinched me.

      “Ow!” I pinched her back.

      “Quiet down, children,” Pops said. “Hey! Waiter! You better get a Bloody Mary in my hands in the next ninety seconds or I’m gonna kill my kids. Extra spicy!”

      The wait staff wasn’t used to a Hawke family invasion. The waiter shot a distasteful look at us. “Listen to the man,” I said with my best authoritative voice. It worked on Janet from forensics—occasionally—so I hoped it would work on waiters.

      It worked, in the sense that he stalked away looking like he was going to hock a loogie into the Bloody Mary.

      “No girlfriend, I see,” Pops said. “Just as I suspected. We don’t need this other chair, do we?” He kicked it away from the table, shoving it to the table next to us. It nearly pulled the white tablecloth off.

      I hadn’t thought that there could be a reaction worse than Ofelia’s look of betrayal. “My girlfriend is busy.”

      “Broke up with you, you mean? Or was she fantasy the whole time? Fantasy’s a nice way of asking if you’re lying to me.”

      “I’m not talking about this,” I said.

      I’d probably have been smacked upside the head if he hadn’t gotten a Bloody Mary in that moment. “For the best anyway,” Pops said. He took a long drink. “Never did meet a girl who could put up with you that long, Cèsar.”

      Which was the exact moment Isobel Stonecrow walked into the restaurant.
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      Isobel must have come directly from Secretary Zettel’s press conference. She wore a deep-blue skirt suit that brought out the cocoa tones of her skin. She still wore her tribal-looking hairpieces, since those were glamours, but they dotted a knot at the nape of her neck rather than dangling loose.

      “I’m so sorry I’m late,” Isobel said, running a hand over my shoulders as she circled the table. “Hello, I’m Isobel Stonecrow. Cèsar’s girlfriend.”

      Oh man, the stares were so fucking satisfying.

      I stood up to kiss Isobel. “Didn’t think you were going to make it,” I whispered, pulling her toward me with a hand on her waist.

      She tilted her lips toward my ear. “Fritz felt your panic through the bond. We made the time.”

      Isobel made me look so much goddamn better than I deserved. The way she crossed her ankles under her chair, the neat way she smoothed the napkin over the swells of her thighs.

      She’d come from much better places than I had. Not from a family that got into slap-fights well into adulthood, but a family where she’d been groomed for law and married into money.

      “It’s such a pleasure to meet you finally,” she said, letting her fingers rest on the back of Pops’s hand. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

      Pops’s glare could have scorched my eyebrows off. “I bet you have.”

      “Good things,” Isobel said. “And you—you must be Ofelia.”

      Ofelia leaned back in her chair, a skeptical eye traveling over Isobel. “You’re Cèsar’s girlfriend?” It was the most disbelieving statement I’d ever heard from her, delivered in the same way she’d have remarked upon all the cows flying overhead.

      “Yep,” I said, extending my arm along the back of her chair. Isobel shined a smile at me. “This is my girlfriend.”

      Her smile softened at the edges. “I don’t think you’ve ever said that before.” She was a good actress. I knew that, Fritz knew that. Isobel faked it like nobody’s business. And now she’d turned her amazing ability to fake whatever personality she wanted on my family.

      Even Pops didn’t stand a chance.

      So breakfast went well at first.

      Maybe the whole thing would have been fine if we’d gotten our food quickly, so we’d have gotten out quickly. But snapping at the waiters meant our service was slower than the speed of smell. They had us sitting around while the news wore on and the crowd shifted outside and the awkwardness grew.

      I mostly let other people talk. And by other people, I meant the women. Pops hadn’t stopped glaring at me like he was angry that I’d produced a girlfriend, and Coop had regressed to a nonverbal state.

      “How long have you and your boyfriend known each other?” Isobel asked Ofelia.

      “It’s been a couple of years,” Ofelia said. “I was working at a bar south of the border when he came through. With a biker gang.” She added that last part pointedly, testing Isobel’s reaction.

      But Isobel just nodded as though that were totally interesting. “Sounds like love at first sight.”

      Ofelia smiled slowly. “Yeah. Something like that.”

      This seemed like a good time to transition into talking with Pops about weddings and love and shit, or whatever I had to do to butter him up for Ofelia’s announcement. “So you guys seem like you’re in it for the long haul,” I said.

      My sister hadn’t been broken when getting tortured by incubi yet as soon as I brushed against the real reason for the meeting, she diverted the conversation. “Same with you two? Love at first sight, Ceez?”

      “Not exactly,” Isobel said.

      At the exact same time, I said, “Yeah.”

      We looked at each other.

      Isobel was smiling again, that weird soft smile. “Really?”

      Had it been just the two of us, I’d have pointed out that she’d been shirtless the first time we met, and I tended to fall in love instantly with any woman who let me see her boobies.

      “There’s a story there if I’ve ever heard one,” Pops said.

      I clenched my jaw to keep from saying boobies.

      “Cèsar attempted to arrest me,” Isobel said. “I was performing freelance necromancy, and apparently it qualifies as ‘desecration of graves’ and it’s ‘against the law.’”

      Ofelia propped her chin on her knuckles, looking impressed. “Necromancy? Really?”

      “Don’t go talking about magic too much now,” Pops said. “Hawke women don’t do magic. You’ll get Ofelia all jealous.” Ofelia bit the inside of her cheek so hard that I could see the skin puckering.

      “No magic for the Hawke women?” Isobel asked. “I’m surprised. Cèsar’s so gifted with potions that I’d expect his sister to have skills of her own. Magic tends to run in families.”

      “Sure it does. But Hawke women don’t use it.” Pops gestured to the waiter. “You ever gonna take our orders? Steak and eggs for me and my boy here, and waffles for my girl.”

      “I don’t like waffles, Pops. I never have,” Ofelia said. She never even looked up from her plate.

      Pops didn’t hear her. When he’d twisted around to yell at the waiter, he’d spotted the TV.

      Gary Zettel’s press conference was on the TV.

      “The numbers of protesters on Capitol Hill have been greatly exaggerated by the media,” he snarled into his microphone. He looked all sweaty and glistening from the lights. Guy was not cut out to be the public face of anything. “We remain committed to protecting Americans from the preternatural scourge. The justice system will prevail.”

      That was not why Pops was staring.

      “That’s you,” he said, turning to Isobel.

      Indeed, she and Fritz were standing directly behind Zettel, right next to Tate Peterson. The HD camera saw everything. It saw the hair that curled over Fritz’s brow even though he’d tried to slick it back. It saw the glamours in Isobel’s hair.

      The camera saw Isobel leaning in for Fritz to whisper in her ear, and when they kissed on camera.

      Three very suspicious faces turned to look at Isobel and me.

      Isobel sighed, unpinned her hair, and let it fall loose around her shoulders. “Do you want to explain, Cèsar?”

      Explain what? The truth was so much crazier than fiction.

      Isobel wasn’t just someone I’d tried to arrest, but a zombie who’d lived two lives. She’d loved me in one of those lives and loved Fritz in another one. She didn’t want to give up either of us. So now we just kind of pretended nothing was happening.

      Because I was a chickenshit. Like Ofelia said.

      If I told them all that, they’d just hear confirmation of how chickenshit I was.

      “She’s a prostitute,” I blurted out.

      And now everyone was looking at me in shock—not just my tablemates, but the waiter who’d been refilling our waters, and the bartender.

      “Because my girlfriend did break up with me.” I stumbled over the words. “She broke up with me last night and I wanted to save face, so—hooker.”

      “That’s your boss with Isobel,” Pops said, pointing at the TV.

      “He referred her to me?” I suggested weakly.

      Isobel stood, and her elegant features were no longer formed into an affectionate smile. There was only rage. Pure rage. Her whole body hummed with the force of it. “So what, you’re not going to tell them the truth? You think that it’s less shameful to hire a sex worker than be with me in the open? Fuck you, Cèsar. Fuck. You.”

      I realized what she was going to do a millisecond before she turned the ice water upside-down over my lap. Just enough time to start to lean back, but not enough time to escape the deluge.

      Not-so-little Cèsar shriveled into a microscopic structure similar to a disappointed mushroom and crawled into my intestines.

      Isobel put her foot on the seat of my chair and shoved. I was already unbalanced, so that was all it took for me to fall backwards.

      It was a great angle for me to watch Isobel stomping away. I got a glimpse up her suit skirt and her clenched fist swung just a couple feet above my nose. And then she was gone, pushing aside a waiter to pummel the elevator button with her fist.

      My family stood too. “Clean yourself up, kid,” Pops said. “You’re a fucking waste.” He tossed his napkin onto the table and followed Isobel out—taking his Bloody Mary with him. Traitorous Ofelia and her husband weren’t far behind.

      Which left me on the floor, alone, getting stared at by all the wait staff.

      I tried to smile at them. “Check please?”
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      A long shower did nothing for my pride.

      Coming out to find that Suzy was still MIA didn’t help either.

      And all the text messages from Pops… I wasn’t even going to look at those.

      If there were one person who would have understood all this, it would have been Fritz. Shame that Fritz wasn’t in the penthouse. It was, however, populated with government staff once again, including Agent Bryce and Janet. “I have news,” Agent Bryce said. “It’s something that I found in—”

      “What is it with women?” I asked as I passed her.

      She followed me into the kitchen. “Women?”

      “Yeah, women. The female of the species, which is deadlier than the male. What is up with women?”

      Agent Bryce gave me a blank look. “Well…”

      “I’ve never hit a woman,” I said. “I don’t push women. I don’t dump ice-cold water on women.”

      Her brow furrowed. “Most people don’t, sir. That’s considered normal behavior.”

      “Women hit me and dump water on me.”

      “It’s a little different.”

      “Is it? Is it really?” I pointed at the still soaking crotch of my pants. “I have been victimized. My turtle may never emerge from his shell again!”

      Her mouth worked, but no words came out at first. I’d never seen such a perfect example of what flabbergasted looked like. Then Agent Bryce said, “For your information, I’m documenting our interactions in case I need to speak with HR.”

      “Oh come on. It’s not like I’m trying to jab you with my snapping turtle.”

      “In professional work spaces, any amount of talking about your—your, uh, appendage is not appropriate. I find this whole conversation inappropriate, in fact. But if I may venture to provide a little support…” Agent Bryce white-knuckled her clipboard. “I’m sorry you got ice water poured on you. Sir.”

      “Thank you,” I said. “Probably the only apology I’m going to get about that. At least womankind bred one decent human being! Someone who isn’t completely insane!”

      Her chin twitched. “Can we please redirect this terrible conversation to territory I won’t have to document for HR?”

      “Fine, yes.” I ripped paper towels off of the counter and tried to dry off my junk.

      “There’s been another major magical surge.”

      My head snapped up. “Why didn’t you mention that first?”

      Agent Bryce’s nostrils flared. She breathed very hard. “It’s already been addressed, sir. We found the circle of power. It had already been closed. The residue was unreadable. The curve of the magic surge on our charts was identical to the one in Los Angeles, however.”

      She showed her clipboard to me.

      I shot my wad of moistened towels into the trash and took it from her hands. “What’s all this? If each line graphs the strength of the magical surges, then why are there five if we’ve only had three?”

      “Those surges weren’t reported properly, but I found the data points and drew the parallel myself.” Agent Bryce looked uncomfortable for reasons that had nothing to do with my dick. “I’d prefer if you don’t show this chart to anyone else.”

      I nodded slowly as I skimmed the raw data. We’d only been able to collect “clean” information with our sensors when the magic was actively surging.

      Someone had been interfering with any investigation of these surges.

      Yeah, I wasn’t going to show Agent Bryce’s conclusions to anyone else.

      “There’s another thing.” She cleared her throat. “There was a dead body near last night’s surge. Human body. Someone on high ordered that the body should be released to the family without an autopsy. I hoped you could intercede.”

      “I don’t have authority to stop that release,” I said.

      “No,” Agent Bryce said slowly. “But you’re close with the necrocognitive—Isobel Stonecrow. You could interview the body before it’s out of our reach.”

      I pointed at my wet pants again. “She did this to me.”

      “Risking more ice water is worth gaining this information.”

      “Says you,” I muttered.

      But Agent Bryce was right. I needed to do something.

      Someone like Gary Zettel didn’t want me investigating these power surges, which meant that it was exactly where I needed to look.

      “When’s the transfer?” I asked.

      “I’m still working through a stack of paperwork that has delayed it. I’m having some difficulty contacting next of kin, too. You should have at least a day.”

      “I’ll see what I can do.” I stepped toward the door, but hesitated. “Hey Bryce? I’m sorry for all the shit I make you put up with. You handle it like a champ.”

      “I’d rather not handle it. I’d rather just come to work and do my job.”

      First I was a chickenshit, now I was sexually harassing my coworker—who I wasn’t even attracted to, for fuck’s sake. This was a bad week for Cèsar’s self esteem. Fuck everything. “Duly noted.”

      When I got back to my hotel room, Suzy still wasn’t there. Thankfully, neither was Lucrezia de Angelis, Isobel Stonecrow, or any other female bent on making me suffer.

      “Pick up your phone, fuck-face,” I said, listening to the line ring. I was calling Fritz. I was going to tell him everything, and that was final.

      Except he didn’t pick up.

      I called him again and still no answer.

      Whatever Fritz was up to, it was more interesting than me. Probably involved a sexy lobbyist or something, knowing him.

      “Damn it.”

      This time I left a message. Something along the lines of “Hey fuck-face, your wife ruined my life, and also we have to talk about dead bodies. Call me back.”

      I made a few more calls to Isobel and Suzy after that, but nobody answered. Not one goddamn person. I gave up once my pride had shriveled into a ball two sizes too small.

      If everyone was avoiding me, then I didn’t have any resources that Agent Bryce didn’t. The dearly departed was going to have to stay dear and departed for the time being.

      Someone had stolen guns from a Union facility. They might have been in protester hands right now, waiting for some new zealot to get trigger-happy. “That’s an easy place to start,” I muttered, cracking my knuckles.

      I searched the guns’ serial numbers, and I found that they’d all vanished from the database on the same day. From there, I searched for all employees assigned to that warehouse.

      The records came up redacted.

      “Shit,” I muttered.

      A news alert pinged on my desktop. It was an OPA-wide email from Secretary Gary Zettel announcing that PRAY was about to go to the Supreme Court. This was its final battleground. Its fate would be decided by Justice Mendez and a stoner kid named Tate Peterson.

      Unless I gave Lucrezia to Gary Zettel.

      Lucrezia, who was my only contact for these missing guns.

      Finding who’d stolen the guns was most urgent. Cooper had drawn a connection between Lawrence Lefebvre and Weston Connors, so that was my starting point. It was time to visit the protesters’ HQ.

      [image: ]

      The house that the protesters were using wasn’t much to look at—even worse than Pops’s motel. Peeling paint, leaning second story, windows boarded up. The snowy lawn had been trampled by foot traffic. Someone had pushed all the trash from the front yard into the back, though, so it did have some curb appeal.

      I was halfway up the path when the door creaked open and a woman stormed out.

      Ofelia Hawke.

      She was looking muted in a long jacket that hid whatever slutty bartender clothes she wore underneath. If it hadn’t been for the pierced pinky nail, she might have passed for a normal person.

      “You going somewhere?” I asked.

      She stopped right in front of me. “Yeah. I’m coming here to kick your ass.”

      “How the hell’d you see me coming?” There wasn’t a single window without plywood nailed over it.

      “Alarm spells, obviously,” she said.

      “You did that?”

      She made a disgusted sound. “Pops put them down. Not me.”

      “It’s not about the Hawke-women-don’t-cast thing,” I said. “I set up alarm spells around my hotel room and someone got in without the alarm going off. Just wondering how I fucked it up.”

      “You might not have,” Ofelia said. “Even the fanciest alarm spells can be thwarted with the right personal ward.”

      Lucrezia de Angelis must have had a personal ward. She wasn’t a witch, but like Fritz, she had enough money to hire great witches to do magic for her.

      The cogs were turning in my head. “How unusual are personal wards?”

      “Very,” Ofelia said bluntly. “Look, you’ve got a lot of nerve coming here and mining me for information. Pops will eat your face off if he sees you. I’m thinking about doing it too.”

      “If this is Revenge of the Women, Episode Three, I’m not in the mood for it,” I said. “I’ve gotten enough shit from the other women in my life these last few days, and I’m fucking done, Ofelia. I’m done.”

      She folded her arms. “Even with me?”

      I hadn’t come here for more family drama. But I’d never been able to resist the urge to fight with my sister. “Especially with you. I stuck my neck out with Pops, did the breakfast you wanted—”

      “You lied to us,” Ofelia said.

      “Was I supposed to tell you I’m dating my boss’s wife? And that everyone knows about it, and everyone’s okay with it? It’s nobody’s fucking business!” I wished I hadn’t even known about it, for fuck’s sake.

      Ofelia’s anger faded. She started to smile. “I should have known. You’re polyamorous.”

      “I’m pissed, is what I am,” I said. A thought struck me. “Why should you have known?”

      “Call it a genetic predisposition,” she said.

      “If this is your way of telling me that you’re fucking seventeen guys other than your husband, save yourself the effort. I don’t want to know. And it’s fucking cute for you to get mad at me for lying. What is it you’re doing with the wedding thing, exactly? Why aren’t you telling Pops?”

      “Because I’m protecting myself.”

      “I was trying to do something like that too,” I said. “I was trying to protect myself from the exact clusterfuck I now have to deal with vis-a-vis Pops. You could be human and show sympathy for the shitstorm I’ll be facing, especially because you didn’t tell Pops the truth again.”

      She blew out a breath. It fogged around her face. “I know. I’m sorry. The thing is…” She braced herself like she was about to deliver really bad news. “Cooper is my mate. I’ve been practicing witchcraft, and we’re mated. Not just married. Mated. Hand-fasted. Our souls bonded for eternity.” She said it all at once, in a rush, like she had to get it out before she thought better of it.

      I stared at her, open-mouthed.

      Pops had never given us a reason why Hawke women shouldn’t cast magic, so as far as I knew, there wasn’t one. But even Abuelita hadn’t cast magic, and that was a woman who didn’t suffer being told what to do.

      Hawke women didn’t cast magic. Period.

      If Ofelia was practicing the craft, and using the craft to bond or mate or whatever with Cooper, then she hadn’t just gotten married in secret. She was violating every single one of Pops’s rules.

      “And you let me stand up for you without telling me this?” I asked. “Don’t you think that’s kind of shitty?”

      “Yes, but you understand, and you don’t blame me,” Ofelia said.

      “You’ve learned to read minds too?”

      “No. I just know you, Ceez. Neither you nor Domingo were down with ‘because Pops said so’ as a reason why I shouldn’t practice the craft. Plus, I’m your sister and you love me.”

      Goddammit.

      The reason women were so frustrating wasn’t because they were wrong about anything. Would have been a lot easier if they weren’t one hundred percent correct all the time.

      “That’s why I balked, though.” She hugged her jacket around herself. “Because I’m still afraid of telling Pops the whole truth. I’m sorry I left you hanging. I know it made things harder for you.”

      The knot in my chest unknotted. Hadn’t even realized how much I needed that apology from her, and not from a perfunctory, annoyed Agent Bryce. “Thanks, O,” I said.

      “I owe you,” Ofelia said. “That’s why I have to tell you to leave right now. You don’t want to be at the house.”

      “What? Why not?”

      She lowered her voice. “Something happened here and the other protesters are antsy. They’re afraid the government will find out. You’d throw everyone in a panic.”

      The knot in my chest came back instantly. “What happened?”

      “I don’t know,” she said, “but there’s blood in the back yard.”

      Because I couldn’t have one lucky break. Not even one. “I need to see the blood, O. I won’t flash my badge around. I’ll be quiet.”

      She worried her lip between her teeth. “All right. Give me a sec, I’ll have Cooper clear the yard.”

      It was more like five minutes than one second. Five was a lot of minutes standing in knee-deep snow while the wind blew flurries into my unshaven face. Then Ofelia poked her head around the side of the sagging house and waved to me.

      I had to scale a mountain of trash to get out back. The snow had been flattened by footsteps. Bare ground was exposed where the traffic had been thickest.

      What I didn’t see was blood.

      “It’s there,” Cooper said, hooking his thumbs in the loops of his jeans. He wasn’t wearing a jacket, the crazy fuck. “A lot of blood got spilled here last night.”

      “Uh-huh,” I said. “All right. So what’s the circle of power for?” Ofelia looked confused. She couldn’t see it. She’d been practicing the craft in her free time, but she hadn’t worked with a master like Suzy Takeuchi, so she couldn’t spot the nontraditional circle. “Look over there, and over there, and…” I pointed at each cardinal direction. There were rocks under the snow, creating a rough circle. The stink of magic lingered.

      “What are you looking at?” Ofelia asked when I crouched.

      I brushed the snow off of one of the rocks. There were runes cut into the stone—and they were runes I recognized again. “Do you know who made this circle of power?” I asked her as I flipped through my Steno pad.

      “Weston, maybe?” Cooper said. “He was working out here yesterday.”

      Damn it, he shouldn’t have been running free to cast more of these circles.

      At least I’d found this one before the Union wrecked it—which probably meant that it had been cast at the same time as Agent Bryce’s circle. We’d missed a magical surge because the other one had already tripped our sensors.

      I found the page where I’d drawn the runes from Weston’s circle. They were the same. He was still gathering enormous amounts of magic for some indeterminable reason.

      I stood. “Is Weston Connors here?”

      “Inside,” Ofelia said. “I’ll draw him out.”

      She leaped up the back steps, and the screen squealed shut behind her.

      “Sorry about this morning,” Cooper said.

      “You know what? It’s not okay. I don’t even know why Ofelia’s marriage problem has become my problem. She’s got you. You can just crush Pops’s hand bones until he gives you his blessing.”

      “I want Ofelia’s family to accept me, not fear me.” He folded his arms across his chest. Bet he could bench press even more than me. Those pecs weren’t purely for aesthetics. “Ofelia wanted you involved because she wants your approval too. If I had my way, she wouldn’t give a damn about what any of you think, but this isn’t about me. My only job is to support her.”

      “Pussy,” I said with relish. I was always the one getting called names. Now the tables were turned.

      Cooper’s lip curled.

      Was he growling at me?

      Ofelia burst out the back door, cheeks flushed, braids swinging. “Weston Connors is gone.”

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 17

      

    

    
      Suzy was waiting in my room when I came back to look for Isobel.

      Technically, Suzy’s presence was probably a bad thing. She was still pissed at me. I could tell that by her expression. But I was so fucking relieved to see her that I didn’t even care what kind of ass kicking I was in for. “Thank fucking God,” I said.

      “Don’t you dare hug me, asshole,” she said, jabbing a hard finger in the exact center of my chest.

      “Wasn’t gonna,” I lied. At this point I wanted to get a giant man-bag and carry her around like a dog in a purse. Not that Suzy needed me going crazy protective over her. Just would have made me feel better. “Where have you been?”

      “Trying to get more information from the movement and failing.” She sighed. “They’re pissed off at me, so they’re uncooperative.”

      I settled on the edge of my bed. “What’d you do to make them mad?”

      “Does it matter? I’m good at making people mad. I do it all the time.”

      No fucking kidding. “It’s good to see you. I was worried.”

      Suzy punched me in the fucking face. Probably because I was sitting on the bed and that put me low enough for her to reach.

      “Hey! What was that for?”

      “Embarrassing me in front of my family,” she said.

      “This is absolutely partner abuse. If a man hit a woman like this, there’d be an uproar, and police action, and—”

      “You’re about ten feet tall and seven hundred pounds. I’m a tenth of your body mass. Suck on the uneven distribution of power, asshole,” she said.

      “That doesn’t make it better. Give peace a chance, Suzy. Make love, not war.”

      “If you say anything else that isn’t related to saving America, I’ll punch you again,” she said.

      The case. I could talk about the case all right.

      I showed her the rubbings I’d made of Weston Connors’s newest runes. They were a thousand times more accurate than any of the drawings I’d tried to make before, so maybe Suzy would see something new.

      “There were two new circles of power last night,” I said. “Big ones. Someone died at one. We’ve got the body, but all that evidence is trashed. I found the second circle. I got there before it could be wiped.”

      “Let me look at that.” Suzy flipped through the pages to compare again.

      “Does this look like warlock magic to you?”

      She shook her head. “It still doesn’t look like normal magic, either. But…” Suzy sighed. “Where did you find that?”

      “It was at the site of another magical surge.”

      “It looks like angel magic to me,” she said reluctantly. “Angels who do magic are called mages. And that resembles magecraft.”

      “Do you know if angels can do portal magic, kind of like you do?”

      “It’s a mage-dominant trait.”

      “That’s what I was starting to think. So hey, what are the chances that Lucrezia de Angelis is an angel?”

      Suzy rolled her eyes. “Well, her name is a thing. She might as well be named Lucrezia de Bad Guy. Why? You think that she’s a mage or something?”

      “Or something.” I was pacing now, rubbing my chin as I thought hard, real hard. “Angels are the Batmans and Iron Mans of the preternatural world, right?”

      “You mean wealthy assholes with substance abuse problems? No, that’s Fritz.”

      “I mean they’re smart. Really smart. They can fight directly, but they don’t if they can avoid it. Lucrezia de Angelis is being distantly manipulative like that. She vanished as soon as the senator got assassinated, but her fingers are still in every pie. She had dealings with the House of Abraxas, but she’s not a demon herself.”

      “Just a bitch,” Suzy said.

      “The OPA is good at hiring bitches.” I was feeling bold. Maybe suicidal.

      Her eyes narrowed. “You’d know all about being a little bitch, wouldn’t you?”

      Ouch. I deserved that. “Lucrezia visited me today. She’s part of the Apple, Suzy.”

      She blanched. “You mean…?”

      “Yeah, those guys. The ones that were run by Cain.”

      “I don’t think that Cain ran the whole thing,” she said. “Not all parts of the Apple are the same.”

      “That’s what Lucrezia told me. She was spewing a whole lot of crap about how the Apple wants to protect humanity, so I should work for her instead of Zettel.”

      “Maybe you should,” Suzy said.

      Of all the reactions I’d anticipated, that hadn’t been one of them. “Seriously?”

      “I researched the Apple after the shit that went down with Cain. They’re an old group, really old. Witches have been allied with the Apple ever since the world was new. There’s been some message distortion over the years, but they’re legit. If Lucrezia’s with the Apple—if she’s an angel—then she probably adheres to the thing about protecting humanity.”

      “I can’t believe I’m listening to you defend Lucrezia de Angelis. Let me grab my camera phone, I want record of this.”

      “Don’t even fucking think about it,” Suzy said. “So what did Lucrezia do? Did she invite you to join the Apple or what?”

      “No, she told me that there are enchanted guns out there among the protesters. Gary Zettel stole them from a Union facility. If I don’t find those guns, there are going to be a hell of a lot more dead bodies soon.”

      “Then let’s go,” Suzy said, bolting to her feet.

      “Go where? My leads have dried up, and yours are even worse.”

      “Why don’t we try interviewing the dead body?” asked a voice by the door.

      I hadn’t locked the deadbolt when I came in. There was nothing to keep anyone with a key card from interrupting my conversation with Suzy.

      Isobel stood in the doorway.

      And Fritz was right behind her.
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      Because our new dead body, Craig Kriste, was about to be released to family, we couldn’t perform our creepy interview at the penthouse. We had to go to a proper morgue. Fritz slipped a hundred-dollar bill to the lab tech, and the four of us were soon alone with a cold, dead body on the slab.

      When the door shut, there was an unusually mausoleum sort of sound to it.

      The four of us stood around the body. Me and Suzy on one side, Fritz and Isobel on the other.

      We’d come all this way managing not to speak to each other.

      Awkwardness levels were off the charts.

      Finally, Fritz broke the silence. “Where have you been?” He met Suzy’s gaze from across the table. Both of them stood by the head, which was covered by a blanket.

      “She’s been in my closet,” I said.

      The blood drained from Isobel’s face. “She’s been hiding in your closet? Which one? At your apartment, here in Washington D.C.—at the guest house?” She was worried I’d been packing Suzy around during all of our trysts. That would have been worthy of going pale over.

      “No, no, no,” I said. “I mean, yes, at my apartment and here at the hotel, but not the whole time, and—”

      Isobel rounded on Fritz. “How did we not notice a witch in Cèsar’s closet?”

      He serenely fussed with the matte black links of his watch, lying them flat over his wrist. “Agent Takeuchi specializes in magic that manipulates dimensions. I suspect that his closet leads into a pocket dimension.”

      “I wasn’t always in his closet,” Suzy said, arms folded across her chest.

      “It’s a recent development.” I was mostly talking to Isobel. I felt weirdly guilty, even though I’d already told Isobel that Suzy was around.

      “Interesting,” Fritz said. I might have been trying to have a semi-focused conversation with Izzy, but he seemed intent on having a conversation with me. The silent kind that went over the bond. His anger pushed against my forehead. “I shouldn’t be surprised. You did just buy clothing in Agent Takeuchi’s size.”

      “Wait, how do you know that?” I asked.

      Fritz’s anger pushed more forcefully against me. He didn’t speak out loud.

      An idea struck me. “Are you tracking my credit card usage?”

      “You’ve overcharged repeatedly,” he said. “I keep an eye on it so you don’t ruin your credit.”

      “You keep an—what the fuck, Friederling? I’m not a child! You don’t track my credit card usage and pay shit off when I go over!” How was I supposed to enjoy buying more Funko Pops than I could afford if I knew that Fritz was going to end up footing the bill?

      “I think your anger in this moment is misplaced,” Fritz said. “I don’t expect your thanks, but I’ve saved you from losing what little you already own multiple times. I’m surprised you didn’t notice.”

      “I have way better things to do than worry about credit card bills. This is creepy, isn’t it, Suzy?”

      Suzy folded her arms. “Very.”

      At least someone was on my side.

      I rounded on Isobel. My anger vanished the instant I saw her, turning into something that felt much more like guilt. “How’d you know about the dead body we need to interview?”

      “Agent Bryce called me.” Isobel wrung her hands as she gazed at the shrouded corpse from the other end of the room. “She sounded like she thought I should already know about this.”

      “Yeah, I tried to call you,” I said. Tried being the operative word.

      Fritz lifted an edge of the blanket to peer underneath. “Cause of death?”

      “Unknown because someone refused to let us autopsy the body,” I said.

      “Do you know who signed off on that?”

      “No idea. Probably the same unknown higher-up who’s been fucking with all the crime scenes.”

      “Perhaps Craig Kriste will have answers,” Fritz said.

      Isobel still hesitated. “Are you sure I should speak to this one?”

      “Yes,” he said, “please do.”

      It didn’t take much for Isobel to raise a spirit from a dead body. She didn’t have to do a ritual for this kind of magic. Her eyes unfocused, magic filled the air, and I started sneezing.

      “Craig Kriste,” Isobel said softly. “Come to me, Craig. I want to talk with you.”

      His spirit rose from the body. He was a fat guy, big and round and hairless in his spirit form. Looked like he could have tanked his way through even heavier weights than I could with magical augmentation.

      If he’d been a member of the Apple, we’d have been able to tell. Ghosts appeared without clothes or hair, but there was something about the tattoo that carried over to the other side. It glowed when Isobel summoned their spirits. There was no glow on Craig.

      “I’ll take care of this,” I said, stepping forward to address the ghost. “Hey Craig.”

      Blank eyes turned toward me. When he spoke, it came out of Isobel’s mouth. “Who are you? Where am I?” The dead never seemed to realize they were dead at first—not unless they were kopides, who clung to their last memories clearly.

      Yeah, it was creepy. I hated it. Made my skin crawl.

      “I’m Agent Cèsar Hawke with the Office of Preternatural Affairs. I’ve brought you in for questioning in regards to your involvement with a circle of power.”

      “Oh man,” he said, stroking a hand over his bald head. Isobel’s hand lifted like she was going to mirror the gesture. “Don’t tell my parole officer that I was casting. I’m a solo practitioner, I swear. I wasn’t breaking the law. I wasn’t casting with a coven.”

      Suzy stepped up next to me. “You cast the circle that caused a huge surge in power last night? Alone?”

      “It’s easy when someone gives you a kit,” Craig said.

      “And who did that?”

      “Weston Connors. He said that if I did this thing, if I opened a portal to receive a package—”

      “Package?” I had to interrupt him. I had to know. “What’s in the package, and where does it come from?”

      “Weston said there’d be a gun, instructions, and a whole lot of money. I need the money. I haven’t been able to get a job since I was released from prison, and Weston said it’d be enough to keep my whole family fed for two years. I had to do it.”

      I brought up what few records the OPA had about Craig Kriste’s murder scene. There was no mention of evidence retrieved, including a gun.

      “Where’s Weston Connors now?” I asked.

      “He’d be with the others, I guess.” Craig blinked at the many narrow refrigerators around the room, confused in his deadness. “Where am I?”

      “What else did Weston Connors tell you?” Fritz asked. “We need every single detail.”

      “That was about it.” Craig’s ghost rippled when he shrugged. Isobel shrugged too. “He said that I was going to have to go the same way as Lawrence, but…I mean, for my family…”

      “I don’t wanna hear this,” I said. I didn’t want to hear about how Craig had been prepared to give his life up for his family. How he’d died trying to get them money to eat.

      “I’ll make sure your family is taken care of, Mr. Kriste,” Fritz said. He wasn’t just trying to reassure an anxious ghost. Fritz could have adopted half the families in America without noticing a dent in his wealth for a few weeks.

      The tension melted out of Craig’s translucent shoulders. “Thanks.”

      Fritz slid his sunglasses off, fixing a hard gaze on Craig. “This part is very important, now. How did you die?”

      Craig’s face crumpled. “How did I…?”

      He shook his head. His whole body shook.

      “We can’t ask him that,” I muttered to Fritz.

      Suzy scratched her chin thoughtfully. “Let’s try this. Craig, were you with anybody except Weston? Did anybody help you cast that circle?”

      “I promised my parole officer I wouldn’t cast,” he said.

      Craig couldn’t lie. The dead were incapable. But he was avoiding the question.

      “Who are the last people you remember seeing?” Suzy pressed.

      “Weston,” Craig said. “Weston, when he promised I’d get all the money. And…” His throat seemed to close. He swallowed hard, but his form shimmered again. “And…”

      “All right, let’s not torture him. He’s already dead,” I said. “Where’s Weston Connors been staying?”

      “With the protesters. It’s this ugly house, full of trash in the back yard. Really drafty.”

      The house where the other circle had happened.

      My heart sank. “Where were you supposed to take the gun once you got it?”

      “Weston didn’t give me a target because that was going to be in the instructions. He just said it’d be like Lawrence.” Craig shimmered again, paler than before, dimmer. He looked like he wanted to cry. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t have a choice.”

      “What does that mean?” I asked. “Didn’t have a choice?”

      “His magic is so strong,” Craig whispered.

      He vanished. Once he was gone, Isobel’s cheeks were tracked with tears.

      I’d have held her if she’d have put up with it.

      But it was Fritz that Isobel turned toward, Fritz whose hand she grasped, and Fritz she asked, “Can I go now?”

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 18

      

    

    
      Limousine rides after a séance are no fun at all.

      “I’ll have agents search the house the protesters are using,” Fritz said, slowly tapping out a message on his iPhone. Yes, the Blackberry loyalist had abandoned ship for Apple. The company, not the cult. He hated the on-screen keyboard. He made the exact same grumpy face every time he tried to write a message out.

      “Weston won’t be there,” I said.

      “Agent Bryce might find an indication of where he’s gone.” Fritz made an exasperated sound. “No, Autocorrect, I did not mean that. What demon possessed phone thinks I have anything to say about ducks?”

      “If you’re texting Agent Bryce, you shouldn’t drop any f-bombs,” I said. “She’s about to file a sexual harassment suit against me. It’ll just give her more fuel.”

      Suzy burst out laughing. “A sexual harassment suit? I’ve been waiting for one of the cunts in your department to fall under HR’s thumb.”

      Fritz erased his text and wrote a new one.

      “Speaking of Weston Connors, the witches who track his spells—could we redirect them?” I asked. “Could I have them searching for a specific personal ward?”

      “No,” Fritz said.

      I’d been expecting questions about why I wanted them, not a direct refusal. “But I’m pretty sure Lucrezia de Angelis has one. If we can track the ward…”

      “Then we find her for Zettel,” Fritz said. “It’s a good idea, Cèsar, but it’s not possible. There’s too much scrutiny right now to use our resources for under-the-table maneuvers.”

      I wasn’t used to caution from my kopis. It was weird. Usually he was the one talking me into trouble. “But what if we—?”

      “He said no.” Isobel was curled against Fritz’s side, ankles tucked underneath her, staring out the window.

      I didn’t like seeing her like that. Didn’t like her being so upset at me. We didn’t fight much these days, and I didn’t know how to handle it.

      An apology would be a good start.

      “Isobel,” I began.

      “Don’t,” she said without glancing my way.

      Fine. Trying to apologize to my not-girlfriend in a limousine full of people would have sucked anyway.

      “Where have you been lately, Fritz?” I asked. “I haven’t seen you around since we met with Tate.”

      “I’ve been trying to pull a case together against H.R. 2076. If I make a presentation about the myriad ways it will damage American life as we know it, then Tate Peterson can be compelled to stop PRAY,” he said. “Did you realize the bill itself is over five hundred pages? My God, it’s a doorstopper. I’ve got all the new hires combing through it.”

      “Nice effort, but I don’t think it’s going to do anything to change Tate’s mind,” I said.

      Fritz tossed his iPhone onto the seat across from him. “This is where my talents are best directed, Cèsar. Gary Zettel has no interest in cooperating with me. I’ve no idea where Lucrezia de Angelis has gone.”

      “My bedroom,” I said.

      “For Christ’s sake,” Isobel said. “How many women are you hiding in your closet?”

      I held up my hands in a defensive gesture. “She invaded. She told me Gary Zettel is the reason that the protesters are armed—that he’s the one who wants to discredit them. It’s a PR move. Just like Tate’s tour around the country to drum up support for preternatural regulation.” I took a deep breath, let it out. “Lucrezia confessed to leading the Apple.”

      Nobody looked surprised.

      “It makes sense,” Fritz said. “The Apple worships the likes of Lucrezia. I hoped that her drive for wealth was higher than her drive for domination, but…”

      “The Apple worships Lucrezia?” Isobel asked. She made an ugly scowl, which was impressive, because Isobel was not an ugly woman. Not even a little bit.

      “She’s a half-angel,” Fritz said.

      “I knew it,” Suzy said, elbowing me hard.

      He frowned. “Is this news to you two? Her name is Lucrezia de Angelis. It would be as though my name were Fritz von Wealthy Man.”

      Suzy looked smug. “That’s exactly what I said.”

      “Yeah, but Isobel isn’t a crow made of stone,” I pointed out. “Names aren’t always descriptive.”

      Izzy didn’t smile. “Member of the Apple or not, we already knew Lucrezia was evil. Her flavor of evil doesn’t matter. What’s the next move?”

      “I can’t find Lucrezia de Angelis yet, so I’ve got to find Weston Connors,” I said. “He might have the guns. He’ll definitely have answers. Suzy, can you help me do a locating spell? Without getting help from OPA employees?”

      “If I’ve got the right supplies,” she said. “I’ll need access to OPA storage rooms at the very least.”

      I wasn’t going to give Fritz a chance to refuse. “Shouldn’t be a problem now that the team’s all together. Can she have one of your glamour charms?” I asked, gesturing to Izzy’s hair.

      Isobel’s hand flew to the various beads and feathers she was wearing. “What? Why?”

      “Suzy’ll do the best spell-crafting if she can check out the storerooms herself. And if she’s disguised, she’s safer.”

      “Why the fuck should I give anything to Agent Takeuchi?” Isobel asked.

      It sounded so harsh coming from her. Swearing was my favorite goddamn pastime, but Isobel was usually gentler. To get her all but spitting in anger like that actually made me step back.

      Although I was still a little bit aroused. Just a tiny bit.

      “I need her help,” I said.

      “Oh, so Agent Takeuchi is going to help people now?” Isobel asked. “Because it seems to me like the only thing she’s been doing lately is hiding while other people get killed fighting the fight on the front lines.”

      “Whoa, Izzy,” I said. “Suzy wasn’t hiding because she’s a coward. Belphegor almost killed her. The OPA wants to arrest her for crimes she didn’t commit.”

      Suzy was turning red. Her fists were clenched at her sides. “Forget it, Cèsar.”

      “Come on, Izzy,” I said.

      “Don’t ‘Come on, Izzy’ at me,” Isobel snapped. “You and Fritz have been fighting the OPA from the inside without her help. We’ve all been in the open, at risk. You don’t need her help now. We don’t need her.”

      “We don’t need her on any investigation where we want to die. Fritz, tell Isobel how many times Suzy has saved our asses.”

      Fritz slouched against the seat in that suave billionaire model way. I could tell he was tense though. This conversation was getting to him, and he wanted to be somewhere, anywhere else. “She has saved us, but…”

      “Why are you siding with her?” Isobel asked me, looping her arm through Fritz’s.

      “I’m not siding with anyone,” I said. “There are no sides. It’s a circle and we’re all working on the same thing. It makes sense to pool our resources.”

      The limousine stopped in the basement parking garage. The blood had been all washed away, so there was no sign of Lawrence Lefebvre anymore.

      “I’m not giving Agent Takeuchi anything,” Isobel said.

      “I don’t want your stupid racist ‘shaman’ magic anyway,” Suzy snapped. To me, she growled, “I told you they wouldn’t be happy to see me. They never liked me.”

      She stormed out of the limousine. Probably going back to my room, and my closet, where she could get to her safe haven of a cave to brood. “Suzy,” I called after her, but she walked fast on those stubby little legs.

      “What is this, Cèsar?” Isobel asked. She didn’t move to get out of the limousine. “You’re ashamed of me, but not her? And after everything we’ve done together.”

      “You’re the one making ultimatums. If you make me choose, then hell yeah, I’m going to choose Suzy. Don’t be a dick.” I probably could have said something more sensitive, especially since I still owed a hundred thousand apologies to Isobel. But she really was being a dick.

      Isobel looked at me like she’d never seen me before. “You’re not taking this seriously at all. This really means nothing to you. You, me, Fritz…”

      “There is no ‘you, me, Fritz,’” I said.

      Her whole body drooped. “I see.”

      I slid out of the limousine, leaning down to look at Isobel and Fritz through the door.

      “I’m sorry for being a jackass at breakfast,” I said. “I am. But don’t take it out on Suzy.”

      And I followed her upstairs.
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      Suzy hadn’t locked the door to the Batcave, so I took that to mean I was welcome to visit. The sound of gunfire greeted me when I got into the pocket dimension. Suzy was unloading magazine after magazine into a target shaped like a human.

      She wore ear protection but still knew I was coming. She ejected an empty magazine and set the gun down before turning to face me. Her eyes were all red. “What the fuck?” Suzy asked.

      “Isobel tried to come help me at the family breakfast by playing girlfriend, and I may have accidentally told them she’s a hooker.”

      I expected Suzy to laugh.

      Her hand twitched for the gun she’d set down.

      “They’re called sex workers,” she said. “Not hookers, not whores. Sex workers. And Isobel’s a gold digger, not a sex worker. There’s a difference.”

      Isobel needed Fritz’s money the way that I needed a solid gold butthole. “I just didn’t know how to tell Pops that she’s…that I’m… Isobel is married to Fritz. And Fritz and I are kopis and aspis.”

      “Which is more permanent than marriage,” Suzy said. That was part of the old saying about kopides and aspides. More fatal than family, more permanent than marriage, something-something the end. It was an easy way for prospective aspides to wrap their heads around the gravity of the kopis-aspis bond.

      “Yeah, so whatever the three of us have going on, it’s weird and it’s permanent,” I said. “I don’t know how to explain it to anyone. I don’t have words for it myself.”

      “Weird is a good word,” Suzy said.

      “It’s a whole fucking lot to get comfortable with, that’s what it is. If I told Pops that I’ve fucked up my love life, he’ll start thinking about Mom and Dad again. He’ll think I’m about to dump an illegitimate child in his lap and go to prison. He’ll be pissed.”

      “That’s a leap,” Suzy said. “My therapist would say you’re catastrophizing.”

      “You have a therapist?”

      “I was imprisoned by the OPA and worked as a double agent for years. It was stressful. Plus I had to see a therapist in order to get benzos.”

      “You’re addicted to benzos and alcohol? Suzy…”

      “I’m off benzos now. Try finding a pharmacy in my pocket dimension.” She rolled her eyes. “So you lied about Isobel, but you were going to tell Pops about me.”

      “Sure. Fuck me, Suzy, you are the coolest fucking badass I know. I’m about a thousand degrees cooler just by standing in the same room as you. I’d be really lucky for my family to think I’m with you.”

      Her face had only turned redder. “Even though you told my parents how repulsive I am.”

      “Whoa, what?” That wasn’t how I remembered the night going.

      Suzy’s hand twitched for the gun again. “You said you’d never be with someone like me.”

      “I’m pretty sure I said you’d never be with someone like me,” I said. “You’re amazing, Suze. Absolutely amazing.”

      Her eyes softened. “I am?”

      “Mostly,” I said.

      “Huh.” She scuffed her foot on the cave floor. “Go on.”

      “You know how much I missed you after you were gone? No more magic lessons, no more visits to the shooting range together, no more getting punched in the arm all the time… God damn it, I missed you. I just didn’t want your family thinking that you were stupid enough to date me.”

      “Maybe I am stupid enough,” she said.

      Suzy grabbed me by the ears, yanked my head down, and kissed me.

      She kissed a lot like she punched. Which was to say, there was one hell of an impact in a single blow.

      I’d have expected nothing less from her.

      But I grabbed Suzy and pushed her away. “What’s this?”

      “What’s it look like?” she demanded. “I’m making a move on you.” Her fingernails dug in to my hips. Suzy had fingernails? Suzy was a girl?

      “Since when are you attracted to me?” I asked.

      “Try forever,” Suzy said.

      Really? That was impossible to believe. “I had no idea.”

      She gave me one of those Looks. The ones that made it look much more like she was contemplating murder rather than making out with me. “How many times have I told you that you’re hot?”

      “You were always drunk,” I said.

      Suzy forced a loud laugh. “Okay, how about all those times I grabbed your butt?”

      “You were drunk then too,” I said. “And every time you caught me looking at your ass, you got mad at me.”

      “Because you were staring. Doesn’t mean I don’t like it. And anyway, what about when I talked about how much I want your dick?”

      “You said you wanted to skin my dick,” I said.

      “I came back to you. Not the OPA, not to your kopis and his wife, not to my friends, or even my family, but to you. I wouldn’t have come back at all if I didn’t want your dick.”

      She was so blunt about it. It was crass and a little gross.

      It completely worked for me on every level.

      Except for one thing.

      “Suze, I don’t know about this.”

      “I think you do,” she said, grabbing me through my pants.

      “Okay, he wakes up for everything. I once grabbed a bottle of Aunt Jemima and got a stiffy.”

      “She’s a hot bitch,” Suzy said. “What’s the problem?”

      “Well…” There was no way to say what I was thinking without going into emotional territory Suzy wouldn’t like. But fuck it. “You’re my friend, Suze. A great friend. Great partner. I don’t want to fuck it up.”

      “No need to be dramatic about it,” she said, but she was giving me one of those nice smiles again, which she never used to aim in my direction.

      Suzy being nice to me.

      It was even weirder than getting to kiss her.

      “This doesn’t ruin anything,” she said. “We’re going to fuck and it’s going to be awesome. Only one rule here. You ready for it?”

      “I didn’t bring a condom down,” I said. “I can go get one.”

      “Okay, two rules.” Suzy yanked my belt open. “First one is condoms, always. Babies are gross. Second one is that I’m not sharing you with Isobel Stonecrow. I don’t fight over men. I don’t do drama. I’m not a sixteen year old. You want me or you don’t, and you don’t get to tell me no and change your mind later. This is it. Decide if you—”

      “Yes,” I said. “Yes, I want you.” Easiest answer ever.

      “That’s what I fucking thought,” she said.

      So it turned out that Suzy had managed to get a nice bed in her cave. She introduced me to it by flinging me onto the mattress with surprising strength for a five-foot-tall witch, although it sure helped that I was willing.

      Suzy kneeled over me while she took her shirt off, and I finally got to see them.

      The boobs.

      There have been a lot of great boobs in my life. Cassie Runyon, I haven’t forgotten you. The cleavage, the heft, the color of ‘em. She’d been the first girl to let me see her tits in high school and they’d left an impression. And then there was Isobel, who had such fantastic breasts that she seemed physically incapable of hiding them with a shirt.

      My expectations for Suzy were high. I’d spent a lot of time sneaking looks at them over the years.

      The reality was even better.

      I only got a moment to enjoy the look of them, and then I couldn’t resist letting myself absorb the smell, the taste. I was inhaling her skin and yanking off those unflattering slacks and discovering that Suzy was going commando.

      “Whoa,” I said. “No underwear?”

      “No Victoria’s Secrets in the pocket dimension either,” Suzy said. “There are razors but I don’t shave because, as I said, I’m not a child, and women have body hair, goddammit.”

      Fine with me. “You’re perfect.”

      Suzy’s cheeks got redder. “Don’t be sappy,” she said, pushing my head between her legs.

      Which was a great place to be.

      I wasn’t exactly watching the clock, so I had no idea how long I spent figuring out how to get all kinds of sounds out of Suzy. Long enough. Long enough for her to end up boneless and sweaty and laughing on her pillow, an arm flung over her eyes.

      “Jesus Christ,” Suzy gasped when I finally came up. “Where did you learn that? Never mind, I don’t want an answer.” She slid a leg around my hips. For a short woman, her legs were ridiculously long.

      It was an invitation. And I’d be all over that invitation in just a minute.

      For now, I was looking at her. The messy hair. The flushed cheeks.

      Suzy grinned back at me. “What?”

      “Nothing,” I said, flipping her over on the bed. “Just thanking the blessed goddess.” I was feeling very spiritual all of a sudden.

      And I was distracted enough that I might not have noticed what was on Suzy’s ass if it hadn’t been on…well, her ass. Which I was even more excited to get acquainted with than her tits. Suzy’s ass had one hundred percent of my attention, so I definitely noticed that she was tattooed.

      Suzy’s tattoo was about the size of a silver dollar. It was a circle of rich red fringed by green.

      Leaves. An apple.

      Blood.

      “What the fuck?” I asked.

      Suzy flopped onto her back again. She sighed. “Yeah. About that.”

      “Are you—?”

      “The movement I’ve been working with is the Apple,” Suzy said, her cheeks flushed with either arousal or embarrassment, I couldn’t tell. She smiled weakly at me. “Surprise?”

      I was surprised. The most surprised I’d ever been in my entire life.

      Up until five milliseconds later, when a pulse of magic slammed through the Batcave.

      Someone had ripped open Suzy’s anchor.

      My face basically exploded with all the sneezing. Which was a shame, considering I was face-first in Suzy’s unexpectedly tattooed ass, so it was kind of a terrible place for sneezing.

      Especially when a handful of men came storming down Suzy’s stairs, led by a guy with matted yellow hair and a face that would even look angry at Disneyland.

      I’d met that angry face before.

      “Suzume Takeuchi,” said Cain, the werewolf leader of the Apple, “get your fucking clothes on and get on your feet. You’ve been looking for me? You found me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 19

      

    

    
      I was pioneering all kinds of new awkward experiences these days. I’d never gotten caught mid-fuckytimes by a werewolf cultist and encircled by his flunkies while I tried to stuff everything back into my clothes.

      Once the two of us were dressed and standing up, I felt a fraction braver. But only a fraction.

      “I know your face,” Cain said, pointing at me.

      I didn’t piss myself so clearly I was very brave. “We’ve met.”

      That was a nice way of putting it. I’d gotten to watch a fight between Cain as a wolf against Fritz, who was the best fighter I’d known. Cain had won. He’d ripped Fritz to shreds. Thanks to his kopis blood, Fritz hadn’t been infected, and he’d survived, but it still wasn’t an experience I’d wanted to repeat.

      Yet here we were.

      Because Suzy was part of the Apple.

      Suzy is in a cult. Suzy is part of the Apple. Holy shit, what the fuck?

      “You’ve been looking for me,” Cain said, breaking me out of my thoughts.

      I glanced nervously down at Suzy. She didn’t look anywhere near as nervous. In fact, she looked downright pissed off, which was what I’d have expected from her under literally any other situation. “I’ve been looking for the Apple,” she said. “Help from the Apple. Not whatever this is.”

      “It’s a trade. You want help, and so do we.”

      “Where’s Scott Whyte?” Suzy asked.

      “He’s not with the Apple anymore. He was shot in the head.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Of fucking course he was shot in the head, the dumbass.”

      Cain strolled around us, examining Suzy’s pocket dimension. Couldn’t tell if he admired it or not. He walked with lupine liquidity, like he had more muscles than any human should have.

      Basically he looked like he could rip my head off between heartbeats and I’d never know he was coming.

      “The Apple?” I hissed at Suzy.

      She rolled her eyes. “I was going to tell you, but you fucked it up.”

      “At your parents’ house? I thought you were going to…I don’t know, confess another thing.”

      “That I’m in love with you? Ha ha, dumbass. Cute.” Suzy’s eyes went a little misty. “I might be in love with your tongue now but—”

      “Stop talking,” Cain said, almost casually.

      We stopped talking.

      “The Apple is done with the Office of Preternatural Affairs,” he said. “We’ve gotten everything that we need out of it, and there’s nothing left to do.”

      “You’ve gotten everything you need, but you don’t speak for the entire Apple,” Suzy said.

      Cain smirked at her. “I don’t?”

      “You don’t speak for me.”

      “The OPA can only get in my way now, so I am leaving and taking everyone in the Apple with me,” Cain said, in this whole don’t-argue-with-me tone.

      “The OPA’s gonna be gutted if you take everyone,” Suzy said.

      I whispered at her from the corner of my mouth. “Seriously, how many OPA employees are Apple members too?”

      She elbowed me in the ribs.

      “I don’t care if the OPA survives,” Cain said.

      “Then what do you care about?” I asked.

      Cain gave me a too-smart look. I hated the intelligent villains. “You were in Reno, weren’t you? You were there when I was arrested.” He laughed. “Thanks. You got me access to hundreds of members of the Apple I’d have never been able to indoctrinate without being arrested—and then offered a job by Zettel and de Angelis.”

      Cold washed over me. Not that I was surprised that my superiors had enlisted an arrestee; that was kind of their favorite way to get staff. But I felt sick over the idea that this moment was my fault. That Cain still existed, and still had power, because of me.

      Because I’d introduced him to Lucrezia de Angelis.

      A thought struck me. “You work with Lucrezia de Angelis.”

      “Not anymore. One might say we have divergent goals.” The last words came out more growl than anything else.

      “You didn’t trip the alarms on my hotel room when you broke in because you have a personal ward, just like Lucrezia de Angelis,” I said.

      Cain circled around, stopped in front of me. “What about it?”

      “I need to find Lucrezia,” I said. “If I could get a version of her personal ward, I could track her by following its vibrations. So if I had your personal ward—”

      “No,” he said.

      Suzy had caught on to my line of thinking. “If we get Lucrezia, we will stop PRAY.”

      Cain rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “That would get the OPA out from under my feet.”

      “Great for whatever evil plans you have,” I said, suddenly less enthusiastic.

      He turned to Suzy. “Is this why you’ve been trying to get in touch with the Apple?”

      “Pretty much,” Suzy said. “Lucrezia’s at the head of the movement. I thought if—”

      “By the movement, you mean the Apple,” I said.

      Her brows lowered over her eyes. “If someone would just tell me where to find her, then we’d stop PRAY and be done.”

      “At what point were you going to tell me what the movement was?”

      “Never, if you’re going to act like a little bitch about it,” Suzy snapped.

      “If you didn’t know that the Takeuchi family is one of the Apple’s oldest, most distinguished members, then you don’t deserve to be told,” Cain said.

      Great. Now Suzy was teaming up against me with an evil fucking werewolf.

      “I’m only in town for a few days,” Cain said. “I need to reach the members of the Apple in the OPA now. They must be rallied to my call so that I can execute the next stage of my plan.”

      I cleared my throat. “Which is…?”

      “If he told you, he’d have to kill you,” Suzy said, totally seriously.

      “It’s true,” Cain said. He ruffled Suzy’s hair hard enough that her head twisted around, and she jerked away from him, looking as pissed as I’d ever seen her.

      “Cain’s got his own plans that have nothing to do with the Apple,” she said. “He’s taking advantage of them. Just using them as his foot soldiers. It’s been about a billion years since the Apple had compelling leadership, so these morons don’t even care that they’re following a murderous werewolf thug around.”

      He didn’t look insulted. Maybe a little flattered.

      His compatriots pointing all the guns at us showed no signs of life, so they probably were morons, like Suzy said. Brain-dead gun-toting members of a cult with apple tattoos on their boring asses.

      Cain stooped down to stick his face in Suzy’s. “Are you going to try to stop me?”

      “I’ve thought about it,” she said.

      “But will you?”

      Suzy said, “No. I owe fuck-all to the Apple, especially lately. And if you’re going to strip all those dumbasses out of the government where they’re causing nationwide damage, then I should be thanking you.”

      He straightened. Turned his golden eyes on me. All werewolves had bright-gold eyes like that. “How about you?”

      Telling a bad guy “no, I am not going to foil your evil plan” seemed like the exact wrong thing to say. It wasn’t me. I upheld the law, I was a good guy. On some level I even liked my job. Well, I tolerated it.

      But Suzy was right. Cain wanted to perform an exodus of the Apple, which would render people like Lucrezia de Angelis helpless.

      Even if he marched hundreds of the Apple into a town and started killing, it’d be less damage than if he had control of the White House.

      Neither option was great.

      “If you give me your personal ward so I can find Lucrezia de Angelis, I’ll pretend we never met again,” I said. Ofelia’s voice was in the back of my mind: Chickenshit.

      “I’ll give it to you,” Cain said, “if you give me access to the OPA database so that I can contact the members of the Apple.”

      “If I give you access ability, you could do a lot worse than that.”

      His teeth glinted white as he smiled. “I could. But then you’d have Lucrezia de Angelis.”

      And PRAY would be stopped, making all the people I cared about happy, infuriating Lucrezia, and making the world a better place.

      Except for the corner of the world with a murderous werewolf in it.

      “We’ll do it,” Suzy said. “One extra condition: You can’t touch my parents. You can’t even invite them to go on your crusade.”

      I opened my mouth to interject concerns—but nothing came out.

      “It’s a deal,” Cain said.
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      For whatever reason I didn’t feel like having sex with Suzy once the Apple had cleared out of her cave.

      “I didn’t know my parents were in the Apple, if that helps,” she said. “Not until I got out of the Union detention center and started dating Aniruddha—who is in the Apple. Then I asked around, it turned out my parents were doing it too, and…”

      “And you joined a cult,” I said.

      “Oh, fuck you, like you make all the best decisions,” Suzy said. “I wouldn’t be alive now if it weren’t for support from the movement.”

      “The movement known as the Apple.”

      “You’ve worked with dozens of Apple members over the years—gone to Canyon Creek with them, shared drinks with them, beat the bad guys with them. The Apple’s not a monolith. Most of it’s just people who worship Adam.”

      “You said you’re Episcopalian,” I said.

      “The Apple’s not a religion. Are you having trouble following along?”

      My head was spinning. Sitting down on Suzy’s couch and digging my hands into my knees wasn’t grounding me. “I just can’t believe you’d never told me.”

      “There’s plenty of shit I didn’t tell you,” she said.

      “The Apple assassinated all those directors in Reno, didn’t they? You were already in the cult by then.”

      “Yeah, why do you think I’m on their shit list? Because I don’t back their murderous plans.”

      “If you’d told me that murderous plan, maybe we could have saved everyone!”

      She had the decency to look sheepish. “I didn’t know enough details until it was too late.”

      From anyone else, that would have been a shitty excuse.

      From Suzy, I believed it.

      If she could have saved people, she would have. Unlike me, she wasn’t a chickenshit. It didn’t change the fact that she was working with a cult. Selectively helping was still helping.

      “Look, the Apple’s not all bad,” Suzy said. “There’s the Lucrezias and the Cains and then there’s me. Aniruddha. The Whyte family.”

      “All with apples on their asses,” I said.

      “Most of the tattoos aren’t on butts.”

      “And now we’re going to give an evil werewolf access to government employee information so that he can raise an army.”

      “Cain’s small-minded,” Suzy said. “He’s got this grudge against these werewolves he knows—and that’s seriously all he’s going to do. He’ll go after one werewolf pack. Who the fuck cares about a werewolf pack?”

      “What’ll he do once he’s done with them?”

      “Don’t know, don’t care. This is how we get Lucrezia de Angelis, stop PRAY, and get a chance to fix the OPA. It’s what we’ve been working on this whole time.”

      Technically, I hadn’t worked on dismantling the OPA until the MOAD incident in Reno, but okay. I wasn’t going to debate.

      When I didn’t argue, Suzy folded her arms. “Well?”

      “Well what?” I asked.

      “Is this going to be a problem? Me in the Apple? You need to make your mind up right now, because I’m not sitting around plucking flower petals. Cèsar forgives me, he forgives me not… Just not my style.”

      The laugh that came out of me felt like it was rotten, like it had gone bad in my chest. “You want me to know if I’m okay with you in a cult right now? I’m supposed to evaluate if having my missing best friend back—”

      “Pussy,” she muttered.

      “—is worth dealing with a huge fucking secret?”

      Suzy groaned. “Okay. So that sounds kind of bad.”

      “Just kind of?”

      She smoothed her hands down my arms. Fuck, okay, that still had Effects on my body, and it wasn’t even a sexy touch. And Suzy smelled great. “Go get Cain database access. We’ll sort all this bullshit out and then sort our bullshit out. Okay?”

      In my head, I said, No, no, no. I do not negotiate with cultists. No.

      Out loud, I said, “Okay.”
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      How do you get a private meeting with the Secretary of the Office of Preternatural Affairs during a time of political turmoil?

      The quick answer is that you don’t, especially when the secretary in question is an asshole.

      The longer answer is that anything can be accomplished with enough donuts.

      That was the first target of Gary Zettel’s attention: the big pink cardboard box in my arms. It had already been lightened by his security team, but there were still a few good ones left. And more than a few of those weird flavorless twisty ones.

      Of course Zettel grabbed a flavorless twisty donut. “If you’re here, you better have Lucrezia de Angelis’s position.” Donut crumbs shot out of his mouth as he spoke.

      I flicked a piece off of my lapel. “I don’t know where Lucrezia is. Weirdly, I do know where Cain is, since you hired him into the OPA. You’re a member of the Apple. And it seems you owe me information.”

      The accusation didn’t stop him from grabbing another donut out of the box. “I’ll give you information if you’ll give some in return. Sit down, Agent Hawke.”

      The box of donuts got one chair. I took the one next to it. And then I took a jelly-filled donut and started sucking the filling out, which was similar to what I’d been doing the night before.

      “I hired Cain,” he said.

      I hadn’t expected honesty right off the bat. “The hell is up with that?”

      “Cain said that he could leverage his power over the Apple to get me into the position of OPA secretary. I wanted the job. I made a deal with him. It wasn’t Lucrezia’s idea, but she endorsed it.” Zettel said this crisply, like facts were facts, and this didn’t make him sound like a giant piece of shit. “Where did you see Cain?”

      “Around,” I said.

      Zettel looked constipated. “I don’t owe you honesty, Agent Hawke. But I’ve given it. Now it’s your turn.”

      “Trust that I saw Cain and he had a lot to say about his time with the OPA.” I hesitated, then pushed on. “He wants database access, and he’ll give us Lucrezia in exchange.”

      “No. Cain can’t be trusted with database access.”

      “You hired him into the fucking OPA,” I said.

      “It was wrong. I’ve done a lot of things worse than that, but it was still wrong. I’m not going to make the problem worse.”

      I was getting a headache again. “If you started out all gung-ho about Cain and the Apple, how’d you end up here? Why the change of heart?”

      “I’ve been to Hell, Agent Hawke. I’ve trudged through the rotten bodies of titans, stood on the mouth of Coccytus, and looked into infinity.” Zettel got that hollow stare I saw on OPA agents sometimes, when they’d done a few too many hard cases. “Kopides are heroic by nature. Driven by the need to do good. I’ve done a lot of bad, and when I came back from Hell, I decided I needed to do better.”

      “Meaning that you fractured from the Apple because it’s evil, and all its members are evil,” I said. And Suzy is one of them.

      “Lucrezia’s bad. Cain’s bad. There are some bad members.”

      I waited to see if he’d go on, but that was it. He was quiet. His eyes were on the donut box. Even humorless apes wearing neckties loved donuts.

      “All cards on the table,” Zettel said, reaching over his desk to grab another twisty donut. He must have been on a bulk too. “Lucrezia de Angelis is no longer vice president of the OPA. She’s president. Her predecessor was killed, so she took his position. I want Lucrezia dead because it will make the agency’s presidency available to me.”

      Government agencies didn’t have presidents other than the actual president of the United States. The OPA was an exception for one big reason: it had never served the USA. Its origins were as mysterious and cultish as the Apple’s.

      “Who was the last president of the OPA?” I asked. I’d never actually heard of him.

      “An angel named Metaraon,” Zettel said. “He founded what you know as the Union, and he directed the OPA until his head got ripped off. The circumstances are irrelevant. He’s dead, the agency is destabilized, and I want the presidency next.”

      The pieces clicked together. “Kopides want to be heroes, and you think you can heroically fix the OPA if you’re running it from backstage.” It sounded kind of nice. Too bad it was probably entirely bullshit. “So why’d you let Weston Connors go?”

      He frowned. “Who?”

      If he was lying to me, he was lying skillfully.

      “I’d tell you to look it up in our database but it’s probably been scrubbed by Lucrezia,” I said. “By the way—you know who killed Senator Peterson. I saw your letters. So why’d you have Fritz and me dragged cross-country to look at him?”

      “I wanted to see how Friederling would react,” Zettel said simply. If he suspected my kopis of skullduggery, he was barking up the wrong tree. The only kind of killing Fritz did was lady-killing. “That’s all the information I have for you. What do you have for me?”

      “More donuts,” I said.

      Zettel didn’t smile. He did grab another one. “Are you getting closer to finding Lucrezia’s location?”

      I’d seen her in my goddamn hotel room. “Hard to tell.”

      “Keep working,” he said.

      My phone beeped. It was Agent Bryce reporting that she had news for me, and her text messages were vague enough that I suspected she’d found another power surge. It was time to stop talking and start moving again. “There’s a case. I have to go.” I stood and grabbed the box of donuts.

      “Those can stay,” Zettel said.

      I set the box on his desk. “Thanks for your time…sir. This talk was enlightening.” The best word I could use for it. “You know, I’d been thinking of not coming here. I’m glad I didn’t listen to my chickenshit shoulder devil who wanted me to run.”

      Zettel stood too. “You survived the MOAD incident. You’re working alongside someone who orchestrated the assassinations of OPA directors. And you met Cain and lived to tell the tale.”

      A weird frisson settled over my scalp. Was Zettel telling me that I wasn’t chickenshit? Of all the people I knew, Secretary-senpai was being…nice?

      We shook hands.

      “Don’t wait to find Lucrezia,” Zettel said, his fingers tightening on mine until it hurt. I squeezed back. It was easier to arm wrestle with him than Cooper. “She’ll kill you once she knows you’re looking.”

      She already knew. She knew, and I wasn’t dead.

      Not yet.

      “Thanks,” I said.
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      I didn’t get a chance to figure out how the fuck I was going to get Cain into the OPA database that night, or the next morning. All the magical surges kept me on my toes. Big circles of power kept blowing up and vanishing before we could get there.

      “I’m starting to get really fucking annoyed,” I said when Agent Bryce and I arrived at the fourth power surge to find a great big nothing. It had occurred behind a grocery store, where they usually got shipments. The salt on the pavement suggested there’d been a ritual, all right. But there was no residue, no witch, nothing.

      “The system didn’t even automatically generate a case number for this circle,” Agent Bryce said, showing her tablet to me. “Someone’s changed the code. Someone is still deliberately hiding these circles of power.”

      “Surprise surprise,” I said.

      She glanced around at the parking lot like she expected someone to be listening in, but we were alone. We hadn’t bothered dragging a team out for this one. “Did you talk to the dead body?”

      “Craig Kriste, yeah. He was getting a package with…” Shit, was I supposed to tell Agent Bryce about the guns? “Someone killed him before he could get a drop. Remember Weston Connors?”

      “That’s who killed Kriste?”

      “He’s a person of interest,” I said. “He’s been associated with protesters, but he’s since disappeared. We should find him.”

      That should have been enough for Agent Bryce to start digging, but she hesitated again. “This location,” she said.

      “What? The grocery store?”

      “Not just the grocery store.” She tapped on her screen again to bring up a map and showed it to me. Red dots highlighted each of the D.C.-area surges we’d seen.

      “Fucking A. This is going to turn into a pentagram, isn’t it? They’re preparing for a bigger ritual.” I’d seen it happen before. It had led to fire ripping a big fucking hole in Los Angeles.

      “In this case, I think it’s a circle,” Agent Bryce said. “A hollow circle, with the Potomac at the exact center.”

      I tilted my head as I looked at the map. I wasn’t real familiar with what was in the area. “What’s the Potomac like around there?”

      “I thought I’d look into it,” she said, “unless you have a better suggestion.”

      My watch said it was time to get to meetings that Fritz had set up on Capitol Hill. “Be careful. There are a lot of bodies on the ground already, and it seems like we’re not going to have any OPA support.”

      Agent Bryce nodded sharply. “I’ll contact you if I find anything.”

      I met Fritz an hour later—how long it took me to get through all the protesters clogging up D.C. traffic. He was waiting in an OPA office dressed like he was going to meet important people, and he looked relieved to see me, which was more than I could say about anyone else in my life.

      “Hawke,” he said.

      “Hold still. Your tie is crooked.” I adjusted it. “So what’s on the agenda? You dumped a million meetings on me all at once without any details.”

      “At the moment, I don’t trust my calendars to be secure. I’d have given you details if you were around last night.” There was a note of questioning to his voice.

      “Sorry, I had a close encounter of the Cain kind,” I said.

      Fritz’s eyes widened. “Cain. As in, the werewolf?”

      “Lucrezia hired him after we arrested him. Both of them are in the Apple.” Even though there was nobody else in the office with us in the moment, I kept my voice down. Hopefully the jock jams Fritz’s laptop was playing would keep the bugs from distinguishing my voice.

      “You’re certain of that?” he asked.

      “You could ask Suzy to corroborate my story if she didn’t hate all of us. She was there.”

      “You were with Suzy last night?” Fritz asked, tone bland.

      I shot him a sideways look. “Yeah.”

      “Hmm,” he said.

      “What?”

      “Sometimes you’re incredibly transparent through the bond,” he said. “I didn’t recognize the pair of legs you were between, so I was curious. It makes perfect sense now.”

      Too bad I didn’t drink coffee. That would have been the perfect moment for a spit-take. “You were spying on me?”

      “Try thinking more quietly next time and I won’t. I don’t see all of your trysts with Belle.” Implying that he did see some of them. Jesus fucking Christ. “What did Cain want from you?”

      “He said he’d give me Lucrezia if I gave him access to the OPA database,” I said. “He wants to use it to contact all the members of the OPA in the Apple. He’s going to take them out of the organization.”

      “Nobody in the Apple left in the OPA?” Fritz nodded slowly. “A win-win, don’t you think?”

      “Any time someone like Cain wins, it feels like someone’s losing big.”

      He didn’t seem to hear me. “I’ll get you a device that can access the database. You can give it to Cain. In the meantime, we have meetings to attend.”

      It wasn’t until I was shadowing Fritz up the hallway that what he’d said registered.

      I didn’t recognize the pair of legs you were in between.

      It didn’t actually creep me out to think Fritz had been watching. Fuck, it was a thousand times more awkward for him to spy on his wife. Landing someone like Suzy made me feel proud. I wanted to rub that shit in.

      The problem was that reminding me of Suzy…well, reminded me of Suzy. It was hard enough to focus on circles of power when I was thinking about her.

      Weirdly, I wasn’t dwelling on Suzy the night before. But Suzy at the bar we used to hang out at in Los Angeles. Canyon Creek, it was called. A Western-themed bar. Not as classy as the Olive Pit where we used to hang, but Canyon Creek wasn’t run by a gang of incubi, so I dealt with it.

      Their wings had been tasty, prolific, and cheap, which had been a huge bonus for a teetotaler like me. And the wings had been served at a bar with a great view of a mechanical bull. Which Suzy never rode.

      Except once.

      Most of the time, we were at the bar with coworkers. And Suzy had a carefully cultivated “one of the guys” persona, which she claimed kept the harassment to a minimum. Really she harassed others more than I ever saw anyone harass her. Maybe Suzy just wanted to make sure she did it first, and so thoroughly that nobody else would fuck with her again.

      Anyway, that one night we’d been in the bar, and everyone else had been on a case. I’d gotten out of that investigation for some reason. An injury, I think. Don’t really remember. So Canyon Creek had been empty, and Suzy’d had a few drinks, and she’d given the mechanical bull a go.

      I’d always known Suzy had a great ass, but that was the first time I’d gotten the inkling that she had great hips, too. And she knew how to move them.

      Me? I got on a mechanical bull once, fell forward onto the pommel, and broke my nose. Suzy was the stereotypical hot nerd on the bull who suddenly looked like a porn star.

      Not gonna say I ever did anything filthy while thinking about that slow ride, but I definitely was going to now. For many moons to come, I was going to have a head full of Suzy’s hips rolling over and over on the mechanical bull at Canyon Creek…and over me.

      It actually kinda hurt to be hard this long. Wondered if I should see a doctor about it, like they said in the Viagra commercials.

      “Did you sprain something?” Fritz asked, glancing back at me. “You’re walking strange.”

      “Oh, yeah, maybe. When I was running away from Cain.” Or because I have not been this horny since I was a teenager.

      You try walking normally when you’ve got a demon-possessed dick.

      Fritz didn’t seem all that interested in my answer. The rest of his staff had caught up with us. He was being primped by the makeup artist, which suggested we were about to be in front of cameras.

      “I thought we had private meetings all day,” I said.

      “I do have private meetings too, yes,” Fritz said. “First, I’ve agreed to meet with protesters to answer questions about PRAY, the preternatural, and the OPA. They’re filming it for their YouTube channel. How do I look?”

      “Like a greasy asshole,” I said. “As always.”

      He smirked and pushed through the doors into a small conference room.

      A woman with a clipboard started rapid-fire debriefing him on the day’s news, all the talking points that the protesters might bring up, and the names of the people who had died as a consequence of violent protests.

      This wasn’t Fritz’s style. Even if he didn’t want PRAY to pass, he’d never been a fan of hanging out with the public. It’s just not something billionaires do. Why listen to a hundred people whining about their poor-people problems when you could be partying with rappers and princes from the Middle East?

      Fritz’s mysterious depths just kept on getting deeper.

      If I was going to be protecting Fritz for an interview with potentially murderous protesters, then he needed my full attention. I definitely couldn’t lose myself thinking about mechanical bulls.

      “They’re here, sir,” said one of the new hires, who’d poked her head through the door.

      “Send them in,” Fritz said.

      The door opened wider. Protesters started filing in, and most of them hadn’t dressed for the occasion. Most people probably hadn’t packed much professional wear for their trip across the country to protest in D.C.

      There was one person who hadn’t even bothered to get out of his tracksuit, though. A bright lime-green tracksuit with white stripes down the sides.

      And suddenly I understood why Fritz had decided to invite protesters into his office.

      I hadn’t brought Fritz to meet Pops, so he had invited Pops to come meet him.
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      While others set up the lights and cameras, Pops cornered me beside a bust of Abraham Lincoln. “The fuck are you doing here?”

      “That is a great question,” I said. “Right back at you. What the fuck are you doing here?”

      “Protesting. Same thing I’ve been doing the whole week I’m here. You going fucking deaf?” He rapped his knuckles on the top of my head, hard.

      I winced away from it. “You should leave.”

      “You think I can’t handle a professional environment? Think I’m no good at politics? Think I’m too stupid to realize that woman wasn’t a hooker?”

      I hadn’t said any of that, or even implied it. But that was so Pops, wasn’t it? Those thoughts were in his head and he wanted to stick them in my mouth so he had an excuse to be angry. Funny, because he never needed excuses to be angry at me. I usually gave people good reason to be pissed the fuck off.

      A man I didn’t recognize approached us. He was nervous-eyed, rubbing his palms on his slacks. He was so sweaty that he’d managed to dampen the cloth. “They want us to get seated. Who’s this? Is there a problem?”

      “This is my grandkid, unfortunately,” Pops said. “Grandkid, this is Mack. Mack, this is grandkid.”

      “Agent Hawke,” I said.

      “Agent…? Oh.” Mack started rubbing his palms harder. He was wearing a really bulky sweater or else I’d have bet he would be hosing sweat puddles from his armpits too. “We need to sit.”

      “If that’s okay with you,” Pops said, giving me an openly hostile look.

      My head was throbbing. At least my boner was finally dead. “Fine. Fuck it. Stick around, have fun. It’s not my goddamn problem.”

      There wasn’t a lot of protesting for the visiting protesters to do, though. One woman sat down to interview Fritz. I didn’t recognize her. Everyone else was arranged behind the interviewer, their chairs carefully situated so that the number and diversity of them would be caught on camera.

      It didn’t take long. Fritz had a press assistant who could keep conversations moving. They’d slotted a half-hour for this meeting from beginning to end, starting with the moment Fritz came in and ending when the camera stopped rolling.

      Fritz didn’t usually do PR, though. He was rich, not famous. He liked it that way.

      Didn’t mean he wasn’t good at PR.

      He looked like a different guy in front of the camera. He knew how to angle himself in the lights so that he didn’t have such an ugly weasel face, and he knew how to sit so that he looked professional, powerful, and accessible.

      Since when did my narrow-faced, nasal-voiced kopis look like a charming young Brad Pitt with a peg leg?

      Wasn’t fair, man. Some of us were doomed to always look like Benjamin Bratt after gaining a hundred pounds of muscle and running into a brick wall face-first repeatedly, no matter how we sat.

      Not mentioning names. Just some of us.

      “You’ve become known as an opponent of H.R. 2076,” said the interviewer, who looked so shocked by coming face-to-face with Fritz. Didn’t think she’d prepared to interview a movie star. “What is your concern about the bill?”

      “Well, Felicity—may I call you Felicity?” Fritz asked.

      Her shock melted. “Oh, yes, of course.”

      “I’m deeply concerned any time that rights are taken from the American people,” he said.

      Felicity started running her fingers through her hair, even though it looked fine. Her cleavage looked fine too. I was only looking to make sure there were no hidden weapons. “Which Americans are you hoping to defend?”

      They kept talking, and I kept behind the camera where I wouldn’t be filmed. Didn’t want to commit my budget-brand Benjamin Bratt face to the internet. Plus it gave me a better perspective to watch all the other protesters for signs of aggression.

      I didn’t see anyone who looked like Lawrence Lefebvre—nobody who was angry, nobody who seemed to be at risk of going gun-crazy. There was one particularly ugly guy who was missing an eyebrow because of all the scar tissue. Even he was watching Fritz and his interviewer attentively.

      Things looked fine enough that I found it hard to focus on the interview at all.

      My mind drifted. It floated away from stressful present and into a beautiful world filled with mechanical bulls and rolling hips.

      “That’s it,” the interviewer said. “That’s all the questions I have. Do you want to make a closing statement?”

      “I think we’ve covered everything,” Fritz said.

      As soon as the cameras turned off, he stopped affecting the more charming personality. He went cold. Stood up, turned from Felicity without saying goodbye, stepped back so that chairs could be removed.

      “I didn’t know you were capable of falling asleep standing up,” Fritz muttered at me.

      Shit, he noticed. “Didn’t get enough sleep last night. Too many distractions.”

      Fritz patted me on the shoulder. “Women. Am I right?”

      “Women,” I agreed with gusto. If it wasn’t Suzy giving me the runaround, then it was Agent Bryce dragging me to ritual sites too late to catch Weston Connors.

      Thinking of Agent Bryce, a surreptitious glance at my cell phone said she hadn’t gotten back to me yet. No idea what that meant. Had she found something at the center of the circle? Nothing at all? I’d have to call her once we were done here.

      Fritz waited by the door as the protesters filed out. He smiled, nodded at their questions, shook lots of hands. He even shook Eyebrow Guy’s hand on the way out.

      But when Pops got to him at the back of the line, Fritz held on to his hand. Didn’t let him leave. “I was hoping to speak with you,” Fritz said.

      “Fuck,” Pops said. “Why?”

      “If I could just have a moment of your time, I’ll explain. Can you take a seat?” He swept a hand toward the desk.

      Pops folded his arms and didn’t move. “Fine.”

      Fritz shut the door so that there were only the three of us in the office. It was a “meet the family” I’d hoped we’d never have.

      “Would you like coffee?” Fritz asked.

      “Not from you, pig,” Pops said.

      “Bourbon it is, then.” Fritz poured two glasses and offered one to Pops.

      Pops didn’t take it.

      Fritz slithered into a chair beside the table, taking both glasses with him. “I’m Fritz Friederling, Director of the Magical Violations Department in the OPA.”

      “I know who you are,” Pops said.

      “I’ve worked with Cèsar for many years. In fact, I was the one who hired him, but we’ve since become close friends. More than friends.”

      I could see the ugly thoughts sliding across Pops’s features. “Oh, goddammit. You mean you’re fags?”

      “Wait,” I said. “Wait, wait, wait. What he’s saying is that I’m an aspis. I’m Fritz’s aspis.”

      “He’s saved my life hundreds of times,” Fritz said.

      I frowned as I thought about that. “Hundreds?” That seemed like a lot. “At least a dozen.”

      “Hundreds,” Fritz said firmly.

      “You’re not just with the enemy. You’re with the enemy.” Pops’s glare made me feel like I was a wayward kindergartner who’d gotten caught flushing cherry bombs down the toilet.

      “I mean, I’m not with the enemy,” I said. “Not gay. Although gay is fine! But you’ve known I’m working for the OPA ever since the thing with Domingo, so you shouldn’t be surprised I’d have found a kopis.”

      “A job’s a job. A kopis is your fucking life,” Pops said. “You’ve all but married one of these pigs who’re jamming unconstitutional laws down our throats while stealing all our rights for the mundanes.”

      “If you’d been listening to the interview, you would know I’m as firmly opposed to PRAY as you are,” Fritz said. “And Cèsar keeps refusing to marry me.”

      The blood drained out of my face. I gaped at my kopis. “You never—”

      “Kidding, sorry,” Fritz said. “Bad time for sarcasm, I see.” He turned to Pops again. “I wanted to apologize for what happened during your family breakfast and help explain.”

      “Oh, this will be fucking good,” Pops said.

      “You see, Isobel Stonecrow is my wife, and Cèsar is a dear family friend. He wanted to make a good impression because—”

      “Shut it. I don’t care. Keep your nose out of family business!” Pops grabbed my ear—hard. Felt like he was about to rip it off. “And you? You’re coming with me. We’re having a long overdue talk.”

      “But I’m working,” I said. I wasn’t whining, I swear.

      “There’s plenty of time to work for these dickless sons of bitches later,” Pops said. “Clearly I should have sat you down for the birds and the bees—or the kopides and the aspides—talk a lot sooner. I just never thought you’d be strong enough to pull it off even if you wanted to. And I hoped you’d never be that stupid.”

      “Let me explain,” Fritz tried to say.

      The door cracked open again. That nervous protester, Mack, was waiting on the other side. He was trembling wildly. “Hello?”

      “I’m coming, Mack,” Pops snarled. “Gimme one more minute.”

      But Mack, pale and nervous, didn’t seem to be there to get Pops hurrying. “I’m sorry.” He pulled his hands out of his jacket. He was holding two guns.

      And he pointed them at Fritz and me.
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      You’d think that I’d be used to attempts on my life by now. You’d think that my reflexes would be so good that I’d be doing back-bends to dodge bullets in slow motion like Neo.

      If it hadn’t been for Fritz, I’d have taken a bullet right between the eyes in that moment.

      Luckily I do have Fritz. He plowed into Pops and me, carrying the two of us behind the antique desk a heartbeat before Mack started shooting. The bullets hit mahogany and didn’t even get all the way through.

      “Stay down,” Fritz said, taking a gun out of an underarm holster. I hadn’t realized he was packing. I’d spent all that time staring at the protesters and hadn’t thought to stare at the guy I was protecting.

      He handed the gun to me.

      “What am I supposed to do with this?” I hissed.

      “Shoot him before he shoots you,” Fritz said.

      Bullets cracked into the desk. Magic sizzled, and I sneezed.

      The handguns were enchanted.

      Mack had been given guns by Weston Connors.

      Pops fisted Fritz’s jacket. “He’s a good guy. You can’t kill him.”

      “Good guys don’t shoot at politicians, no matter how righteous the cause.” Fritz twirled the head of his cane, and its base fell away, exposing a long blade. “I’ll try to leave him intact. Stay back here.”

      Fritz moved fast and smooth for a guy without a leg. Kopides were like that. Krista had been pretty badass at fighting too, and she had palsy on one side of her body. Intense daily conditioning and a natural physical advantage worked wonders for even the slightly less able bodied.

      Mack shot at him again, but Fritz didn’t need to move faster than bullets when he moved faster than protester’s aim.

      Fritz zigzagged across the office. His sword flashed.

      Gunshots rang out.

      “Fritz!” I leaped over the desk to get to him.

      But it was already over.

      Mack was on the ground, groaning, and Fritz was kicking the guns out of his reach as he polished blood off the blade of his sword. “I only cut him a little bit,” Fritz said when Pops emerged from behind the desk. “He’ll be fine. Just needs a few stitches.”

      Pops actually looked impressed. And he wasn’t an easy guy to impress. “Huh.”

      “Tie him up,” Fritz said.

      Took me a second to realize he was talking to me. I was still shaking from the adrenaline, my ears ringing from the close-quarters gunfire.

      I picked Mack up off the ground, dropped him in a chair, and grabbed the rope that Fritz offered me.

      Don’t ask where the rope had come from.

      Even if my reaction times hadn’t gotten better, my knots had gotten better thanks to Isobel. No, not because of bondage. Get your mind out of the gutter. Isobel had learned a lot of knots while sailing with Fritz, and in exchange for my continuing lessons on brewing potions, she’d taught those knots to me.

      Once I tied Mack to the chair, he wasn’t going fucking anywhere.

      Not that the old man could have broken free if we’d piled a few feathers on him. He was still moaning because of all the blood. Fritz had gotten him in the thigh, and it was enough to take the guy down for good.

      “You sure he’s gonna be all right?” I asked.

      “Yes, I missed the femoral,” Fritz said. Implying that he’d been aiming for the femoral.

      “Where’s your security?” Pops asked. “Why hasn’t anyone responded to the gunfire?”

      “Wards,” I said.

      “Someone made wards that block out the sound of gunfire?”

      “I made them.” I tried not to brag about it, but it was pretty great magic.

      And Pops did look appropriately impressed.

      Using a handkerchief, Fritz picked up the guns that Mack had dropped. He set them on a table that hadn’t been tipped over.

      “Yes, these were definitely Union property,” he said, flipping one of them over to see both sides. The runes were the kind of thing I’d had engraved in my Desert Eagle. They augmented aim, mostly. They also made the guns harder to “see” with metal detectors or spellwork.

      “Did Weston Connors give these to you?” I asked.

      Mack groaned again. “I need a doctor! I’m dying!”

      “Oh please,” Fritz said, rolling his eyes. “I’d never leave a man dying. With me, you’re dead or you aren’t. Now answer Agent Hawke’s question.”

      “Yes, okay, it was Weston,” Mack said. “He said that the guns were meant for Craig, but Craig got cowardly—he got second thoughts. And Craig turned up dead.”

      “Did Weston Connors kill him?” I asked.

      “I don’t know! I wasn’t there! He just showed up on my doorstep yesterday and was like, ‘Take these to your meeting, take out as many OPA employees as you can.’” Sweat was rolling from Mack’s hairline.

      “Why would you do that? What’d he offer you?”

      “Nothing! He said he’d kill me if I didn’t do it!” He whimpered, sobbed, shoulders shaking. “Oh my goddess, this is so much blood.”

      He sure didn’t seem like a willing murderer. If Weston Connors was intimidating people into shootings rather than bribing them, then that was a horse of a different color. It meant we couldn’t kill anyone who attacked us. No more blowing away bad guys like Lawrence Lefebvre.

      That made things a hell of a lot more complicated.

      “Weston Connors overtly said that he would kill you?” Fritz asked.

      “Yes! And he meant it! There’s a charm down my shirt—look at the charm!”

      I unzipped Mack’s jacket, fished a chain out from around his neck. The cord was too small to lift it over his head. It burned with magic.

      The runes were just like the ones that I’d seen at Weston Connors’s first circle.

      And at Tate Peterson’s house.

      “You should have told me, numb nuts,” Pops said. He actually sounded a little sympathetic. I hadn’t known my grandpa was capable of such human emotions. “Neutralizing this is easy. Hang tight.”

      He pulled a drawstring bag out from underneath his shirt. It wasn’t small, but I hadn’t noticed that Pops was smuggling magic supplies, just as I hadn’t noticed Fritz was packing heat.

      Apparently I was the worst security ever.

      Pops used salt and some kind of tincture to destroy the magic on the charm. Then he cut it off and tossed it to me.

      “What’s this for?” I asked.

      “Evidence,” he said.

      Right. Evidence. Because I investigate things. “You know we’re going to have to take Mack away for questioning, right?”

      “No,” Mack said. “No, please.”

      Pops didn’t even glance his way again. He was pissed. “Yeah, take him away.”
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      I didn’t feel good watching Mack disappear into a black bag. Especially because I looked at the Union guys taking him away and wondered if they were hiding Apple tattoos anywhere. And then I started wondering if Apple tattoos were really a sign of anything bad.

      Life was a lot easier when there were no shades of gray.

      Fritz, Pops, and I didn’t move or speak until Mack was gone. We just…watched.

      It felt like someone should have done something.

      The van doors slammed shut and the vehicle peeled away.

      Fritz checked his watch. “Sorry to run, but I need to prepare for my next meeting. It was an honor meeting you, sir.” Fritz extended a hand for Pops to shake.

      Pops spat on the snow.

      Fritz gave me a small smile. “I’ll catch you back at the penthouse.” And he left.

      That meant I was alone with my grandpa, which wasn’t my favorite thing. Not that we could really be alone on the stairs looking out over Capitol Hill; we were surrounded by Union staff and politicians and enough cameras that surely someone would rescue me if Pops grabbed my ear again. But any time I was with Pops, I felt alone.

      “Lucy, you’ve got some ‘splaining to do,” Pops said.

      He didn’t sound as angry as he had before.

      “I guess I do,” I said. “Wanna walk?”

      “As long as the walk takes us to a bar and you’re buying lunch.”

      “Sounds fair,” I said.

      We headed down the hill. I searched for words, ways to explain the decisions I’d made, and the life I was living.

      The problem was that I didn’t even have words for these things. I didn’t know how to describe the relationship I had with anyone. Kopis and aspis was one thing. Everything else that happened with Fritz, Isobel, and me was a whole other experience.

      Plus I wasn’t even sure if I had a relationship with Isobel at this point.

      “The Friederling guy could be worse,” Pops said when I didn’t speak.

      I looked at him, startled. “Yeah?” That was high praise coming from my grandpa.

      “Isobel’s not a hooker, though,” Pops said.

      “No, she’s not.” I took a deep breath, let it out. “It seems I’ve somehow accidentally become polyamorous. That’s where—”

      “I know what that is. I wasn’t born yesterday.” Exactly nobody would mistake Pops as being born yesterday. He was made of beef jerky and ill will.

      “Yeah, well, that’s what’s going on.” It was the first time I’d really admitted it. I was telling the guy who raised me that I was fucked up on every level. Professionally, personally, whatever. “Isobel is my girlfriend. And she’s also married to my kopis. We all know about it, we’re fine with it, and it’s cool.”

      Pops rested his hand on my shoulder and opened his mouth to tell me that he wasn’t going to have anything to do with me ever again. Ever.

      But what came out was, “As long as you’re happy and safe, I don’t give a fuck.”

      “What?” I asked, stopping on the street corner to stare at him. “Really?”

      “I wouldn’t care if you were getting gang-banged by the Raiders every week,” Pops said. “As long as you’re happy and safe, and not getting gang-banged by the Niners, you’re good.”

      I’d gone from optimistic to grossed out in record time. Less than three seconds. “Gotta say, I’m surprised to hear that coming from you.”

      “Why? You think that I’ve always been an old guy saddled with kids? There was this one time in college where I fucked six women at once. Six of ‘em! It’s not easy to pleasure six women, but when you’re a witch like me, and you get real creative—”

      “Stop. Please God stop.” I didn’t want to hear about how all the punishments that had been rained on us as children had been developed in pursuit of pussy.

      Pops scratched his chin. “You know, one of them might have been a lady-boy. Never was sure about Buffy.”

      “Stop,” I said, with all the force I could muster.

      He laughed and slapped me on the back. “I’m happy you’re not buying hookers. At least you’re not so pathetic you gotta pay for it.”

      The light changed. We walked across the street to the nearest bar. “It’s amazing how this conversation hasn’t made me feel in the littlest bit better. It just keeps getting worse.”

      “The one time I paid for clam chowder, I ended up getting a serious case of sausage chowder, if you catch my—”

      “Okay! Well! Pops! It’s so nice you came out to talk with my boss.” I put an arm around his shoulders and steered him through the door to the bar.

      He was shaking under my arm. Pops was laughing. He was fucking with me deliberately. “Tell the truth next time, dumbass,” he said. “Long as you’re happy, I’m happy.”

      The weird thing was that it really did make me feel better. “Thanks.”

      “You’ve gotta be careful, though,” Pops said. “Nothing I say now can get you away from that kopis. Nothing you do can get you away from him. You’re stuck with him for the rest of your goddamn life.” He sank onto a bar stool with a sigh. “I should have talked to you about this a long time ago.”

      “One of your protester friends just tried to kill us. It seems like I’m not the only one who has to be careful.”

      “Seems like it,” he said.
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      Once I got over the shell shock from Pops’s tales of orgies and venereal diseases, I found that there was still a whole lot of unresolved baggage weighing me down.

      That unresolved baggage had a prosthetic leg, a two-hundred-dollar haircut, and a shit-eating grin when I returned to his office after lunch. We had more meetings for the afternoon. A relentless parade of meetings. I couldn’t get away from this guy if I wanted to.

      “The fuck was that?” I asked him, quiet enough that people wouldn’t hear us from the other sides of closed doors. Everyone was working hard in D.C. these days. There was a first time for everything. “You only met with protesters so that you could talk to Pops.”

      “Good thing that I did. I haven’t seen you looking so unburdened in months.”

      I did feel lighter. Just like Ofelia, I’d never grown out of needing Pops’s approval, no matter what I said on the subject.

      Worrying about his opinion had only been replaced by being really fucking pissed at Fritz.

      “First of all, thanks,” I said, and I meant it. “Now that’s out of the way, never do that again. Never. You don’t run my life.”

      We broke through the doors into the bite of cold winter sunlight. Fritz flicked a scarf around his neck. “You’re my aspis. I have significant stake in making sure that our lives run smoothly.”

      “My life,” I hissed. “My life. If I get in fights with Pops, it’s up to me to fix them. If I run up credit card debt, I’ve got to pay it off. If I want to take a fucking month-long trip to Timbuktu, I don’t have to talk to you about it first! Because this is my life!”

      “When are you going to accept that this is our life, and there’s no escaping it even in death? We are permanent, Cèsar. This is permanent. I’ve chosen to spend the rest of my life with you and Isobel.”

      “You don’t really mean that,” I said.

      He paused a few stairs down, lifting an eyebrow at me. “Oh?”

      “You don’t let me and Isobel spend time together because it’s ‘our life.’ You just don’t want Isobel to disappear again, so you’ll let her do anything she wants. Or anyone she wants.”

      “I’m not worried about losing Belle again. Her death was an isolated incident. As far as our relationship goes, we’ve never been better, and your relationship with Belle isn’t something I merely tolerate.”

      “Really, Friederling? Really? You’re sure that you’re not so afraid of losing Izzy again that you’ll let her get away with anything?”

      “I’m absolutely certain,” Fritz said.

      “You let her eat Oreos for breakfast.” True story. It had been her favorite food for breakfast, lunch, and dinner ever since the wedding.

      “She’s an adult woman. She can eat anything she wants for breakfast. Also, it’s not as though she’ll die of heart failure because she’s had too much sugar. Her heart already barely beats.”

      I chased him down the stairs toward the sidewalk, the fog of my breath trailing me. “I just can’t believe anyone could have Izzy and, you know, not want to keep Izzy for himself.”

      “Do you want to keep Izzy for yourself?”

      “That’s not a loaded question,” I said.

      The truth was, no. I didn’t want Isobel for myself, without sharing. It would have been like trying to cage a hurricane.

      “Listen to me, Hawke: having Belle means that I have you too,” Fritz said. “There are so few things in this world that are pure, but you are among them. I want both of you for myself. Just not exclusively.”

      I wasn’t sure if I was more off-put by the idea that Fritz “had” me or that I was pure. “I’ve told you before, I’m not—”

      “Yes, I’m well aware you’re firmly heterosexual. I am too.”

      “You just said—”

      “You are closer to my heart than a brother. That doesn’t mean I want to pound you in the ass.”

      “Hey,” I said. “I’d be a top if I was a gay dude. I would be doing all the ass-pounding.”

      Fritz’s mouth twitched. “Be honest with yourself.”

      “All right, fuck. But I’m a power bottom, all right? I don’t even know what that means but it has the word power and if I’m taking it in the ass, I’m doing it powerfully. Fuck you very much, asshole.”

      He unleashed his massively dorky laugh. Yeah, that’s right. He could pretend he wasn’t head-over-heels gay for me but he couldn’t pretend I wasn’t hilarious. Fritz had good taste for a peg-legged faggot.

      “Only thing is, I think Isobel and I are done,” I said. “She’s still pissed at me. Really, really pissed. And Suzy…” Just saying her name was enough to give me a raging boner again.

      I was the mechanical bull.

      Jesus Christ, I was the mechanical bull.

      “Suzy?” Fritz surveyed me with an expression that was unreadable behind the scarf wrapped around his head.

      “Yeah,” I said. “Suzy.”

      He nodded slowly. “She strikes me as the possessive type.”

      “You’ve got no idea.” I scratched the back of my neck. “Things with Suzy are…complicated.” Mostly because she was in a cult. But also because she didn’t like sharing. “She doesn’t want me with Isobel anymore.”

      “That would be a shame,” Fritz said. He didn’t sound worried, though. Why would he be? Even if Isobel and I called it quits, I was still going to be Fritz’s aspis. “I’m certain Suzy will see reason.”

      “If you use the word reasonable in relation to Suzy, then you don’t know her well at all.”

      “Maybe you’re misreading her. You’ve misread me several times in your assumptions that I must be gay if I would dare to have a close platonic relationship with another man.”

      I shot him a sly, sideways look. “Okay, but if I was gay, you’d have sex with me. Right?”

      Fritz kept walking.

      The answer wasn’t important, I guess. But now that I’d thought of it, I was stuck on the idea. And a little bit insulted that he wasn’t saying yes.

      He rounded the corner and I chased after him. “Would you fuck me? Hey! Fritz! Don’t ignore me! Tell me if you want my asshole! I’d want your asshole!”

      When I caught up with him, he was breathless with laughter at the side of the road, wiping tears out of his eyes.

      And surrounded by OPA directors who had just stepped out of a limousine to meet Fritz for an afternoon meeting.
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      “This is garbage,” Director Vance said, tossing a binder to the table. That binder represented hundreds of man-hours of work by underpaid interns. Fritz had been trying to draft an alternative to PRAY. “Is that all you’ve got?”

      “That’s a set of reasonable preternatural regulations that will protect all Americans,” Fritz said. He sounded as convincing as he had during the interview. And he looked as suave as young Brad Pitt again. But the OPA board of directors was a lot less charmed than a random YouTube journalist.

      The meeting room was dead silent. There were a lot of unamused faces on the other side of the table, and only Fritz and I were on our side.

      “These regulations will protect preternaturals,” Director Vance said. I hadn’t met her before, since she was new to the organization. We’d had to replace a lot of directors when Zettel and Lucrezia assassinated the last ones. I didn’t like the newbies.

      “There are no special protections for preternaturals,” Fritz said. “Only guarantees of equal rights and—”

      “It will never fly,” Director Vance said. “I’m not signing off on that.” She pushed her chair back and stood. “This is a joke.”

      She stormed through the doors.

      It didn’t take long for the other directors to follow. Only one of them stopped to give me a weird look before leaving.

      Within moments, I was alone with Fritz again.

      “Back to the drawing board?” I asked, dragging the binder toward me.

      “Something like that,” Fritz said.

      There wasn’t enough time to get back to the drawing board and we both knew it.

      Nobody was willing to put an alternative PRAY forward at this point.

      And PRAY was going to pass as-is. We still didn’t have a way to convince Tate Peterson to talk to Justice Mendez for us. We couldn’t stop Lucrezia’s cousin from making all the protesters look violent. The mundane public would be happy if we made death camps for witches at this point.

      Luckily, there were no death camps in PRAY. Just a whole lot of legislation that made sure we could protect the American public.

      Fritz slipped me two badges. There was an eagle feather clipped to one of them. “Belle sends this with her apologies,” he said.

      “This is one of her glamours.” I rolled it over in my fingers, savoring the familiar sense of Izzy’s magic. “And the badges…”

      “They’ll give you access to an OPA storage facility. You’ll want to find a laptop and dongle for Cain in the tech rental area—it should be enough for him to get the information he needs, and for us to find Lucrezia de Angelis,” Fritz said. “Finding Lucrezia is now our only chance to stop PRAY.”

      “Storage facility? Does that include original unredacted records?” I asked.

      “Yes, those are there too.”

      “So I could figure out who was working at the warehouse on the day that those guns got stolen.”

      “There won’t be enough time between security shifts for that. We don’t need to verify that Lucrezia de Angelis or Gary Zettel are behind these attacks anyway. This is an extrajudicial operation, after all.”

      Fritz was a lot more comfortable with the idea of that than I was.

      I didn’t want to assume someone was a bad guy and that the person we were destroying probably deserved it. I wanted to be sure. Very sure.

      When we weren’t sure who was guilty, that was how we ended up with people like Suzy detained by the OPA, and then joining the Apple because she was pissed off.

      “I’m still not sure that we should cooperate with Cain,” I said. “He’s a member of the Apple, and we’re pretty sure that the Apple is evil…aren’t we?”

      “Very evil,” Fritz said.

      Fuck. “So we need to find another way.”

      “The Supreme Court is meeting soon. We don’t have time for another way.” Fritz squinted at me. “You look pale.”

      Suzy isn’t evil. Suzy isn’t evil. Suzy isn’t evil.

      “I’m fine,” I said, finally lifting up the badges to examine them. Both sets of credentials were fake. Mine said that my name was Chuck Eagle—Eagle instead of Hawke, ha ha, very funny, Fritz—and the second one belonged to a woman supposedly named Usagi Tsukino.

      “You made a Sailor Moon reference?” I asked, wagging the badge at him. “I thought you hated Sailor Moon.”

      “I hated the movies. They were terrible and added nothing to the franchise.”

      On any weekend where we didn’t have active investigations, we’d been abusing Fritz’s home IMAX theater. Last month had been anime classics. Which meant Miyazaki movies, the whole Trigun show, a bunch of kaiju stuff, and of course Sailor Moon. The namesake for Suzy’s fake badge.

      I tried not to get hung up on the idea of Suzy wearing a Sailor Moon costume and failed. I only managed to choke out, “Thanks.”

      “I’ve made arrangements for security to be absent in the records facility between seven thirty and eight, so get a laptop for Cain and get out. Don’t linger looking at warehouse records,” Fritz said.

      “Right,” I said.

      He stood, straightening his jacket. “And please tell Suzume I said hello.”

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 23

      

    

    
      The storage facility was on the other side of town, stuck in the basement of government offices that looked like they wouldn’t have modern plumbing, much less laptops. The sun was drooping in the sky when my cab arrived, inching through protesters who turned every trip from ten minutes into ten million hours.

      My phone kept buzzing me with news alerts as the major networks blew up. Fritz’s interview had hit the airwaves. Mack’s attack had hit the news too, even though there was no way that it should have gone public. It was being sold as an assassination attempt against Director Friederling of the Office of Preternatural Affairs.

      Weirdly, bad PR for the protesters translated to extra-good PR for Fritz. The talking heads loved him. At least, they liked him better than Zettel.

      News anchors had good taste.

      I switched to my text-messaging app and opened the last message from Suzy’s burner phone. “Where are you?”

      She responded moments later. “Around. Fuck off.”

      “I’m getting the thing for Cain,” I wrote back. “Want to come?” And then I put in the address.

      Her response was, “See you soon.” There were no curse words in it. Either she wasn’t angry with me, or she was so angry that she wouldn’t deign to swear anymore.

      I switched back to stream the news on my phone again.

      “I don’t want to paint all of the protesters with the same brush as a few violent radicals,” Fritz said in a phone interview. “There’s a lot of anger right now. People are acting out. However, as a whole, the preternatural population are normal, harmless American citizens.”

      “Damn straight,” my cabbie said. “I like this guy.”

      “I do too,” I said. Not that I’d ever admit that to Fritz’s face.

      I paid for my ride and jumped out. Like all government buildings at this point, there was police tape cordoning off the block, preventing demonstrators from getting near enough to do damage.

      I found Suzy swaddled in sweaters and scarves at the far corner. I flashed our credentials at a couple of cops, and they lifted the tape to let us in.

      “Took you long enough to get here,” Suzy grumbled. Even when she was dressed like a burrito and sounded angry with me, I was still hard again in seconds.

      “You got here faster than I expected,” I said.

      “I was around,” she said. “Not like there’s much for me to do. I’m sick of the Batcave and the movement still doesn’t want me around. So…”

      “It’s nice to have your help.” I held the fake badge and the feather toward Suzy. “Isobel sent this.”

      She scowled. “Toss it in the fucking trash.”

      “Come on, Suze. It’s for your safety.”

      Suzy grumbled, but she took it.

      Once she jammed the feather into her hair, her whole appearance changed.

      It was one of a dozen magical pieces that Isobel used to make herself more like Isobel Stonecrow rather than Hope Jimenez, attorney at law, and it didn’t try to make Suzy look Izzy-like. It slimmed her down, made her hair longer, shifted her face bones. She looked only different enough that she wouldn’t pop up on automatic face recognition.

      “Huh,” I said.

      “What? Do I have two noses?” She ran her hands over her face. “What did Isobel do to me?”

      “You look fine,” I said. “But I prefer you the normal way.”

      “Yeah, you better,” she said.

      Despite my thundering heart, security let us into the building with barely a glance at our badges. The guards didn’t seem to notice I was as nervous as sweaty Mack pre-assassination attempt.

      We didn’t meet anyone else on our elevator ride down to the basement.

      “Looks like the end of Indiana Jones,” Suzy said when we stepped out of the doors.

      I’d been expecting clearly delineated storage areas. One spot for records, one spot for laptops. But it was just a huge open room with more shelves than I could count and inadequate lighting. It smelled like mothballs.

      Back in Los Angeles, we had a great team who kept everything organized to an annoying degree. If you like to fudge evidence all the time, like people not named Agent Hawke, they made it really fucking difficult.

      I could have hidden entire bodies in here and nobody would have ever found them.

      “How many weeks do we have to look through this?” Suzy asked.

      “Thirty minutes,” I said.

      “Fuck,” she said.

      “At least there’s two of us to look around, huh?” I asked, shooting Suzy a grin. She’d let me play with her boobs last night. I was never going to stop grinning.

      “There should be a lot more than the two of us,” she grumbled. Suzy was not thinking with her clit. She was focused on the task at hand, like an actual useful human being. “If I hadn’t pissed off the Apple…”

      “Then you’d be Cain’s butt-monkey.” I felt a little pang, a jerk deep in my chest. “Or you might be in Hell with Aniruddha. Though you might not mind that too much, huh?”

      She shrugged as we proceeded into the basement, Suzy first and me second, so that I could watch her ass. Even knowing she had a cult mark stamped on it, I could enjoy the shape.

      “We were breaking up when Aniruddha got sold off,” she said. “Being in Hell is bad enough without ending up in Hell with your ex.” She turned a corner, shooting me a look just as she vanished between shelves. “I’m free. No ball and chain. How about you? Are you free?”

      Suzy was asking if I’d quit Fritz and Isobel.

      I’d kinda intended to do it that day. I mean, I’d drawn a line the night before. I’d said, “If you make me choose, I choose Suzy.” But Fritz wasn’t making me choose. He wasn’t even acknowledging the existence of a line. I’d told him I had a life of my own, he’d laughed it off, and nothing had changed with us.

      Everything happening with Fritz and Isobel was more fatal than family, more permanent than marriage, etcetera.

      “It’s complicated,” I said. I’d been saying that a lot lately.

      Suzy’s face darkened. “Remind me what I’m doing here?”

      “Helping save America?”

      “Fuck America. America stuck me in the worst jail you can imagine. America wants preternaturals to stop existing. America sucks. I came here for you, not for America, and you won’t even acknowledge that maybe there are good reasons to join the Apple.”

      “I mean, it’s a cult,” I said. “Hey look, the laptops.”

      I hurried over to the shelves of charging laptops. They were old—those big black boxes that needed an ethernet connection. I unplugged the cable before opening the screen, just in case.

      The laptop wouldn’t login automatically.

      “Help me find the dongles?” I asked.

      Suzy hung back. “It’s not just a cult.”

      “If we’re arguing degrees of cult, it’s too much cult, Suze,” I said.

      “Fuck you very much. I can’t believe I’ve wasted this much time for you.” Suzy stalked toward the door.

      “Wait,” I said. “Aren’t you gonna help?”

      She answered by slamming the door behind her.

      Women.
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      It didn’t take me very long to find the dongles.

      Suzy hadn’t helped, but she hadn’t hurt either.

      “Suck it, Suzy,” I muttered.

      I “borrowed” a black UKA-labeled laptop case and shoved everything inside. Laptop, power cord, extra ethernet cable, dongle.

      I’d gotten into the facility and found what I needed with twenty minutes to spare.

      Fritz had encouraged me to leave after that.

      But there was this whole other side of the dimly lit basement I hadn’t explored yet. Even from here, I could see fields of Bankers Boxes that had unredacted versions of some database files.

      Somewhere in there, I could find out who’d stolen the guns.

      Who in the Union wants to discredit the protesters?

      “Twenty minutes,” I said, slinging the laptop case over my shoulder. “Twenty minutes is plenty of time!”

      Well, nineteen minutes now.

      I jogged to the other side of the room. They were organized by region of origin, and then the type of record, and then date. I found the warehouse’s region quickly enough. It took me another few minutes to find employee time cards.

      By the time I started narrowing down dates, I was running out of time.

      Two minutes left.

      Fritz’s estimate of thirty minutes had probably been modest, right? He wouldn’t have given me an exact window. He’d have given me some wiggle room.

      I’d just found the month I wanted in the box when the lights in the facility turned off.

      Exactly two minutes later.

      It was instant and silent, the darkness that took over the storage room. I hadn’t heard a single footstep or a light switch getting flicked. It was bright one moment and dark the next. I couldn’t see the boxes I was digging through.

      “Fuck,” I whispered under my breath.

      I stuffed a handful of files from that part of the box into the briefcase. Hopefully it would include the right day. Or else I was just stealing a shit ton of files nobody wanted.

      Then I dropped into a low crouch and slid behind bookshelves.

      My eyes adjusted to the darkness slowly. There wasn’t much to adjust to. There were no windows, and the only light that remained on was the glowing green fire-exit sign mounted on the back wall. It was just enough for me to make out the dim shape of the work table, the bookshelves on its other side.

      It was barely enough for me to see the men stepping quietly into the room.

      I couldn’t get an accurate count. Three of them? Four of them? More? They moved carefully and quietly, but not gracefully. They weren’t kopides. Probably not Union-hired security staff coming in to close down for the night.

      When they closed in on the laptops, I took the moment’s distraction to step behind a different bookshelf, getting a few more feet between them and me.

      “A device is missing,” one muttered to another. “He’s here.”

      “Don’t let him out of here,” said a third.

      “Find him.”

      Fuck. Fuckety fuck.

      I hadn’t brought my Desert Eagle on this trip. OPA agents of my ilk weren’t issued firearms and we didn’t have special permission to carry on government property. People like Suzy packed heat wherever they wanted, but I didn’t.

      I really should have.

      The only thing I had was a pocketful of charms taken from an OPA storage cupboard that morning. Little flash powder, some wind-charms. It’d have to be enough.

      Unless I could get to the exit door before they found me.

      I made it two more rows before I heard the footsteps closing in. I froze on the opposite end of a shelving unit, back pressed to the wall, fists clenched on two charms.

      The footsteps got closer. Closer.

      And then they turned to go the other way.

      “We need lights.” A woman said that from the far end of the room, loud enough that I could make her words out clearly.

      “Just start shooting,” a man said. “The guns are enchanted. The bullets will hit someone.”

      These were Weston Connors’s people. They knew I was close to figuring them out, and they’d gotten sick of playing hide-and-seek in the dark with me. They were going to randomly shoot at me instead. With enchanted bullets.

      I needed to get to the back door.

      Even though my feet didn’t make a sound on the hard carpet, the sheaf of papers sticking out of the laptop bag crinkled as I hurried along the aisles. It was a quiet sound. Barely a sound at all.

      Someone heard it.

      “He’s here!”

      I spun to face the voice and flung a flash charm at the speaker. It was so bright that it turned the room to daylight—and it let me see that I’d been caught by a man I recognized. He was missing an eyebrow because it was mangled with scars. I’d been staring at him during Fritz’s interview today.

      He was one of the protesters who ran with Pops.

      The flash charm got so bright that it blinded the both of us, and I hit the ground clutching my face and groaning.

      A hand scrabbled at my ankle.

      I kicked—felt my heel connect with something that crunched.

      Then I was crawling.

      I was still seeing nothing but green shapes when I bumped into a pair of legs. Hands grabbed me by the shoulders, hauled me to my feet. I got pushed into a wall. It was Eyebrow Guy again. He fumbled inside his jacket and came up with a gun.

      My fingers closed around his wrist. I shoved up a heartbeat before the bang.

      The bullet embedded in the ceiling. Tile showered around us.

      Slamming my elbow into his face sent him tumbling. I yanked the gun out of his hands. Now I was armed and no longer helpless.

      A woman came around the corner of the stacks aiming a matching pistol at me. I pulled the trigger first. Blood spattered off of her thigh, leaving a sloppy ring behind her.

      Shit. I just shot a woman.

      It had been an act driven by instinct, not careful thought. Normally I didn’t hurt women. Occasional punch if they were a real threat to my life, but shooting?

      The gunshot in the thigh didn’t upset her too much. She lowered the gun…and she shot.

      Before she aimed.

      So the bullet shouldn’t have gone anywhere near me.

      It felt like a bee stinging my shoulder. Probably would have hit the meat of my chest if I hadn’t lunged away. Was still hard to be grateful for being slightly shot instead of really shot.

      I wheeled away, bolted for the door.

      A couple guys got in my way.

      Guys. Not women.

      I still felt guilty shooting them.

      But I also felt badass. The runes on this gun were more precise than the ones on my Desert Eagle. They didn’t adjust a bullet’s trajectory by millimeters, but inches. Magic stung my sinuses as the shots zoomed straight toward these guys.

      Pretty sure they didn’t hit anywhere fatal.

      The men still fell.

      My path to the door was clear once I jumped over them. I would have made it if I hadn’t been wearing the laptop bag. If it hadn’t twisted around to get in front of me. The bag tripped me up. I hit my knees, hit my face, and lost my grip on the enchanted gun.

      When I got up, I was staring right down the barrel of that pistol I’d just dropped.

      My instinct was to throw my arm in front of my face, for all the good that would do against an enchanted gun that didn’t need to be aimed.

      I was about to get shot, and I didn’t have the presence of mind to run. Just shield my face.

      But then Eyebrow Guy fell.

      Standing behind him was a young man with neatly trimmed hair, narrow shoulders, and a blunderbuss clutched in both hands. The end of it was stained with blood. He’d just bludgeoned Eyebrow Guy with an antique.

      Tate Peterson had saved my life.
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      Ten breathless minutes of blind running later found me two blocks away in an alley with the grandson of a dead senator. I glanced around the wall to see if Weston Connors’s guys had followed us, but nope. Streets were empty. We were in a no-protester zone and curfew was approaching, so the snowy sidewalks didn’t even have any footprints but ours.

      “We’re good,” I said, falling back against the wall with a sigh.

      “Man, you run fast for someone as big as you,” Tate said. “You look like a linebacker but you move like Usain Bolt.”

      That was probably an exaggeration, but it was a very flattering exaggeration. “I guess there’s nothing I can say except thanks. And also, what the fuck were you doing in an old records office with a blunderbuss?”

      “I was taking this piece of crap to the office upstairs. I’d promised it to a charity auction this old bitch organized, and she works there.” Tate swung the gun around like a baton. “I saw a bunch of guys heading into the basement and they looked shifty, so I followed.”

      “You followed a bunch of shifty looking guys into an empty building? Alone?”

      Tate shrugged. “What were they going to do to me?”

      “I don’t know. Kill you?”

      He shrugged again, like that wouldn’t be the worst thing.

      “You don’t expect me to believe that was a coincidence,” I said.

      “I might have seen you going into the building earlier,” he admitted. “I was waiting for you to come out.”

      “Waiting for me?”

      “I wanted to talk to you. We didn’t get a chance at the memorial.”

      At this point, I’d forgotten I’d even gone snooping around at the memorial. I felt guilty all over again. “Sorry, man. I wasn’t trying to scare you. I was just—”

      “You didn’t scare me,” Tate said with a laugh. “You? Scary?”

      “I’m kinda scary.” I’d just shot a woman. Not that I’d admit to that. It had been a total accident. “Why’d you wanna talk to me at the memorial?”

      “You’re at least three degrees more human than anyone else I’ve seen working for the OPA. I want to hear your side of everything.”

      “Perfect timing.” I pulled the sheaf of papers out of the stolen laptop bag. “I’m pretty sure I have proof in here somewhere that OPA leadership hired the protesters who’ve been shooting people.”

      Tate lifted a hand. “I’m not looking at that.”

      “But you said—”

      “I want to talk about you.” He pointed at me with the blunderbuss. It really was a stupidly shaped weapon.

      “I’m not talking about me without talking about this.” I shook the papers at him.

      “Fine,” Tate said. “But not until you have drinks with me.”

      “Drinks? We just escaped from certain death and you want drinks?” He suddenly reminded me of Suzy despite looking absolutely nothing like Suzy. “I mean, I can come with you if you want a drink, but I don’t do alcohol.”

      Tate flashed a lot of even white teeth at me. He looked like the charismatic leader of a college fraternity, all rich and sculpted and never having worked a day in his fucking life. “You do alcohol if you want me to listen to you babble.”
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      And that was how we ended up at a bar in Chinatown, trying to keep the stolen staff files out of beer puddles while tossing back whiskey shots.

      “This tastes like ass,” I gasped.

      “No, ass tastes like ass. This tastes like death.” Tate threw back another shot.

      For a twenty year old who couldn’t legally drink yet, Tate sure could pack that stuff away. I was starting to wonder if he had a prosthetic leg like Fritz and was just draining all the booze into it.

      “I thought you weren’t into drinking,” I said. He’d mentioned that the first time we’d been at his family home.

      “I’m not into drinking. Just like I’m not into smoking pot or fucking men.” Tate took another shot. “One more, and then I’ll look at the papers.”

      I wasn’t sure I could do one more without barfing.

      But I did.

      Drink one more shot, that is. Not barf. Not yet. My head was getting that heavy swimming feeling of liquid mercury in a glass vial.

      I hadn’t been drunk like this in years, and for good reason.

      This was also a good reason.

      While Tate waved down a bartender, I shuffled through the papers, trying to organize them. “All the guns from the protester shootings were stolen from a Union warehouse. I’ve got the date it happened on this inventory sheet here… Yeah, right here.” It was getting hard to read.

      Tate snatched away the inventory Lucrezia had given me. He skimmed it with eyes that focused better than mine. “Oh no, look at those guns that got stolen. Who the fuck cares? I steal pens from the OPA all the time.”

      “How many people have you killed with them?”

      “Seventeen.”

      “The fuck you have,” I said. “Bet you’ve never even killed a fly.”

      “I used to live in farmville. I’ve killed like…millions of flies. Millions.” He drained another shot glass. Two shot glasses. A third. The blunderbuss fell over and he picked it up again.

      For our whole night, Tate had been keeping the gun propped against his knee under the bar. He’d informed the bartender that it was a prop with a totally straight face, and the bartender had believed him. And that, my friends, is how you take a firearm into a bar in the same town as the White House.

      I shuffled through the stolen papers. Some of them were soggy. I still managed to find the date that the guns had been stolen, including the list of employees who’d been working on that date.

      “Here they are!” I spread the papers out.

      Tate dropped a shot glass on one of them and burped. “I don’t recognize any of those names.”

      Jesus, I should have been having this conversation with someone useful like Suzy. Homophobic Teen Heartthrob here was not my choice of partner.

      But he was here. He was useful for another reason.

      I shoved the shot glass off of the page so that I could show him the list of employees. “Look who was working the warehouse on the shift the guns were stolen. And then look at whom these people usually work with.” I flipped the pages back and forth, trying to read them. “Shit. Um.” I couldn’t read.

      Tate slung an arm around my shoulders, leaning against me so that he could stay upright while pointing at the page. “They worked under Commander Frank Franklin. You’re right, that is a crime.”

      “Frank Franklin? Someone named their kid Francis Franklin? God, evil is real,” I said.

      That cracked Tate up all right. It was so satisfying to hear the belly laugh from someone.

      Wait, what had I been trying to say?

      There was another glass in my hand. I drank it. That was a gin and tonic. Not even sure who’d ordered that.

      “It came from the table over there,” the bartender said, pointing at the opposite wall.

      There was nothing but dudes sitting at that table.

      “Why’d one of them buy me a drink?” I asked.

      “Same reason anyone buys anyone a drink,” Tate said.

      “But they’re guys.”

      “Yeah,” he said. “And this is a gay bar.”

      I sat upright so quickly that I knocked a glass over. I got my stolen papers out of the way just in time. “It is?”

      “Didn’t you notice all the shirtless guys dancing together?” Tate asked.

      I’d been too busy trying to talk this guy into stopping PRAY. “This is a gay bar. I’m in a gay bar.” Suzy was never going to let me hear the end of this. Assuming she wanted to have anything to do with me ever again.

      “I’m sensing some animosity toward the gay community in you,” Tate said, waving his hands at me like a psychic. “Did you know I’m an empath? I can feel other peoples’ feelings.”

      “I’ve been with the OPA for years and never heard of empaths. They’re not a thing.”

      “My mom used to say I’m an empath. Are you saying my mom’s wrong?”

      “Moms are never wrong,” I said. “Women are never wrong.”

      “And I’m right about this. You’ve got hang-ups about this sort of, you know, thing. I’ll tell you that at least three quarters of the homophobes I’ve met are just pissed off because they’re trying to ignore their homo feelings. So there’s like a seventy-five percent chance you’re actually gay.”

      “I’m not gay, and I’m not homophobic. Sure, I’ve sworn to spend the rest of my life with another man, but I love pussy. Love it! I’m not into stupid gay shit.”

      “See, stupid gay shit,” Tate said. “You’ve got hang-ups. You’re scared.”

      “I’m scared of a lot of things.”

      “You scared of PRAY?”

      “No, I think PRAY sounds great,” I said. “But everyone I love hates it, and I don’t love stupid people, so there’s got to be a good reason they hate it.”

      Tate propped his chin on a hand. “You’re not trying very hard to convince me of Director Friederling’s agenda.”

      “I’m being honest. The whiskey’s not giving me any choice.”

      “I’ve been reading H.R. 2076, you know,” Tate said. “Hey! Bartender! Gimme the whole bottle of whiskey!” He sounded authoritative enough that he got the bottle, and fast. Tate poured two more shots for both of us. We were going to get alcohol poisoning.

      “The bill’s over five hundred pages long,” I said.

      “My opinion’s going to influence a lot of lives. I can read five hundred pages.”

      “You’re an ex-gay, ex-stoner shill for the OPA.”

      “And?”

      I didn’t have an answer for that. “So what’s it say?”

      “Well, witches won’t lose their right to have kids yet, but a lot of people will. Families will be destroyed. Lives will be ruined for generations. But mundane humans are at immense risk of violence from preternaturals.”

      I was impressed with how many multisyllabic words he was using, since he’d slithered low enough on the stool that his chin now rested on the bar. His eyes were barely open.

      “I think you’re overestimating it just because you’ve lost your grandpa to a demon attack that he kinda brought on himself,” I said. “Sorry, but it’s true.”

      Tate’s eyes definitely weren’t open now. “He’s the second one who got killed by a preternatural murderer. My mom…” He groaned. “Tequila.”

      “No way. I’m not having tequila.” Tequila was how I’d ended up with a dead half-succubus in my bathtub.

      “Tequila!” he said louder.

      And tequila appeared.

      “Courtesy of the table over there again,” the bartender said.

      Tate swung around on his stool to wave a shot glass at them. “Thanks guys!” he hollered, pouring it down his throat. “Your turn, Agent Hawke! And I’ll tell you all about how my mom got killed by a werewolf.”

      Fuck it. Whatever.

      I drank. Came up gasping for air. The whole bar was swimming around me. “Dude, I’m sorry about your mom.” I slammed the tequila shot down. Another took its place. Wait, where had that whiskey bottle gone? “So sorry.”

      “She got eaten,” Tate said.

      “I figured it was something like that.” Werewolves loved eating people. Well, maybe not loved, I wasn’t sure werewolves loved anything. They were evil monsters.

      “I’ve been without a mom since I was seventeen,” Tate said. “Sucks, dude.”

      “I’ve never had a mom,” I said. “Not preternatural shit. Just…life. Life and drugs and whatever. PRAY won’t do anything about that.”

      “That sucks too,” he said. “Have another shot.”

      I had another shot. “But you know, you can’t blame all werewolves for what one of them did to your mom. They’re still legally people. Human beings. American citizens.”

      “Just like the human being who tried to kill you the other day?” Tate asked.

      “Okay, yeah, so everyone can get kinda violent. Like the floor. The floor’s looking violent. Hello, floor. Take that.” I had fallen off my barstool.

      A hand grabbed me.

      It wasn’t Tate’s hand.

      When I was pulled to my feet again, I found myself face-to-face with Cain’s scowl.

      “Oh Jesus,” I said. “Please tell me I’m hallucinating you because of drunk.”

      “Is this agent bothering you?” Cain asked. The question was directed at Tate.

      “Nah,” Tate said. “He’s keeping me company. How’d you find me? I thought I’d done good hiding my scent this time.”

      “You can’t hide your scent from me. I’m a werewolf.”

      “Wait, wait,” I said. “You guys know each other?”

      “He’s the head of my security team. We’ve been touring together. Plus…” Tate rolled up one of his sleeves, and he showed me a tattoo.

      A bleeding apple.

      I had been getting drunk with one of them.

      And now my level of intoxication had edged past dizzying-but-fun and dived straight into terrifying. But I was also too drunk to get away. Couldn’t break free of Cain, couldn’t escape Tate, couldn’t do anything. I wasn’t even good at standing up straight.

      Cain was strong enough to throw me one-handed, but I still sagged too quickly for him to catch me. Tate slipped under my other arm. He slapped my face lightly, laughing.

      “You are a lightweight, dude,” he said.

      “You’re with the Apple,” I said hoarsely. “Isn’t the Apple evil?”

      “Lucrezia de Angelis is evil,” Cain said. “I am a visionary.”

      “I bet that’s what all the evil guys like you say to agents like me,” I said.

      Tate laughed, but Cain didn’t smile. No sense of humor. He might not have been unequivocally evil but he still kinda sucked.

      “This is for me,” Cain said, grabbing the laptop case.

      “Wait,” I said. “Before you take that—I need to look up some employees. I need more information about some people who were working at a warehouse on a specific date.” I managed to wave at the soggy papers on the bar. “Those people.”

      “In exchange for what?” Cain asked.

      I didn’t have anything else to offer him. “Because I asked nice?”

      It shouldn’t have worked. There was no universe in which Cain should have been willing to do anything for anyone who asked nicely.

      But Tate said, “You might as well. It’ll just take a second.”

      And Cain said, “One second.”

      He opened the laptop on the bar. He expertly used the dongle to login, and then he searched the names on the database, and he forwarded their information to my email. How did he know my email? What didn’t Cain know after all his time in the OPA?

      “Make sure to get Commander Frank Franklin too,” I said.

      Cain typed for a moment. “There’s no Frank Franklin.”

      “He’s listed as commanding officer for these employees during the time that they worked at the warehouse.”

      “That’s the only record of him.”

      “Then who’s Frank Franklin?” Tate wondered aloud.

      A great question.

      “The name Frank Franklin is connected to another file. I’ll send that one to you.” Cain snapped the laptop shut. “The deal is done, Agent Hawke,” he said, returning the equipment to the laptop bag. “And here’s what I promised you.” He stuck something small into my pocket: a stone covered in runes. His personal warding device. “Thanks for giving me an army.”

      He slapped my back and walked away. I’d have watched him go if I could have focused my eyeballs on anything that far away. Instead, I fixed my bleary gaze on the whiskey-stained papers I’d stolen, and I wondered who Frank Franklin was.

      “Looks like you and Cain are getting along,” Tate said lightly, sliding onto the barstool next to me again. Couldn’t tell if he was pale or if my eyes sucked that bad.

      “Cain’s a werewolf,” I said. “A werewolf killed your mom.”

      He took a longer, slower drink. “Different werewolf.”

      “What’d your mom think of you being in the Apple?”

      “My grandma was in it, so I think she’d be fine. The Apple’s usually a family thing. Goes through the generations. Witches passing it on to witches.”

      “What if people don’t want to join even though their grandma did?” I asked.

      Now I was certain that Tate’s eyes were ringed with shadows, haunted by information that no twenty year old should have to live with. “Do you have any family that you can’t tell no?”

      Pops’s face swam through my mind.

      And then Suzy’s. And her parents’ faces.

      “Maybe the Apple’s not totally evil.” I wasn’t totally sure that I said those words out loud.

      My phone blooped. I’d gotten the email from Cain.

      All the answers I wanted about Frank Franklin and the warehouse theft were on there. I also had the personal ward in my pocket that would let me track Lucrezia de Angelis…assuming that I could get help from a witch like Suzy.

      Goddammit, but I couldn’t even see the phone screen anymore.

      I shoved it in my pocket with the ward and rested my forehead on the bar. It was wet. My hair stuck. “Did I convince you to make Justice Mendez to stop PRAY?”

      “No, but maybe a few more drinks would change my mind. Not here, though. That other table of guys is molesting you with their eyeballs.” He tossed cash at the bartender. “We’re done and feeling good!”

      Tate pulled my arm over his shoulders again. He wasn’t tall enough for me to stand upright. Pretty sure I out-massed him by a lot. But Tate must have had experience drunkenly hauling around drunk friends, because he still managed to get my feet under me.

      “My friends hate PRAY and PRAY should stop,” I said.

      “I hear you.”

      I was clutching the staff files against my chest. No briefcase to put them in anymore. No Cain to look after Tate, no Fritz to look after Cèsar. “Where are we going?” I asked when Tate steered me toward the door.

      “Next bar,” he said. “Lots of bars with great drink specials around here. Hold my blunderbuss.”

      “I usually make a guy buy me dinner before I do that,” I said.

      Tate laughed.

      And we were in another bar, where Tate seemed to know some of the people. Or else he just made really fast friends. We didn’t get to talk more about PRAY—we were too busy trying out those great drink specials.

      There was another bar after that, and another one.

      Lost count after a while.

      Washington D.C. was a wildly different place from this perspective. I was staggering around with the son of a political dynasty. He had endless money, post-adolescent stamina, and a taste for strong liquor. Once I started drinking, I couldn’t seem to stop. More and more just kept coming my way.

      Until the drinks started coming back up.

      “Oh, gross,” Tate said when I heaved all over his blunderbuss.

      And that was the last thing I remembered about the night.
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      It wasn’t the first time I woke up with a hangover in an unfamiliar room, but it was the first time since my college days. “Oh God,” I groaned, curling my arms around my head to try to block out all light and sound.

      The headache crawled from the top of my head down my spine. My toe hairs were nauseous within my socks. I could only peel one eye open a tiny crack and peer through my arms to try to figure out where I was. Anything more than that and I was going to vomit. Again.

      At the moment, I seemed to be lying on a bare mattress. No fitted sheet. The wall above me was plastered with posters. They’d been recently relocated; there were holes where tacks had been previously placed.

      These were movie posters. Cheech-and-Chong stuff, something about time travel in a hot tub, miniature cheeseburgers, various campy stupid stuff. And also a Bob Marley poster.

      “Where the fuck…?” I rolled over slowly, carefully, swallowing down the taste of bile.

      There was a naked guy in bed with me.

      “Shit,” I said, sitting upright.

      Too fast.

      I braced my head on my knees and waited for the urge to vomit to subside.

      The guy next to me wasn’t actually naked. Just pantsless. He was wearing socks, boxers, a shirt stained with booze. It was Tate Peterson. I was in bed with Tate Peterson, a cultist and America’s sweetheart and Cain’s best buddy. Judging by the antique furniture and the wainscoting, I was gonna guess I’d woken up in the Peterson house.

      Fuck me.

      I lifted the sweaty tangle of sheets to look down at myself. I was wearing briefs and socks and my chest hair.

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      Tate didn’t move when I got out of bed. He did snore louder.

      My clothes were wadded up by the door. When I picked them up, I learned why I’d gone to bed naked. I’d barfed all over myself. See? That was why I didn’t drink tequila. This was all the tequila’s fault.

      I couldn’t go out wearing these clothes.

      “Can I borrow some stuff?” I asked Tate’s unconscious form. “Great, thanks.”

      I found his clothes from the previous day, which were also crusty with bile. He’d dragged me to his house after I’d spewed three days’ worth of food all over both of us and let me pass out in his bed.

      Despite the fact Tate was an evil cultist, I owed him a huge apology, and yet another huge thanks. I’d have plenty of time to thank him when I returned his sweat pants and t-shirt to him later.

      He was a lot smaller than me. The sweat pants exposed my hairy anklebones and his shirt bared an inch of midriff when I moved. But hey! There was no vomit on them.

      “Wait,” I muttered, stepping in front of the mirror.

      This was a high-school shirt. High-school sweatpants. I’d just shared a bed with a guy who’d come from high school so recently that he still had clothes with the GVHS logos on them. First I had accidentally become polyamorous, and now I felt like a fucking pedophile.

      My day was only going to improve because it was time for the walk of shame.

      I didn’t run into anyone in the Peterson house on my way out, even though there were plenty of people to run into. It was early in the day, not even six a.m., and there were already suited staffers working in his living room. They didn’t spot me.

      With my nasty stained clothes clutched to my chest, I jumped out the front door into the cold morning air.

      Pops, Ofelia, and Cooper were waiting on the sidewalk outside.

      None of them were smiling, so I did the smiling for them.

      “Good morning?”
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      I am really bad about blacking out while drinking. This is something that I discovered when I was in college. You know, college. When you’re supposed to learn things. It’s hard to learn shit when your stupid classmates are rolling you into lecture halls in a wheelbarrow because you hit the Bloody Marys too hard after a night of hitting a keg too hard.

      Not that I remember the wheelbarrow. It was a legend around UCLA, and I assumed it was true because it sounded like something I would do.

      That was when I’d quit drinking, and I hadn’t had a blackout incident again until Suzy managed to pour enough tequila down my throat that I killed a succubus in my bathtub and forgot about it.

      And now this.

      Ofelia played the cell phone video again, laughing wildly.

      “Ofelia,” Drunk Cèsar said, “Ofelia, my beautiful butterfly, my perfect baby sister, I changed your diapers. I wiped your butt. And now it is time for you to repay me.” This video looked to have been taken in a dark closet because the camera angle was directly underneath my nose.

      Tate grabbed my phone and we got a shot of his nose. “My house! Tomorrow morning! Hi Ofelia!”

      Then the video returned to Drunk Cèsar.

      “I’m so bad at magic, baby sister-o-mine, so bad. I need you to track someone tomorrow using this thing. This ward thing. Look at it. Look at it!” I’d spit on the camera at some point so Cain’s personal ward was blurry when I brandished it. “Help me, Ofelia, you’re my only hope!”

      “Come to the Peterson house tomorrow,” Tate said, shoving his face next to Drunk Cèsar’s so that their cheeks smashed together. Both guys looked gross by that point. “Come alone! Or die!”

      “Not die, fuckwad,” Drunk Cèsar said.

      “You’re the fuckwad, fuckwad.”

      The video ended with a slap fight over the phone and a lot of laughing that terminated very suddenly. Only to be replaced by Ofelia’s laughter now, in reality.

      Try keeping any semblance of dignity after sending a video like that to your sister.

      “You’re bad at following instructions,” I said, resting my head on my hands again. I’d never had a hangover quite like this one. I wondered if it would be possible to decapitate myself but continue working for the OPA as a headless zombie.

      Anything to stop the hangover migraine.

      We were back at my family’s motel room. The one with the holes in the carpet and the bedding on the couch, because Cooper wasn’t allowed to sleep next to his secret wife according to Pops.

      “Your video was really loud,” Ofelia said. “Cooper overheard it and told Pops that you were in trouble. We came together.”

      “Fuck me,” I said to the stained comforter.

      “You need to drink more! Hair of the dog!” barked Pops from the bathroom, where he was casting a circle of power.

      I didn’t have the requisite witching skills to pull apart Cain’s personal ward and track down Lucrezia’s version of it. Suzy would have, but Suzy was still pissed off at me. Isobel couldn’t do it, and she wouldn’t have if she could.

      Ofelia had the power. She had Hawke power, Mejía power, and she had the stubbornness to make any spell work.

      Too bad Ofelia wasn’t allowed to cast magic around Pops.

      That left Pops as my only option, so I was about to owe my asshole grandfather another favor. At some point I was going to have to start paying him back for everything he’d done for me throughout my life, but today wasn’t that point.

      Fresh magic jolted through the room and I sneezed again. Sneezing with a hangover sucks. It felt like my brain was going to squirt out my eye sockets.

      Cooper’s voice rumbled from the other side of the bathroom wall. “What next?”

      “Over there,” he said. “The bowl. Get it. Fill it with distilled water.”

      A moment later, Cooper stalked out of the bathroom to grab a jug from beside the bed. He was moving too fast. I got dizzy just watching him, and I pressed the heels of my palms against my temples to try to keep my brain inside.

      “You don’t have to help him,” Ofelia said, tipping her face upward so that Cooper could kiss her.

      “It’s interesting,” Cooper said. “You okay, Cèsar?”

      I had bowed over to put my head between my knees. “I’m great.”

      “Hair of the dog does help.” Ofelia rubbed her hand along the line of my spine. “I can make you something, cabrón.”

      “Thanks, O, but I’ll pass. Need a clear head.” Really I needed to travel back in time and just not let Tate push me into drinking so much. Unfortunately time travel remained far outside the realm of the possible for anybody I knew, so for now, I just needed to get sober and hydrated fast. “Got any Gatorade?”

      “Powerade,” she said. “Tastes better.” She fished a bottle out of the mini fridge for me. The Powerade was warmer than room temperature, so the fridge was slightly broken.

      Cooper headed back into the bathroom with Pops.

      I took a big swig of Powerade. My mouth was still full when Pops’s magic slapped me again, and it went up my nose. I coughed Powerade everywhere.

      “Sorry.” Ofelia tossed a towel at me.

      I wiped down. “It’s okay. Better than a Neti Pot.”

      Just a little fluid had my head a lot clearer. Clear enough that I could open my laptop to look at the detailed employee records that Cain had sent me the night before. These were privileged Union files that OPA employees normally couldn’t access. I had full time cards: check-ins, check-outs, overtime. Everything.

      Ofelia leaned over my shoulder to watch me scroll. I should have stopped her. If the Union knew what kind of access violation we were committing, we’d both be fucking dead. But my focus wasn’t good with the tracking magic sizzling in the bathroom, not to mention the hangover. I needed a second set of eyeballs. Having my baby sister at my back was as good as having two Cèsar Hawkes. Maybe better.

      “Wait,” she said. “What’s that?” Her pierced pinky nail poked my laptop screen.

      I clicked on the link for Frank Franklin. The computer’s cursor whirled as it thought. “It’s this guy who doesn’t exist. He’s listed as supervising officer for the warehouse employees during the time period that the guns were stolen, but…”

      “Frank Franklin did it,” Ofelia said. “He’s the one who’s been loading up protesters to kill people.”

      “How d’you figure?”

      “His name is Frank Franklin. It would drive anyone to evil.”

      The record was taking extra time to load because it was long, real long. Longer than any of the other employees, even though Cain had said that the man didn’t exist.

      I’d give it a minute to load.

      I sat back, shooting a look up at my sister. Call it a trick of the light, but from this angle she looked like the little girl who used to paint my toenails on boring Friday nights.

      “Have you talked to Pops?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “We wouldn’t be here together if I had. I don’t think I can do it, Ceez. He’s just warming up to Cooper, and—I mean, it’s been nice being with him. Real nice. I don’t want to blow this.”

      “I told him about my life. About the poly-whatever.”

      “And you’re out of the will?”

      “He told me he didn’t care. He wants me safe, happy, and healthy.” The other things that Pops had said crept in. The orgy stuff. I was a good big brother, much better than Domingo, and I wouldn’t burden Ofelia with that information. Only one of us needed a lobotomy like this.

      Ofelia ran her claws through her braids, gazing thoughtfully at the open bathroom door. Cooper was dutifully holding a candle in each hand while Pops kneeled in the middle of a circle. The air around both of them was distorted.

      “I wouldn’t have expected that,” she admitted.

      “Tell him,” I said. “You don’t need my help—but you do have it if you want it. I just think he’ll be okay. It’ll be better than you think.” My throat felt all thick, and it wasn’t just from the magic. “Pops loves us.”

      Ofelia took in a long breath. She blinked carefully, looked up at the roof. “Yeah. Yeah, sometimes I think he does.”

      My laptop beeped. Frank Franklin’s records had loaded.

      The employee photo showed Fritz.

      It was unmistakable. Narrow face, slicked blond hair, eyebrow arched in silent mirth.

      The reason that it had taken so long to load Frank Franklin’s record was because it was loading the entirety of Fritz Friederling’s career history.

      “The fuck?” I asked.

      Ofelia bent over my shoulder again. “Isn’t that your boyfriend?”

      “He’s more like my husband,” I said, because a half-joke was the reasonable alternative to screaming.

      No. I didn’t want to scream.

      I didn’t feel anything.

      “This is some kind of error,” I said. “I got this information from a werewolf.”

      Ofelia folded her arms. “Are werewolves unreliable?”

      “They’re psychopaths.”

      “Oh really?”

      “Yeah, you don’t wanna cross paths with them if you can avoid it. Bad idea, O, very bad idea. One minute you’re arresting werewolves for serial murders and then the next they’re picking your drunk ass up off the floor of a bar and not laughing at your jokes, and it’s terrible. Anyway, this is a mistake. I’ll figure it out.”

      I checked my cell phone. Agent Bryce still hadn’t gotten in touch. That was weird, but not unprecedented; if she’d found anything at the center of the circle worthy of action, she’d have opened a case through legit channels to get support.

      Fritz was the top contact in my phone. I called him.

      I’d get an answer.

      While it rang, I scrolled through his files. Fritz had a long history with the OPA. Longer than I’d realized.

      We’d never talked much about what he’d done before he hired me into the Magical Violations Department, so it was a trip to see that he’d been working there off and on for twenty goddamn years.

      Twenty years.

      Fritz wasn’t exactly old. Kopides never lived to be old.

      He must have been hired as a kid younger than Tate Peterson. Weird, since he was a son of the Friederling family. He didn’t need to work at all.

      His early years had been with the Union. There had been periods where he hadn’t worked at all, though. Fritz could wander off whenever he wanted and always have a job waiting when he came back.

      He’d entered the OPA as a director.

      And then, a few months ago, he had visited the Union warehouse the guns had been stolen from. Visitation records were in there with time cards. He had been at that warehouse on the day of the theft.

      Fritz’s cell phone picked up. “What the actual fuck?” I said by way of greeting.

      A pause. “Cèsar?” It wasn’t Fritz. It was Isobel.

      “Izzy, hey, sorry to be short, but I have to talk with Fritz right fucking now,” I said. “Hand him over.”

      “Oh, Cèsar,” she said softly, almost at a whisper. “Haven’t you seen the news?”

      My heart plummeted. “News? What news? Is he okay? I’d have felt if he died, he can’t be dead, what—?”

      “No, he’s fine,” Isobel said hurriedly, and my heart started beating again. “PRAY has been rushed to the Supreme Court. Tate Peterson is with Justice Mendez, and we’re waiting for the justices to issue their opinion. Fritz is in the middle of everything.”

      My hand was so tight on the phone that I was losing feeling in my fingers.

      “Did Fritz steal the guns from a Union warehouse and hire protesters to do these shootings?” I asked. My tongue barely worked, it was so dry.

      At best, I expected Isobel to deny it.

      At worst, I expected her to act confused.

      But she was quiet.

      She didn’t say anything.

      If Fritz had been executing Machiavellian plans, then he would have told Isobel. She was his equal. His partner. A zombie lawyer who was smarter than him, as ruthless as him, and as fiercely protective.

      She also operated in a moral vacuum sometimes. Just like Fritz.

      Isobel was silent.

      “Why?” I whispered.

      “Let’s plan dinner after the judgment,” Isobel said.

      She might as well have told me that it was true, that it was all true. That Fritz had been letting me run around on this case, let me think that Weston Connors was working with Lucrezia, let me chase my own goddamn tail.

      And it had been him all along.

      I just couldn’t understand why.

      “Found her!”

      Pops’s triumphant roar from the bathroom was accompanied by a magical slap upside the head. It was hard enough that I dropped the phone. Hard enough that I sneezed until I couldn’t breathe.

      Through my watery eyes, I saw Cooper and Pops bending over a map of the Washington D.C. area. There was a tiny flame smoldering on the paper where Lucrezia’s ward had been detected.

      Isobel’s tiny voice piped over the cell phone speaker. “Cèsar? Are you there?”

      I picked it up again. “I’m here.”

      But I’d lost her attention, or she’d dropped the phone, or something. I heard shuffling on the other end. When Isobel spoke again, she was muffled. “What are you doing? Why are you…? No, wait. No! No!”

      “Isobel!” I shouted into the phone.

      The line had gone dead.

      Ofelia picked up Pops’s map and her face went pale. “Lucrezia de Angelis is at the Supreme Court.”

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 26

      

    

    
      Have you ever tried to get to the Supreme Court Building on First Street during a time of intense turmoil? Right when a catastrophic opinion is about to be issued by the highest court in the land?

      Yeah, I know. Who hasn’t?

      “Fuck, we’ll never get through this,” Ofelia said, gazing hopelessly out at the crowd surrounding the Supreme Court Building.

      There were so many signs that it looked more like a sea of poster board than a sea of human beings. Only a double line of black-suited Union personnel mingling with Secret Service managed to hold everyone back. The towering columns at the front of the building were like candles on a birthday cake, and they looked as likely to catch on fire.

      Cooper rolled up his sleeves. He had crazy vascularity, like what I’d seen on gym guys supplementing with too much T and sugar-free Red Bull. “I can get us through.”

      “No,” Ofelia said, resting a hand on his creepily veiny arm.

      I happened to have a Union Bluetooth earpiece from one of my last cases. I could have used it to call up the troops, summon Agent Bryce, beg for help getting inside. Or I could have flashed a badge, real or fake, and muscled my way through.

      Those solutions would take time.

      I had no clue what was happening in the Supreme Court Building at that moment. All I knew was that Fritz was in there—Fritz and his insane plan—and Tate Peterson, and Lucrezia, and every single Supreme Court Justice, and God only knew who else.

      “I need to look for another way in,” I said.

      “I got an idea.” Ofelia shucked her jacket. She was wearing a spine holster underneath, and that shotgun she called Bo Peep formed a steel stripe from her braids to her butt.

      She reached back, pulled the gun out, broke it over her arm to check the ammo. The only thing hiding Bo Peep from the crowd was the snow tipped tree Ofelia leaned against. If she started shooting, nobody would see it coming.

      Ofelia offered her shotty to me.

      “Treat my girl nicely,” she said.

      I took Bo Peep.

      Pops reached into his sweater, and his hand came out with a sheaf of papers. They were covered in black runes. He’d gotten rune magic too—probably from the same place as Weston Connors, since they had friends in common.

      “I’ll go first,” Pops said.

      He stepped around the tree, tossed the paper into the air, and roared a word of power.

      Even though the magic was directed away from me, toward the front door of the Supreme Court Building, I still felt the bulk of it in my sinuses.

      I was panicking, so I managed to suppress the sneeze.

      Hard not to panic when total chaos had suddenly descended on the crowd.

      Pops’s spell had made a wave of scalding wind sweep through the crowd. It shoved people to either side, melting the snow on their jackets, sending poster board signs flipping into the air. The wave carved a path all the way up the steps. It made the men in black stumble.

      Suddenly there was nobody in between me and the Supreme Court Building.

      I took two steps before Cooper caught me by the collar, making me stop to look at him. In the vivid winter sunlight, his eyes looked like yellow quartz. “Yell for me if you need help.”

      I only had a moment to feel confused. That offer opened me to a lot of questions that there was no time to ask.

      Then I started running with Bo Peep in both hands.

      My feet splashed through puddles of newly melted snow, splattering mud on my pants, making my feet cold. By the time I reached the stairs, some of the Secret Service were standing again. They didn’t see an OPA agent rushing to save the day. They saw a crazy fucker with a shotgun.

      About six men jumped at me at once.

      Pops had followed me through the crowd, fast for an old man. He was a couple yards back. Close enough for another spell.

      Don’t ask me how Pops made the lightning only hit Secret Service. It missed me completely. I was sneezing into my sleeve when I exploded through the front door with a shotgun, and I found that inside it was…

      Totally quiet?

      That couldn’t be right.

      From the moment that Ofelia had drawn her gun until the moment I ran through the crowd, barely a minute had elapsed. It wasn’t surprising that nobody had caught me on the way in. But the security team’s response was still great, and there should have been guys with guns waiting to greet me on the other side of the doors.

      Instead, silence.

      Of all the people in the building, I only knew where one of them might be. I checked the directory and raced upstairs to Judge Mendez’s office. Took the stairs three at a time, four at a time. I was flying. Panic had lifted me from the ground.

      The door was open.

      I kicked it in and brought the shotgun to bear.

      Instead of facing a Supreme Court Justice and my new gay drinking buddy, I found Lucrezia de Angelis. I hadn’t even been looking for her yet, but there she was, standing next to the desk in a crisp dove-gray pantsuit. She’d shed the jacket. Her blouse had no sleeves. The apple on her arm was stark.

      Lucrezia wasn’t alone.

      My eyes tracked from Lucrezia’s rigid face to the barrel of the gun pressed into her cheekbone. I followed the arms down to a boxy woman wearing black clothes and a terrified expression.

      “Agent Bryce?” I asked, lowering Bo Peep. “Thank God, you found Lucrezia. But…” Agent Bryce didn’t have any reason to hold a gun on Lucrezia. She didn’t know that the agency’s president was a bad guy.

      And hadn’t Agent Bryce just been looking for Weston Connors?

      A tear slid down my partner’s cheek. “I’m sorry, Agent Hawke.” She barely opened her mouth when she spoke.

      “Help us.” I hadn’t seen Lucrezia this nervous before. Her pits had sweat marks. “Agent Bryce is being controlled.”

      Dread surged inside of me. I lifted Bo Peep again but didn’t know where to aim it. “You found Weston Connors, didn’t you? You found out what his giant circles are meant to do.”

      “They channel raw energy,” Agent Bryce said. “You have no idea what magic he’s capable of performing.”

      Her other hand lifted. She had a second gun—another enchanted one. I’d have bet my life on the idea that Weston Connors had given these guns to her.

      The second one pointed right at my face.

      Agent Bryce must have been fighting it because her arm moved slowly. I could have shot her first. Instead I eased my finger off the trigger.

      “I told you to stop Gary Zettel,” Lucrezia said. “I told you—”

      “He’s not the one controlling Connors,” I said.

      Genuine confusion flicked through her eyes. “Who?”

      I couldn’t say it. I still wasn’t sure.

      Or else I didn’t want to believe it.

      “Can you put the guns down?” I asked Agent Bryce. I was sweating through my shirt too.

      She shook her head. Her eyes squeezed shut, her jaw clenched, and she groaned. “I’m supposed to take everyone into the courtroom. I’m supposed to…” Her eyes popped open. She was staring at her hands, her shaking fingers. “Walk to the courtroom. Right now.”

      She was going to shoot us if we didn’t.

      That was how I ended up walking down the hallway with Lucrezia de Angelis, Bo Peep, and nobody to shoot. The building should have been constantly busy. Especially now.

      “What were you doing in Justice Mendez’s office?” I muttered to Lucrezia.

      “No reason,” Lucrezia said, a little too casually.

      “She was going to kill Justice Mendez,” Agent Bryce said from behind us. Her fingers might have been shaking as she tried not to shoot us, but her voice wasn’t. She was confident.

      I rounded on Lucrezia. “You were what?”

      “Tate Peterson spoke to Justice Mendez this morning,” she said without looking at me, like she couldn’t bear to face me.

      “I know, and Tate loves PRAY, so you must be psyched,” I said.

      “Tate told Justice Mendez to vote against PRAY.”

      “He what?”

      “You fucked your way to the vote you wanted, Agent Hawke. Congratulations.”

      “Whoa, hey there, Tate and I just slept naked together, there was no fucking.” That didn’t sound like much of an argument. Whatever. “How’d you know about my sleepover?”

      “The Peterson building has more surveillance than the White House. I saw you leaving his room in his clothes.”

      I leered at her. “Then you’re a voyeur, huh? Did you like me wearing some other guy’s clothes? Push your buttons?”

      Her scathing look suggested that it had done nothing for her at all.

      Her loss.

      “Through those doors,” Agent Bryce said, jabbing us toward the court room. I got a gun barrel between my shoulder blades. Something about cold metal against my spine made my sense of humor suddenly vanish.

      We entered the highest court in the land.

      The real one, not the basketball one.

      Weston Connors stood on the desk at the front of the room. Dead justices were face-down on the table behind him, slumped in their chairs, slack faces beaten bloody.

      There were protesters standing on the floor in front of him. People I recognized, even though I’d never learned their names. They were folks that had been working with my family to protest PRAY. I couldn’t tell if they were like Agent Bryce, with their free will stolen by a madman who looked like the human version of Rabbit from Winnie the Pooh, or if they were just murderous assholes.

      They were holding a whole lot of enchanted guns aimed out at the room. The pews were filled with cowering people.

      I didn’t see Izzy or Fritz.

      “I found more,” Agent Bryce said stiffly. Scripted words, not her choice.

      “Lucrezia de Angelis,” Weston Connors said, rolling a rock between his hands. “And Agent Cèsar Hawke. Exactly the two people I wanted to see.”

      He lifted a hand.

      Bo Peep flew out of my grip and landed somewhere across the room. I sincerely hoped that the shotgun wasn’t damaged. I wouldn’t survive Ofelia’s wrath.

      Connors stepped off the edge of the desk, landing so lightly that it looked like he weighed as much as a feather.

      That rock he was holding…it looked just like one of the rocks from the circles of power. That was his focus. That was where all the power was coming from.

      And it was a hell of a lot of power.

      The pressure in my sinuses was getting painful. Like someone had driven ice picks into my cheekbones, angled toward my eyeballs.

      “Look at this,” Lucrezia said with cool, impenetrable calm. “You’ve stopped the vote.” In the most horrifying, blood-splattering way possible. “It seems I owe you a favor.”

      “I didn’t do any of this for you. Did I? You’d have let PRAY pass if Gary Zettel had put your version of it forth. You just didn’t like having his name on it. You didn’t like having no control.” Connors approached us, and I realized with a jolt that he really wasn’t walking on the ground. His feet were an inch up.

      My eyes blurred. My lungs twitched, and I gasped for air.

      Connors lifted the rock in his hands and magic lifted with them.

      “I don’t owe you anything,” he said.

      His palms thrust toward Lucrezia.

      She staggered with a cry, clutching her chest. Her hair ripped out of its bun. White strands fell around her perfect face, turned red from exertion. She’d burst a blood vessel in one eye.

      For a moment she gagged on it.

      Then she collapsed onto all fours, head hanging between her shoulders.

      I took a deep breath and stepped toward him. Out the corner of my eyes, I searched for Fritz and Izzy. “The circles. The spells. You were just funneling power so you could do anything you want. What’s it you want, Connors?”

      “I’ll start with good PR.” He waved a hand toward someone at the edge of the room. “January! Over here!”

      A teenage girl rose on wobbling legs. She was a preppy Washington DC high school type, wearing a school uniform, knee-high socks, and surprisingly little terror on her face. The girl he’d called January only seemed wary.

      She lifted a video camera rig to her shoulder.

      “This is what you want?” she asked in a small, quavering voice.

      “This, all of this,” Connors said. “Is your live stream going?” She checked the side of her camera and then nodded. “Film everything. Get the dead fuckers bleeding their guts onto the carpet. Make sure everybody knows this is what happens when you try to legislate a force of nature!”

      January eased forward. She was steady filming the bodies, so calm, so collected.

      Connors turned to give his full attention to her. “Great, that’s gonna be a great shot,” he said, uplifting the focusing stone like he was in Hamlet. “Am I in the frame?”

      “Two steps to your right,” January said.

      He edged over and shot an evil grin at her camera. “PRAY can’t stop me. It can’t stop any of us. We’re unstoppable, witches and werewolves alike, and blah blah blah, I’m so boring, Cèsar isn’t even listening to me anymore.” At least he said something like that. I dunno. I was distracted, looking for my kopis while I had a chance.

      A tugging sensation drew my attention to the front of the room, beyond Connors’s bony shoulder.

      Yellow hair stuck up from over a pew. I caught a flash of Fritz’s eye before he ducked again.

      Agent Bryce still had a gun on me. Lucrezia was still gasping at my feet. I couldn’t reach Fritz—not like this.

      “Now you can see exactly how powerful my magic is,” Connors said, lifting his hands again. The entire fucking room shimmered. His flanking protesters turned with empty eyes upon the room, lifting their guns to aim at the pews. “You can see what’s going to happen to all mundanes just like you.” That was directed at the camera, presumably at viewers who’d be watching on Periscope.

      I heard Agent Bryce’s grip shift on the gun behind me.

      “Help,” she whispered, quietly enough that only I was meant to hear.

      She was about to shoot me.

      All of America would see it.

      I liked PRAY and all, but I wasn’t about to die for it. I wasn’t going to die for anything. Confusing and shitty as life could be, it was worth living.

      Suzy’s fine ass wasn’t in Hell.

      “Sorry,” I whispered back to Agent Bryce.

      And then I was moving as fast as I could—which is pretty fucking fast, since I’m enhanced by magic. I grabbed her arm, pushed it up just in time for her first gunshot to punch through the crimson curtains behind the justices rather than through my skull.

      I didn’t grab her other arm in time.

      The bullet hit Lucrezia. I heard a short cry—too short—and then a thump.

      She wasn’t moving.

      Blood oozed from underneath her body, tinged with silver. Angel blood.

      I wrenched the guns from Agent Bryce and kicked her down. Every millimeter of my guts cringed into a tiny ball of self-loathing. But she looked…relieved.

      Agent Bryce kept looking relieved when I slammed my heel into the side of her head, bouncing it off the ground, and knocking her unconscious.

      Hopefully unconscious.

      I was gonna have to fuck up a whole lot of people under the sway of Weston Connors. I couldn’t get hung up on Agent Bryce, no matter how much it hurt the both of us.

      All of Connors’s mind-controlled living zombies turned their guns on me rather than the crowd.

      Good, because I was one guy, rather than a whole courtroom full of innocents.

      Bad, because…you know.

      I started shooting enchanted bullets.

      Every gunshot pinged through my senses. It pricked at the roof of my mouth and made my eyes water. That was nothing compared to the wall of magic coming from Weston Connors. It swirled around him, ripped the rugs apart, chewed through the wood. He was at the center of a cyclone of magic. None of my enchanted bullets could hit him in the midst of that tornado.

      The protesters…

      Well.

      If I’d been chickenshit, I wouldn’t have started shooting. Would I?

      My aim’s all right. Suzy had taught me well. With the stolen guns, given the best magical augmentation known to witch-kind, I was a fucking sharpshooter.

      Shoulder.

      Thigh.

      Shoulder.

      Shoulder.

      Chest.

      Cheek.

      Boom, boom, boom—one by one, they dropped.

      At least one of them was dead. I’d killed someone. A couple someones. And it wasn’t my fault, it wasn’t my choice. Those were the guns that someone had put into the hands of the bad guys.

      Once most of the protesters had fallen, the courtroom erupted into chaos.

      People scattered in every direction. Weston Connors’s roar of anger rode on the waves of magic, gutting me, closing my throat, pinching off oxygen.

      The guns tumbled from my hands. Nothing was working. My fingers, my legs.

      From the ground, I could see Lucrezia. She was only a few inches away but she looked blurry. Her eyes were open. They weren’t focused on anything. Agent Bryce’s bullet had passed through Lucrezia’s hair at the base of the skull and emerged above one immaculately plucked eyebrow.

      I was going to be next if I didn’t fucking move.

      “On your feet!” Connors shouted. Not to me—to the people that he controlled. I couldn’t see if there was anyone left to obey.

      There must have been one person. Someone shot at me when I dived into the pews.

      People screamed. Doors slammed.

      Everyone was running, and there were too many for Connors to get all of them.

      Hopefully.

      Me? I was belly-crawling my way toward Fritz, who had a hand pressed against his stomach. Blood seeped from around his fingers. His cane was out of reach. I dragged it over to him.

      “Izzy?” I asked.

      “Safe,” he said.

      She was a zombie. Safe wasn’t a word that applied. In truth, if she’d been in the room at the moment, she’d have been less likely to permanently die than the rest of us. Izzy could probably stand a few bullet holes.

      Still felt better knowing that she was gone.

      She wasn’t watching the curtains ripped off the walls by a magical maelstrom. She didn’t have debris flying inches above her head. She wasn’t trying to breathe through the crush of magic, and she wasn’t trying to decide if the screaming came from people escaping or people dying.

      “He’s going to take the building down,” Fritz said. Part of the roof tumbled, crushing benches on the other side of the room. “Correction. He is taking the building down.”

      Obviously we had to stop him. Somehow. But I could never get close enough to Connors to inflict damage, not if I wanted to be able to suck in even a little breath.

      We were running out of options and time.

      So I had to know.

      I had to know.

      I grabbed Fritz by the sleeve. “Did you steal those guns?”

      Fritz said, “Technically they belong to the taxpayers.”

      “Did you give the guns to Weston Connors?”

      “We need to discuss this at a better time,” he said, twirling the head of his cane to expose the blade within.

      “We’re about to die,” I said. “This is the only time!”

      Fritz gripped my collar and pushed his forehead against mine. “Know this,” he said. “Whatever I’ve done, whatever choices we make, you are important to me, Cèsar. Stay down. Stay safe.”

      Then he pushed me away and he stood.

      “Fritz!” I hissed. “Fritz!”

      He stepped through the aisle with his sword lifted. “Connors!” he roared.

      I watched, numb, as the tornado of magic turned to look at Fritz. Connors was so deep within the swirling energy that his features no longer looked human.

      “Hail to the king,” he said. “Long time, Friederling.”

      Whatever tiny hope I’d felt that Fritz wasn’t the hand holding Connors’s strings faded.

      “This wasn’t the deal, Weston,” Fritz said.

      “Your deal sucked,” Connors said. “I’ve modified the deal. Pray I don’t modify it further.”

      Fritz leaped toward Connors. He got closer than I expected—there was a lot of flying debris between the two of them.

      But Fritz was hurt. He was bleeding, and legless, and kinda getting old as far as kopides went.

      His sword sliced through the maelstrom to slash Connors’s throat.

      Then the sword was flying across the room with everything else. A hand thrust from Connors sent Fritz into a wall, and I watched his broken body hit the floor. Pain smashed through the bond. Felt even worse than the magic closing my throat. Felt like someone was sawing off one of my legs, or my head, or some other critical appendage.

      I hadn’t felt that before, but I knew what it meant.

      Fritz was dying. He needed medical care.

      He’d told me to stay down and stay safe, which was exactly what a coward would have done.

      Connors was floating toward the doors on a tide of magic he’d painstakingly built over recent weeks. He was heading out onto Capitol Hill, observed only by a teenager with a cheap HD camera.

      Who knew what Connors was going to do when he got out there? Maybe he’d run off into hiding. Maybe he’d try to kill the president. Maybe he’d get shot by Secret Service on the way.

      Whatever happened on the other side of that door was bad enough.

      The problem was that he was going to take that tornado right over my unconscious kopis.

      No matter how pissed off I was at Fritz, I didn’t want him to die.

      When I stood, I was one of the last people in the courtroom on my feet. There were a handful of people armed with guns and that January girl, but everyone else was either dead or running.

      “Connors!” I yelled.

      He turned. His eyes had whited out with magic, and I choked when he looked at me. The rock was glowing. It was the center of the storm.

      I was going to smother if I got too close to that.

      Which is why I tried to get close as fast as possible.

      The first step I took toward him was hard, but it was still the easiest of all the steps I took. The next one was harder. And the next one harder still. By the time I’d gotten to the aisle, I couldn’t inhale anymore, and I was shaking with the effort it took not to sneeze out the last of my oxygen.

      Connors grinned broadly, his bushy mustache bowing up at the corners. He was going to enjoy watching me die. He was that much of a jackass.

      Fritz’s sword cane was under my feet. I grabbed it, and then I dived at Connors.

      My arms wrapped around his waist and my lungs went empty. My vision exploded with sparkles. Black stars that blossomed like bursting veins splattering blood.

      Everything burned—my skin, my hair, my toes.

      I was running out of air.

      Felt like being at the bottom of the ocean.

      The only thing I could see was Fritz with a hand pressed over the wound in his stomach, white-knuckling his cane, and the look he’d given me before straightening. He must have known he couldn’t stand up to Connors like that. He’d preferred to make a suicidal attack to having to explain what he’d done.

      I was fumbling blindly for the rock. Connors swatted at me, and I swung Fritz’s sword.

      A scream. A cry.

      My fingers closed on the focus of all that magic, and it was like having the lungs yanked out of my body.

      Even though my heart was slowing, I could feel it pounding in my temples, in my ears, in my tongue, in my throat.

      I had the focus. I was the storm for one sweet moment.

      The problem was that I was about to black out, and I wasn’t sure I’d wake up again. It’d be real fucking easy for Connors to take the focus back from me once I was dead.

      When I fell, I wrapped my arms around the rock, hugging it like I was trying to protect a football for my touchdown.

      I opened my mouth, sucked in the last couple molecules of oxygen.

      And I squeaked, “Cooper!”

      The last thing that I saw before everything went black was a door flying open. My sister’s husband came in from the hallway. He must have already been on his way if he could respond that fast.

      Connors stooped to grab the stone from me…

      And my brother-in-law grabbed him by the head. He twisted hard. Connors’s head popped off in a spray of blood.

      It looked like it hadn’t taken any effort for Cooper to do that tearing.

      Maybe it was a hallucination—a nightmare borne of going unconscious.

      No way to tell.

      I was gone.
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      I woke up in the hospital.

      Even though my head was still ringing like a gong—vibrating way too hard for me to focus—I got an impression of faces all around me.

      They weren’t looking down at me. They were looking at each other—glaring at each other.

      From my reclined position in bed, with IV fluids dripping into my arm via needle and tubing, I could see the underside of Ofelia’s jaw. I could see all the scars picked out on her neck much more clearly than I could see her eyes. I could tell from the way that she was sitting that she was afraid.

      The fear was directed toward Pops, whose grizzled jaw was set in a hard line.

      “Yes, he’s a werewolf,” Ofelia said.

      Pops flinched. “Of all the trouble I expected you to get in…”

      “He’s not trouble.” And then she gave a little nervous laugh. “Actually, that’s his name in his motorcycle club. Trouble. It’s on his jacket. But he’s not trouble in and of himself, and he’s not trouble to me.”

      They were talking about Cooper. My brother-in-law. I hadn’t hallucinated him tearing Weston Connors apart after all…because he was a werewolf, like Cain. A creature who ate human flesh.

      “Werewolves eat people,” Pops said. Sounded almost exactly like me. My voice, my words. “You’re going to move home with me right now. Right now. I never should have let you out of my sight in the first place.”

      I cleared my throat before Ofelia could explode. “Auntie Em? Is that you?”

      Her head swiveled around to look at me. A smile spread over her mouth. “Ceez.” After a beat, she apologetically changed it to, “Cèsar. I’m so glad you’re okay.” She folded over me to kiss my forehead, her braids brushing my shoulder. Even that hurt. Fucking everything hurt.

      “Where’s Cooper?” I asked, trying to sit up. It didn’t work. I was still too sore. Guess that’s what happens when you get your ass kicked by a tornado.

      “Running,” Ofelia said. “The OPA tried to arrest him after he tore Connors limb from limb. Those ungrateful pendejos—they’re lucky he didn’t rip them apart!”

      “Jesus. Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine, and I’ll catch up with him later.” She shrugged. “He won’t go far without me, all things considered.”

      “So you told Pops?” I croaked. I’d have loved it if they had the “hey I’m married” talk while I was conveniently unconscious.

      Ofelia shook her head. “Not yet.”

      “Tell me what?” Pops asked.

      I took my sister’s hand. I squeezed. “Do it.”

      She nodded and steeled herself. When she sat up straight, spine rigid, she looked like she’d girded her loins to take down a titan. “I’m not moving home with you, and I’m not leaving Cooper. I married him, Pops. We’ve been married for months.”

      I expected Pops to be okay with it. I really did. After all, he’d barely blinked when I told him what was up with Fritz and Izzy.

      But he blinked with Ofelia. He blinked hard, and he kept blinking, and I could see the rage clawing its way up the inside of his throat. “A witch with a werewolf? You’ve been practicing the craft, haven’t you?”

      She opened her mouth.

      He said, “Don’t lie.”

      Ofelia slumped.

      “I’ve been practicing.”

      “You stupid girl,” Pops said.

      If I hadn’t gotten blown up and landed myself in a hospital bed, I’d have shot to my feet. I was the only person who was allowed to call my sister stupid. Which she was. But goddammit, this was her life, and she could be as stupid as she wanted.

      “You can’t keep Hawkes from magic any more than you can keep us from breathing.” I grabbed Ofelia’s hand and held it as tightly as I could manage.

      “Then she’s going to die,” Pops said bluntly. “The Mejía family has faerie blood in it. You mated with a werewolf because you felt called to him, yeah? Because that’s what happens with witches and werewolves. They’re drawn together. And then they die.”

      “Wait.” I pushed the button so make my bed sit up. “Did you say faerie?”

      “Are you deaf?” Pops knocked his knuckles on my skull. It felt like getting struck by a ball peen hammer. “Faerie. Sidhe.” That last word was spoken like “she.” I’d read it in books before, knew how it was pronounced, and knew that there weren’t any sidhe left on the planet. They’d been exterminated centuries ago. “That’s why you’re allergic to human magic, dipshit. That’s why you almost died taking control over that much power!”

      That explained a lot, and simultaneously nothing at all.

      “I know that I’m sidhe,” Ofelia said, “and that you’ve hidden it from me my entire life.”

      I raised my hand. “I didn’t know this. I’ve got a lot of questions.”

      “Shut up, Cèsar.” Pops grabbed Ofelia by the shoulders. “I’ve only ever wanted you to be safe. All my kids. It’s not safe for you to be with a werewolf and open yourself to sidhe powers.”

      “Can someone explain how these things are connected?” I asked.

      “Sidhe have been coming back ever since the Treaty of Dis was destroyed,” Ofelia said in short. “The blood has been passively carried by male werewolves and some witches. Witches like me.”

      “And a Mejía woman is prophesied to be queen of the faeries,” Pops said.

      I couldn’t help but laugh.

      They kept saying the word faerie, okay? How was I supposed to take that with a straight face? The idea of my rough-and-tumble bartender sister wearing rainbow glitter shit was a laugh riot.

      Pops didn’t think it was funny. “Sidhe rulers are cursed! They have short life spans. If you don’t leave your husband now, Ofelia, you are going to die—if not this week, then in a week soon to come. You will die.”

      Her chin trembled. “I didn’t come to ask for your permission—only for your blessing, love, and support.”

      “You won’t have it.” Pops released her. She jerked like she’d been slapped. “I won’t endorse anything that kills you. And I won’t have a daughter who is suicidal.” He glanced at me and said, “Talk sense into your sister, Cèsar, or don’t talk to me again.”

      He left the room.

      There was silence. Total silence.

      Not the most pleasant way to wake up from a drug-induced mini-coma, let me tell you.

      Ofelia didn’t move after Pops left. She gazed at the door without a sound, jaw set.

      She wasn’t crying. She’d never been the kind of girl who cried. She was too tough for that.

      Even when she’d spent days being held captive by incubi—the same incubi who got revenge on me—she hadn’t cried that whole time. Even when they’d been digging holes into her neck with silver needles…not a tear.

      Pops didn’t get anything from her now either.

      This was worse in a way. Because I could see her breaking on the inside, shattering piece by piece, and I could see how determined she was to swallow it down.

      “I know it doesn’t mean much,” I said, “but I bless your wedding.”

      Her startled eyes leaped to me. “You do?”

      “Come on, Pops doesn’t know everything. Fated to die…cursed faerie queen…whatever.” I made myself shrug. That hurt too. “You’ve never done anything because you’re stupid, O. You weren’t blindsided by any of this. You went into your marriage with Cooper with eyes open, and you know what you’re doing.”

      “Even though werewolves are psychopaths?” she asked, taunting me with what I’d said before I knew Cooper wasn’t totally human.

      “They probably are. That particular psycho loves you and plans to protect you. Sometimes it’s good to have a psychopath at your back.”

      “Cèsar…” She smoothed her knuckles over my forehead, and it felt exactly like how I remembered Abuelita caring for me as a child. “You said to have faith in Pops.”

      “I was wrong. There’s only a man behind that curtain, and men make mistakes.” I sure as hell did. All the goddamn time. “Pops hasn’t earned it, but you have. You trust Cooper so I do too.” A smile twitched over my mouth. “You’re a fucking faerie, though, and I’m gonna have to laugh about that for the rest of your cursed life.”

      “Just remember,” Ofelia said sweetly, “if I’m a fucking faerie, then so are you.”

      Which was when Suzy walked into the room. Just in time to hear my sister calling me a faerie.

      “Oh hey,” I said. “Suze. ‘Sup?”

      “Sup?” she echoed, annoyance lowering her brow. “You almost died. Again!”

      Ofelia smiled as she stood. “And who’s this?” She offered her hand to Suzy.

      It was funny seeing my old partner next to my sister. Unlike the Hawkes, Suzy was pocket-sized. But very much like the Hawkes, she had enough attitude to fill a stadium. They looked about equally towering next to my bed even though Suzy’s head didn’t reach Ofelia’s shoulder.

      “I’m Suzy,” she said. “I used to be Cèsar’s partner at the OPA.”

      “Used to be?” Ofelia snapped her fingers. “You’re her. The actual girlfriend who was supposed to come to breakfast.”

      Suzy looked at me with one of those Looks that women get, where it’s like they can read your mind.

      “She is my girlfriend,” I said. “I hope.”

      Suzy rolled her eyes. “What are you, twelve? Who has girlfriends at our age?”

      “Me, I hope,” I repeated.

      She rolled her eyes again.

      But she didn’t argue with me.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet Cèsar’s girlfriend,” Ofelia said. “I have to find my renegade husband, but I want to talk to you. I want to know who’s keeping my brother in line.”

      Suzy cracked her knuckles. “Oh, I’m trying.”

      “Drinks later?” Ofelia asked. She grabbed a hospital branded pad of paper, wrote down a phone number, and handed it to Suzy.

      “Drinks,” Suzy agreed. “I can do drinks.”

      “Then I should get my things out of the motel before Pops throws them in a Dumpster,” Ofelia said, glancing at her watch. “We’ll be in touch soon.”

      Ofelia pinched me one more time—hard—and then I was alone with Suzy.

      Her arms were folded across her chest and she was glowering with the fiercest glower I’d ever seen. “I’m still in the Apple,” she said. “That’s not changing. If you like me, you’re going to have to accept that. I’m working with my parents. I’m going to try to figure out what the Apple means now that Cain’s run off with most of them and—”

      “Yeah, it’s fine, I don’t care,” I said.

      She blinked. “You don’t?”

      “I’ve been much more betrayed by people who don’t have apple ass-tattoos. I’m feeling nonjudgmental. Plus, I know you. You’re not a bad guy. If you think the Apple’s fine, it’s fine.”

      “Good,” she said. But she didn’t look less angry. “As for Isobel—”

      “We’re done,” I said. I was done with Fritz too, as much as I could be done with a guy who was walking around with half of my soul.

      “Good.”

      “Why do you still look pissed off at me?” I asked.

      “Because you almost died, and you never fucking called me for backup! I could have protected you! You asshole idiot mother-fucking—”

      “Suzy-fucking,” I corrected.

      She laughed despite herself. It was one annoyed laugh, but it was a laugh. Suzy climbed onto my lap. She pulled out the neck of my hospital gown and looked down. “You’re naked. Good.”

      “Why’s that good?” I asked.

      “Because,” she said, taking a condom out of her back pocket, “now that I’m certain you’re not going to die, I’m going to have my way with your body. Shut the fuck up.”

      I did.
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      It turns out that hospital beds are too narrow to have sex in them comfortably, but where there’s a will, there’s a way. And Suzy has will in spades.

      Which was how I ended up even sorer a half hour after my family left the hospital. Just like that, thirty minutes totally gone. Vanished in a blur of rustling clothes, Suzy muttering curse words, and a whole lot of heavy breathing ending with wads of disgusting paper towels lobbed at the trash can.

      “So what is this about you being a faerie?” she asked.

      Oh man. I’d been hoping she hadn’t heard that part. “I don’t know. Pops says that the Mejía family—my family—have faerie blood. It’s why I get so sick with magic or whatever.”

      “Does your sister get sick too?”

      “No,” I said. “My brother doesn’t either. So fuck me if I know what that’s supposed to mean. I don’t feel like a faerie.” I snorted with laughter.

      Part-faerie.

      Fuck me.

      Suzy shrugged it off, like it was normal to find out that you had non-humans somewhere in your ancestry. “Whatever. Changes nothing. We can do this.”

      “We just did,” I said as she climbed off of me. My heart was still pounding from activities which were, realistically speaking, probably against hospital policy.

      “Not that.” She waved dismissively in the direction of my unflatteringly deflated man-business. “I mean this.” And she waved at both of us.

      “Use your words.”

      “I’ve been pardoned,” Suzy said. “I don’t have to hide anymore. It’ll make this a lot easier if we’re not hiding from security cameras—and I’m so goddamn sick of the Batcave.”

      “How did you get pardoned?” I asked.

      “Director Friederling has given me the all-clear. Because Lucrezia de Angelis is dead and Gary Zettel is missing—”

      “Missing?”

      “He vanished when PRAY passed,” she said.

      I sat up. “PRAY passed? No. How…?”

      “The justices issued an opinion before they died. The president’s upholding it.”

      “Tate spoke against it. Justice Mendez was going to do whatever Tate asked,” I said. “It shouldn’t have passed.”

      “PRAY got enough votes to stick around. Lucrezia was too smart to let her legacy die along with her, that fucking fuck-face,” Suzy said. “Angels. They’ve got Plan B’s for their Plan B’s. She’s fucking dead and I don’t think we’ll see the last of her machinations for years.”

      “Fuck,” I said, with gusto.

      The thing is, I wasn’t confident that it was Lucrezia’s plan to get PRAY to pass.

      I didn’t know much anymore.

      “So Fritz survived, if he pardoned you,” I said.

      “He survived. He’s got a lot of surgeries coming, but I guess he’ll be doing those privately, back in LA.”

      He’d already left Washington DC without me. My kopis didn’t want to answer my questions.

      Who was chickenshit now?

      “He wanted you to know Agent Bryce survived. He also said to tell you sorry,” Suzy said. “I didn’t ask why. I don’t care.”

      Secondhand apologies weren’t going to be enough.

      “He got what he wanted,” I said. He’d gotten PRAY. He’d gotten Zettel and Lucrezia out of the way. The sky was the limit for Fritz Friederling.

      “So let’s raid the hospital pharmacy for opiates and benzos and get your ass out of here,” Suzy said. “I know you’re acting like you’re in more pain than you actually are. You fucking wuss.”

      I was actually in a hell of a lot more pain than I was showing, but I’d agree with anything at this point. I was still blissed out on orgasms. “Yeah, I’m ready to get out. I’m fine.”

      “Good. And you’re not going to run off to fight assholes without me ever again. I love you too much to worry you’re going to die when I turn my back.”

      I twisted to stare at her, tucked down under my armpit. “You what?”

      “I love you, you big stupid oaf. Don’t rub it in. You’re not special. But you are my boyfriend—mine. All right?”

      “I thought you said twelve year olds have boyfriends.”

      “Maybe I want to be twelve,” Suzy said, getting out of bed with her cheeks red. “I don’t care if you think it’s stupid and juvenile and ridiculous but—”

      “No, it’s great.” I grabbed her by the arm and pulled her back into bed with me. “Fuck, Suze. I think that’s the best idea you’ve ever had.”

      “Unhand me, you madman,” she said airily, even while she wrapped her arms around my neck. Probably so she could hold me in place while she bit my stupid face off or some similar Suzy abuse. I couldn’t wait for it.

      “Nope,” I said. “Boyfriend’s rights. I get to cop a feel whenever I want.” And I did.

      She didn’t even slap me for it.
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      Ofelia had been right that Cooper wouldn’t go far without her. When she met Suzy and me at the Leather Switch that night, about an hour before midnight, she was accompanied by a bristling slab of werewolf. Cooper was dressed as a biker. Leather, chaps, boots, the whole thing. Ready for the road.

      My sister was ready too. Same amount of leather. But she didn’t look to be in a hurry. She gave me a long hug when I showed up, and followed it with an even longer hug for Suzy, which turned into “Bartender! A round of drinks!” and grabbing pool cues.

      “Brave of you,” I said to Cooper. “America’s most wanted, and you’re still hanging around DC.”

      “If they try to arrest me, I’ll dismember them,” he said.

      “So uh,” I said, “I guess I’m not giving you the ‘don’t hurt my sister or I’ll kill you’ talk, huh? Because you’d definitely kill me first.”

      “She’s safe with me,” Cooper said.

      I believed him. I really, really did.

      Drinking started without me. I just sat back and watched Suzy enjoy herself with my sister, which was the most smiling I’d seen from either of them in a long-ass time.

      It was nice.

      “Where’d you even find this place?” Cooper asked, leaning against the wall beside me.

      “A gay guy took me here,” I said.

      He glanced at me, and then at Suzy, and then back at me again. Like he was trying to decide what the fuck that was supposed to mean. Then he shrugged, dismissing whatever thoughts had been marching in his head. “Drinks specials are good. Nice choice.”

      “Thanks. Gay guys have taste.”

      I’d have made jokes about it, but I trailed off when I realized a familiar figure was bowed over the far end of the bar. Tate Peterson wasn’t well-groomed anymore. He had a twenty-year-old’s version of five o’clock shadow and a scowl that could compete with Suzy’s.

      “Back in a sec,” I said, pushing off the wall.

      I took the stool next to Tate. He smelled skunky. Like he’d swan-dived into a mountain of marijuana as soon as the ruling on PRAY had gone through.

      My suspicions were confirmed when he pulled out a half-smoked joint, its end pinched off, and started fumbling for a lighter. “Hey Cèsar,” Tate said, turning his red-eyed gaze upon me. “What are you doing here?”

      I nodded toward the pool table. “Hanging out with family. Wanna join us?”

      “And what? Party until the apocalypse?” he asked.

      “That’s one heck of a change in tune from a guy who initially supported PRAY.”

      “Right? I can’t believe I’m this upset,” Tate said. “I was all gung-fucking-ho about it. Ready to go after the nearest werewolf pack with guns ablaze. What happened?”

      “You’ve got a brain,” I said. “Sorry.”

      “The bad guys won,” Tate said.

      “They usually do.” They’d been progressively winning more and more in recent years. The only difference was that now my kopis might have been one of those bad guys.

      Tate took a long drag of his joint and offered it to me. I shook my head. He puffed at it like he was a choo-choo train and skunked up his whole end of the bar in retaliation. “Now I’m about to go back on tour with Cain to give speeches about how PRAY is the Best Thing Ever, and I’m gonna have to make it look good.”

      “Or you could quit,” I said.

      “The fuck I can. It’s too late, I’m in too deep. What have I done?”

      I patted him on the back. “You did your best. Thanks for taking care of me the other night, by the way.”

      “Thanks for keeping me company,” Tate said. “You reminded me of my principles. And how much I like men.”

      “I’m not—”

      “I know. I’ve got a guy waiting for me back home. He’s pretty pissed at me right now…” He gave a dry laugh. “Because he’s a werewolf, believe it or not.”

      I glanced over at Suzy. She was in a competition to down shots with Ofelia, while Cooper watched with a faint smile. I couldn’t see Suzy now without seeing the apple tattoo. And yet I didn’t care.

      “Who cares if he’s a werewolf? Apologize to him,” I said. “You’re not such an asshole you can’t be forgiven.”

      Tate took one more drag, coughed, and stubbed his roach out on an ash tray. “I’m not going to ask for forgiveness. I’m going to prove I can do better.”

      “Then I think you’re going to do just fine. Look me up when you’re off the tour, if you survive.”

      “I’ll probably do that.”

      We shook hands. Then I pulled Tate in for a hug, because goddammit, he looked like he needed a hug. Or maybe I did.

      “Hang in there, Hawke,” Tate said. “Remember you’re not such an asshole either.”

      “Thanks man.”

      I’d like to think both of us left the bar feeling better that night. And I’d like to think that Tate went home, grabbed his boy, and had a happy ending.

      But I just wasn’t sure that I believed in happy endings anymore, even if having my sister and my girlfriend playing pool looked a hell of a lot like it.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 28

      

    

    
      I should have been homesick for Los Angeles. But when I landed in Fritz’s private jet and looked out at home, I felt sick for coming back. Like I was in the wrong place at the wrong time. My head was full of Neo-Classical architecture, politicians wearing suits, and East Coast snow.

      Fritz’s palace was even worse. All the green grass in the middle of winter made me feel like I’d been tossed into Oz under the rule of an evil witch.

      I’d helped pick out the flooring in the entryway. I’d pulled down the paintings in the hallway to replace them with posters of Fritz’s new favorite movies. I had a closet full of my clothes.

      It was an alien world and I was miserable in it.

      We had dinner in the breakfast nook—blasphemy, according to Fritz’s favorite maid, but the chairs in the formal dining room were too uncomfortable for Fritz while he recovered from surgery.

      So breakfast nook it was.

      Someone served us a fancy dinner. I barely looked at it. Fritz ate, and Isobel sat in front of an empty plate, probably fantasizing about how much she wanted Oreos.

      It was a quiet night.

      The quiet hurt.

      I looked between the two of them, Fritz and Isobel, and I wondered what I was going to do. How I was going cope with them being different than I expected. “I don’t know how to start talking, so I’m just gonna do it,” I finally said. “Why the fuck did you do that, Fritz?”

      “Which part?” he asked quietly.

      “Any of it. All of it. Lying to me, making these crazy plans, letting Weston Connors kill people…”

      “My original arrangement with Weston Connors had him being disruptive, not murderous,” Fritz said. “The intent was to instill doubt in the OPA so that I could replace PRAY and become the organization’s secretary.”

      I grabbed my fork and held it like I was about to stab someone. “Why?”

      “I can do the most good as the secretary of the OPA,” Fritz said. “It’s a job with incredible power, and not one I could get by waiting for a chance to interview.”

      I kinda laughed. Not a happy laugh, not a funny laugh. Just exhaled a little louder than usual. “You sound like Gary Zettel with fewer ambitions. You know he was shooting to be president of the OPA?”

      “Under my version of PRAY, there will be no president. There shouldn’t be one now. It’s a secret position—as secret as many parts of the agency—and I’m going to make everything transparent.”

      “That explains your transparent assassin,” I said. “So transparent you didn’t tell your aspis about it, much less do anything the legal route.”

      “Most of what I did in Washington is legal. Equipping Weston Connors so he could make a scene was…” Fritz aggressively cut his steak. “He did make Zettel a public joke as I’d hoped, but the end doesn’t justify the means.”

      “You had to know that was a risk, and you did it anyway,” I said.

      Fritz chewed just as aggressively. “Gary Zettel made preternaturals turn against us with his policies. I curried favor by promoting PRAY. Now that Zettel’s been removed, I’ve got preternaturals supporting my appointment as the new secretary—and they’re supporting PRAY, too. Instant peace in the country.”

      It was true that there hadn’t been any deaths attributed to riots lately. In fact, ever since Weston Connors had stopped fucking around, America had been pretending to be a polite democracy.

      If I hadn’t known why that had happened, I’d have been relieved. That was what I’d wanted all along. I’d wanted folks sitting down to talk.

      Fritz had done that.

      “Which of you killed Craig Kriste?” I asked.

      “Connors did,” Fritz said. Reluctantly, he added, “Belle was there.”

      “And you didn’t save him, Izzy?”

      “Connors is stronger than me,” Isobel said. “I’ve been casting much of Fritz’s magic, but his skill is far beyond mine.”

      “I’d say so. You’ve never been able to do magic like that.” I’d had to teach her potions, for fuck’s sake. If I had to teach someone magic, they were really bad at magic.

      “The rules have changed,” she said. “Ever since the Treaty of Dis failed and Allyson Whatley gave us rune magic, it’s shocking how much power we can access.” Including magic that helped her funnel power into Weston Connors’s murder-tornado, and spy on Tate Peterson.

      “All to replace PRAY,” I said. “Except The PRAY you submitted doesn’t look any different from the old one. The agency’s transparency stuff is new, but everything else is exactly the same.”

      Isobel looked surprised. “How do you know that?”

      “I read it.” All five hundred plus pages. Twice. If Tate could do it, then so could I.

      “Aside from you, nobody reads bills,” Fritz said. “They only care who is supporting them. Polls show both preternaturals and mundanes approve of me, so they’re uniting behind a cosmetically different bill because I put it forward.”

      “You’re a cynical asshole,” I said. Harsh, probably. I was feeling harsh.

      “The polls don’t lie,” he said.

      Isobel got up, grabbed a bottle of wine. “That’s not true and you know it. Polls can say anything you want.” She poured herself a glass. “We knew you’d react like this, Cèsar. That’s why we didn’t tell you about it.”

      “Because you knew I’d be pissed?”

      “You wouldn’t want us to do it,” Fritz said. “You’d rather do nothing and let circumstances plough over us than fight apocalypse. That’s fine for you. You can do as you want. I can’t—I am a kopis, and I am driven to save the world the way demons are driven to fill it with chaos.”

      My fist clenched tighter on the fork.

      He might as well have called me a chickenshit.

      “I’d rather lay down to get run over than drive the car that kills people,” I said.

      Isobel’s wine slopped over the edge. She’d lost focus while pouring, and now expensive grape juice was staining the tablecloth in the breakfast nook. She caught it quickly, sucked the wine off the back of her hand.

      “This is really a problem for you, isn’t it? The dishonesty?” Isobel looked at me like she’d never seen me before.

      I felt kind of the same.

      “I didn’t keep secrets from you,” I said.

      Her shoulders drooped. “I didn’t realize…” She took a long drink of wine. “This does mean something to you after all. You, me, and Fritz.”

      “You, me, and Fritz.” I had no appetite. I pushed back from the table, folded my arms. “You didn’t know how I’d react. You made assumptions, and you lied.”

      They’d lied to me, and people like Gary Zettel hadn’t.

      The world really was changing.

      “We’ve been hiding within the OPA for months, Cèsar. Ever since we returned from our last trip to Reno,” Fritz said. “Every time there was an opportunity to fight the agency and improve conditions, you said no. I respected it. But you kept saying no, and then all this happened. Isobel and I did what we had to do while continuing to protect you. Millions will die if I don’t control the OPA. Billions.”

      I looked between the two of them. Fritz and Isobel. Like it or not, the people who I was stuck with for the rest of my life. People who’d lied to me. People who’d tried to change America and ended up killing.

      And they’d won.

      The motivations were good even if the execution was bad, but I’d never really doubted that. Didn’t change the fact that I was pissed.

      I couldn’t trust my kopis anymore.

      Probably never should have.

      “I want to move in,” I said.

      They looked surprised. “Here?” Isobel asked, like it was too good to be true.

      “You guys are going to be back east for confirmation hearings, and then you’ll be making nice with the president, and God only knows how often you’ll be on this coast. Someone should hold down the fort in the mansion. And my apartment sucks.”

      Fritz rubbed a hand along the stubble on his jaw. He’d been waiting for me to move in ever since…Jesus, probably when he’d lost his foot and started having me drive him everywhere. Or maybe when he’d asked me to join his secret team after the killing-a-succubus incident. Or even when he’d met me on that beach after I nearly beat an incubus to death with my fists.

      I was finally asking, even though I’d just been tearing him a new one. Fritz knew something wasn’t right.

      That was probably why he answered the way he did. He was curious about what the fuck I was doing—what would happen when Cèsar Hawke tried to be Machiavellian like his kopis. “I’ll have the guest house set up for you.” It was a full-size house out back, far enough that it felt more like being neighbors than a liege lord and vassal.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      Isobel held out a hand. “I’ll show the guest house to you.”

      I knew where it was. I’d probably spent more time around Fritz’s mansion than she had. But I stood up and took her hand.

      Before she could walk away with me, Fritz caught my wrist. There was suspicion pulsing from his end of the bond. Maybe amusement. And a little bit of guilt, which made me feel guilty in turn. “You didn’t stay down. You didn’t stay safe.”

      “Suzy’s given me enough shit for that,” I said. “You’re welcome.”

      Fritz nodded slowly. “I’m looking forward to the coming weeks, Hawke.”

      I wished I could have said the same, but deception’s not my thing.

      The guest house looked like it had been prepared in the five minutes it took for Izzy and I to get out there. That meant it had been prepared for a while. Probably for months, while Fritz waited for me to relent.

      “Here’s the living room,” Isobel said. “The kitchen is over that way, and then the bedroom there. You’ve got your own hot tub now. And a bidet. Aren’t you excited?” She ventured a smile at me.

      The platinum and hard wood fixtures didn’t do much for me. Isobel’s smile, on the other hand…

      “You’re not mad at me for calling you a hooker anymore,” I said.

      “I think I misunderstood you,” she said. “In fact, I’m starting to wonder how well I know you.”

      “You know me as well as I know Fritz.” That was meant to be an insult. I softened it, lightened my tone. “I’m an enigma. A man made of layers of mystery and flan.”

      Isobel’s eyebrows climbed. “Flan?”

      “Oreos?” I suggested. “I know what you like. I’m just in a flan mood.”

      Her fingers curled through mine. It felt nice, doing this. Holding hands with a woman who’d spent a lot of her un-life lying to me.

      Maybe that was why I wasn’t as pissed off at Isobel as I was at Fritz. Izzy was just doing what Izzy had always done.

      It was easy to forgive someone with such nice boobs.

      She dragged her bottom lip through her teeth, and her eyes flicked up at me. “Are you staying here, in this mansion…for me?”

      Would have been nice if that was true. “There’s a lot of reasons.”

      Isobel’s breasts pressed against my chest. Her thighs molded on mine. Usually having Isobel breathe nearby was enough to get me aroused, but now, having her all up in my business didn’t do anything.

      Well, not much of anything.

      She smelled really good. And I’m only human.

      “Next, I think I should show your new bed to you,” she murmured into my ear.

      Jesus. I wish.

      “No thanks,” I said in a tiny unmanly voice.

      Isobel seemed to think I was joking. She chuckled against my pulse and her fingers wandered to my belt.

      “No really.” I carefully stepped back. “I’m just not ready, Izzy.”

      She gripped her chest, right over where her heartbeat should have been. “Do you think you’ll ever be ready again?”

      “I sure as hell hope so.” There had to be somewhere in the multiverse where Suzy and Isobel could get along. Somewhere that I could have my flan and eat it too.

      “Okay.” She tucked an eagle feather behind her ear, stepped back, shot me a more hesitant smile. “Let me know when you’re ready.”

      I stared as she slipped out the door. She was dressed for bed, which meant a shirt that didn’t hide too much below the waist. It was indecent. It was heaven.

      As long as I was lying to Isobel, I couldn’t have any of that.

      The OPA hadn’t bugged the guest house. I checked first thing, as soon as she was gone. Failing to find anything made me feel weird. I’d gotten so many bugs over the years that I could have made a Burning Man art installation, and now…nothing.

      That didn’t make me feel safe.

      People like Fritz had to be monitored in sneakier ways. Anything I did in the guest house, I had to believe people would be watching.

      Good thing I wasn’t planning on spending much time in the guest house.

      My closet was the perfect size for the anchor I set down. It was a new model, really tiny, impossible to detect from afar. Lots of advancements there. It didn’t even make me sneeze when I opened the gateway and stepped inside to Suzy’s new improved Batcave.

      She’d gotten rid of the stairs and the crappy furniture. She’d also added a few rooms. Now Suzy wasn’t living in a musty studio apartment at the bottom of a hole, but something that looked like civilization. She had computers, multiple desks, some big maps. The waterfall made it all look kind of like an evil lair.

      “Hey dumbass,” she said, wrapping one arm around my waist. The other arm was occupied by holding Cat, whose legs dangled limply at her side.

      Suzy kissed me. I still wasn’t used to having to bend down so far for that. I didn’t hate it.

      “Hey fatty,” I said against her mouth.

      She pinched me really fucking hard. I was surprised she didn’t pull out intestines through my stomach.

      A man cleared his throat, and I looked up to see Gary Zettel. He had a black eye.

      “Agent Hawke,” he said gruffly, shaking my hand.

      “You’re staying here too? Nice. VH1 is going to have a field day with their ‘Where Are They Now? Failed OPA Secretaries Edition’ episode,” I said.

      Zettel didn’t smile. He hadn’t gotten a sense of humor since he’d lost his job.

      “I said he could stay,” Suzy said.

      “That’s nice. Isn’t this the asshole who withdrew all Apple support from you?”

      “He apologized. Kinda.” She grinned, baring more teeth than a werewolf. That was when I noticed that she had a black eye too. She’d gotten into fisticuffs with Gary Zettel and survived. Probably hexed his ass. It was the closest thing to an apology Zettel was capable of giving, but Suzy probably liked it better that way. “My parents will be moving in soon. I can put up with Zettel if I can put up with my parents…and other members of the Apple.”

      “Good to hear it.” I rubbed my hands together, looking around at the cave. There was lots of room for expansion. They’d be able to house hundreds of members of the Apple here if they wanted. “It’s good for you guys to get along, since I’m ready for my tattoo.”

      Suzy’s eyes widened. “You mean…?”

      “Yeah.” I took a deep breath. “I’m ready to join the Apple.”
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My name's Cèsar Hawke, and the people in my life are filled with good intentions.
We all know where that ends up.
A fissure to Hell has ripped from Las Vegas to Los Angeles and now half the City of Dis is in my hometown. Helltown's hotter than ever. Demon dynasties are on the rise. The Silver Needles have claimed Calabasas as their murder palace and they're coming for me next...unless I get to them first.
Staying alive means forgiving people I've kicked out of my life, it means getting vicious with magic, and yeah, it means I'm dealing with dead bodies. Lots of them.
I'm Cèsar Hawke. I used to be an agent with the Office of Preternatural Affairs. And this is how the world ends.
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