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			CHAPTER
 1

			Cincinnati’s airport was predictably noisy with the Friday crush, the press of people and chatter giving rise to an unexpected unease. Sitting straighter in the row of uncomfortable chairs, I scanned the throng of constant movement for a furtive shadow, someone making an effort to blend in, someone not moving. But there was only the lone TSA agent leaning up against the wall, his arms crossed over his chest as he stared at me as if I might start throwing spells. Seeing my attention on him, he made the “I’ve got my eyes on you” gesture, and, frowning, I ran my middle finger under an eye to give him the one-fingered kiss-kiss back.

			Immediately he pushed off from the wall to blend in with the domestic travelers, but I knew there was probably a camera or six trained on me, and as I tucked a stray curl that had escaped my braid back behind an ear, I watched the oblivious mob to see if anyone had noticed. Quen, standing at a nearby table with Ellasbeth and the girls, gave me a knowing half smile and I warmed.

			“Crap on toast, I’m not banned from air travel anymore.”

			Am I? I wondered as I tucked the curl back again, stretching to look over and around the milling people until I found Trent returning from the coffee counter with three coffees and two cups of juice. The cardboard tray and primary-colored kids’ cups would have looked odd against his business suit and tie any other place, but here, at the Hollows International Airport, it all seemed to work.

			My breath caught as he jerked to a halt, eyes going from the sloshing coffee to the tall, blond, beautiful living vampire who had cut him off. Oblivious, the man ghosted past with an eerie quickness, clearly late for his gate. Trent’s gaze rose to find mine, a slight lift of his chin telling me he’d be right back. Lucy was shouting to hear her voice come back from the high ceiling, and Ellasbeth was becoming increasingly tight-lipped and frustrated.

			I slouched, smile threatening as Trent distracted the girls into better behavior. Lucy downed her juice immediately, but her quieter, more reserved sister ignored the cup, focused on the three dogs trotting through the terminal before their abundantly tattooed and therefore clearly Were owners. They were the size of small ponies, and probably ran with the pack.

			Ellasbeth looked frazzled in her professional, cream-colored suit, her thousand-dollar purse at her feet. My jeans, dark green leather jacket, and low-heeled, butt-kicking boots were out of place beside her boardroom polish, but that wasn’t unusual. The six-hour flight and four-hour time shift were going to leave their mark. Fortunately, flying first class turned cranky little girls from annoying to adorable. That she’d dressed them alike in blue and white jumpers and matching hats stuck in my craw, but it would make keeping track of them easier.

			If I was honest, I was glad I didn’t have any luggage tagged for Seattle in the pile beside them. I was sitting this one out, but I still kept my gaze on the passing people with more than a mild scrutiny as they moved around the small family like water about a stone, leaving no mark in memory or deed. Oh, Trent was still recognized every time he stuck his beautiful blond head outside of his estate’s gates, but lately, people were more inclined to whisper and snap furtive pictures than rush over to shake his hand and ask for a selfie.

			A quiver of something spilled through me as Trent finished with the girls and came over, two cups of coffee in his grip. Smiling, I took the one he offered, shifting in the seat to make the row of chairs seem more private.

			“They didn’t have skim,” he said, his expressive green eyes pinched in a charming, faint worry. “Two-percent okay?”

			Nodding, I sipped it, appreciating the unusual richness. “Thanks. Yes.” It was almost time. I could tell Trent was anxious as he glanced at his watch and settled in to wait. His familiar sigh went right to my core, and the touch of his knee against mine made me reconsider. But no. I had too much to do, and me leaving to tag along like so much baggage was not a good idea.

			I’d miss him, but even if there was no trouble brewing in the Hollows, I wouldn’t willingly spend seven days with Ellasbeth’s family, pretending everything was peachy keen while Trent sparred with the elven mucky-mucks, demanding they recognize his Sa’han status.

			Warm and nutty, the coffee slipped down my throat as I watched Ellasbeth over my cup. Her lips fell into a thin line when she noticed my knee touching Trent’s, but her smile became real as she cajoled Ray into trying her juice. Still, that tiny line in her forehead never went away.

			“I’m going to miss you and the girls,” I said, and Trent took my hand, giving it a squeeze as he settled it on my leg.

			“I’d love to have you with me for the week, but Quen knows their security and you have your playdate with Dali tomorrow.”

			Playdate? That was hardly the word, and I frowned, not looking forward to accompanying the self-proclaimed leader of the demons to meet and possibly mentor one of the surviving Rosewood babies. Dali wanted to teach him. For free. After three months of putting Dali off, I’d finally agreed to introduce him to the kid’s understandably reluctant parents. “I could be on the moon and Dali would pick me up and drop me off for that,” I said, and Trent chuckled, his grip on my hand becoming more sure.

			“I think,” he said, leaning to whisper in my ear, “that what you are doing is admirable. This will help all your kin find their place in the world again. Give them something to be proud of after having put themselves above the law for so long.”

			A quiver of worry spiked through me. “And when Dali screws it up and Keric’s parents come to me with a legitimate complaint, will you help me pound him for said law?”

			Trent’s smile widened. “He won’t. He needs this. They all do. It’s a connection to society, a reason to exist.”

			“More like a second chance to get the demon’s rebirth going with innocent minds rather than with a witch who doesn’t listen to them. Though I’ll admit I’m glad I’m not the only female demon anymore,” I said, and Trent hid a chuckle behind a sip of coffee. “Dali is going to screw it up,” I predicted. “Sooner or later, he’s going to manipulate Keric’s morals, or teach the kid something his parents specifically said not to, or just outright lie to them.”

			Trent chuckled. “If you change your mind, I bought an extra seat to insulate everyone from the girls. They do sell toothbrushes in Seattle.”

			I winced. Six hours on a plane? “Me being there won’t help your case.”

			Trent’s good humor vanished. “It would if they weren’t such—”

			“Careful . . .” I warned, a tiny smile threatening. “You never know who’s listening.”

			“Tradition-entrenched, frightened old farts blind to reality,” he finished.

			Loving him, I leaned to flatten his floating hair as he scowled at the way things were. The tingle of magic pricked my fingertips, and he made a visible effort to calm himself. “No, thanks,” I said as the girls ran to the big plate-glass windows, excited as a jet pulled into the terminal. “I’m surprised they even let me through TSA to see you off at the gate. Trying to get on the plane is another story.”

			But I hesitated as the thought occurred to me that two years ago, he would have flown out on his private jet. He said he was being environmentally conscious, but I wondered if it was more than that. “Hey, tell Ellasbeth’s mom happy birthday for me.”

			“I will.” He sipped his coffee, focus vacant as he put his elbows on his knees and stared at the future. “It’s only for a week,” he whispered, then pushed back and up, forcing a smile. “Is David going with you today to look at more property?”

			There was jealousy in his voice. I could hear it. “Yep,” I said brightly, feeling loved, but also a little annoyed. If Trent came property hunting with me, the seller would jack up the price, thinking he was helping me pay for it. David was a quiet presence no one knew, and his insight into insurance was a big plus. “It hasn’t come up on the market yet, but it looks good, and if I’m lucky, I’ll have a new place by the time you get back.”

			“If not, you can always move in with me,” he said softly. “The spelling lab is sitting there empty. I’m not using it.”

			I turned my hand palm up under his and gave it a squeeze. “It’s too far out, Trent,” I said plaintively, though I’d used his mother’s refurbished spelling lab on the odd weekend. “No one will trek out there looking for help.”

			“They used to,” he muttered as he shifted to put his ankle on a knee.

			But they don’t anymore, I finished silently. No one wanted Trent’s help now that his Sa’han status was in question, and because of that, he was running out of favors owed to him, favors that he had once used to get things done. The above-the-law power had made him the elven Sa’han—but no more.

			My chest hurt, and I held my breath to quash the pain as I looked at Ellasbeth doing mom-things with the girls, elegant and competent both. She could give that back to him, but only if I was out of the picture, or more realistically, out of Trent’s bed. Sure, he could make a few more babies with Ellasbeth out of wedlock and satisfy the letter of the elven law, but that wouldn’t rub out that he was in love with me, and my being a demon, even a witch-born demon, meant that was unacceptable.

			Ellasbeth looked up as if feeling my gaze on her, giving me a somewhat smug smirk. Maybe her hearing was better than I thought.

			I didn’t want to move in with Trent. Oh, I loved him and the girls, but it was more than needing to be close to the city center for work. Everything was easy for him. He wanted to make it easy for me. It sounded great, except I’d never know if my success was thanks to me or him, and I wanted it to be me.

			Unfortunately, moving in with Trent was looking more and more probable, even if only temporary. I had a bare two weeks before Constance Corson, Cincinnati’s incoming master vampire, kicked me out of Piscary’s old digs and took possession of it and Cincy both. Her people had been filtering in all month, causing trouble as they massed in the bars and hot spots to push out the old order with threat and fang. There’d been a surprising resistance, and as expected, the I.S. was ignoring it all, seeing as Constance was simply exerting her rightful power as the incoming master vampire: their new boss, basically. The human-run FIB couldn’t do anything—obviously. So far, Constance’s people were keeping the threats vamp on vamp. But that might change after she took control, and everyone was worried. Reason three for not leaving Cincy at the moment.

			“I want you to be careful while I’m gone,” Trent said, and I turned, surprised at not only his words but the real concern in the pinch of his green eyes.

			“I’m always careful,” I said, but just that he’d brought it up meant something was wrong. “What is it?” I said, voice low as I leaned closer.

			He took a breath, then pretended to take a sip of coffee to hide his moving lips. “It may be nothing, but we might have had an attempted break-in at the estate last night.”

			Might have? My expression fell. I could feel it. “I’m coming with you,” I said, reaching for my phone to call Jenks.

			“No.” He touched my hand, stopping me. “It was probably a nuisance attempt.”

			But his smile wasn’t quite right. I would’ve believed him six months ago, but now? I could spot his tells better than Quen almost.

			And he knew it. Seeing my disbelief, Trent eased back into the chair to watch the passing world. “I wouldn’t have mentioned it except the three vamps Quen scared over the wall weren’t in Cincy’s facial-recognition database.”

			I slowly nodded. “Out-of-town vamps causing trouble. I’m coming with you.”

			His gaze flicked to me, worry gripping my core when he smiled lovingly. “Rachel, I’d like nothing more than you coming with me, but not because three inept members of Constance’s camarilla scaled the wall to mutter threats at me through my security system.”

			“Threats? What did they say?”

			His hand in mine was warm, and he lifted it to give my knuckle a kiss. “Demanded that I acknowledge that Constance is the law in Cincinnati and the Hollows.”

			“Trent—”

			“Relax, it’s not anything that was unexpected,” he said. “And as you said, I’m too far out to be a direct influence on anything that happens in Cincinnati.” His lips pressed in thought and his focus blurred.

			I gave his hand a squeeze, and his attention returned. “Promise you’ll call if anything else happens. The second it does,” I prompted.

			“I will.” His gaze went to his two girls. “Promise.”

			He would. That I believed. If there was trouble, I could be there in the time it took for me to shake a demon from his “poor me” sulk and buy a line jump. My credit was good.

			“Here,” he said, twisting where he sat, and my eyes widened when he took a ring box from his suit pocket. “This is for you. It has nothing to do with Constance’s threats, but I know I’ll sleep better at night.”

			“Uhh . . .” I stammered. Trent was not the kind of guy to give jewelry. A gun, a spell, or a charm, yes, but not jewelry unless it was a gun, a spell, or a charm, and I took the small gray box, glad he hadn’t dropped down on one knee right there in the airport terminal. Yes, Ellasbeth was the mother of his child and he was devoted to another little girl who called Quen dad, but he was still single.

			“It’s a spell,” he said, pressing close with the scent of cinnamon and wine. “Took me an entire month to research.”

			Shoulders relaxing, I opened the box to find a delicate pinky ring, the interwoven bands of silver holding a pearl. “Oh, Trent, it’s beautiful,” I said as I pulled it from the box—hesitating at the faint tingle of a charm. “What does it do?”

			“It’s so you don’t forget me.”

			My eyebrows rose as he took the ring from me and put it on my pinky. “In a week?” I said dryly, and he chuckled as it fitted cool and perfect about my finger.

			“Look. I’ve got one, too,” he said, showing me his hand and a ring twin to mine apart from his being made of bands of gold, not silver, the setting decidedly more masculine. “If anything bad happens to either of us, both pearls turn black.”

			“Oh!” He took my hand, and I gazed at our fingers twined together, the rings catching the artificial light to almost glow. It was sort of a help-I’ve-fallen-and-can’t-get-up charm. “Thanks. I love it.” Then I hesitated. “When you say, if anything happens to either of us . . .”

			Not looking at me, he shrugged. “It works by way of your aura.”

			My lips pressed, and I looked down at our interlaced fingers. So it was jewelry, but it was bling with a bang. “Thanks, Trent,” I said, ignoring that it was a way to know if one of us was assassinated. “I love it.” And I did. It was delicate enough to look good on my slim fingers, so small that most people wouldn’t even notice it. Jenks would, though. The pixy saw everything.

			Trent seemed to brighten, but that worry line still crinkled the edges of his eyes. “It only took me a day to make once I found the pearls. That took a good month.” His gaze went to the girls, his focus distant. “They’re from the same oyster. And as unique as you.” Attention returning, he lifted our joined hands and kissed my fingertips. A shiver raced through me, and I felt myself warm. The public show of affection was unusual, but maybe he was making some sort of statement to Ellasbeth, who was clearly not happy.

			For a moment, it was just us, surrounded by the bustle of hundreds, but then his hand in mine tightened as their flight was announced over the loudspeaker. Pulling upright, he sent his gaze to Quen. Immediately the older, dark elf began to effortlessly prep the girls, wiping hands and faces, tidying shoelaces, and directing their attention without looking as if he was manipulating them. Crap on toast, he’s good.

			“I have to go,” Trent said as he stood.

			I rose as well, gut tightening. “It’s only a week,” I said, the sensation of his loss already hard on me as his family bustled to get organized. I felt left out, especially when the girls ran back to the window to look at the plane, their Aunt Rachel forgotten.

			Trent set his coffee on the chair’s arm and pulled me close, his hand warm at the small of my back. “I’ve seen what can happen in a week,” he said with a smile, his lips inches from mine and the scent of wine and cinnamon a heady wave. “Call me?”

			“You call me,” I said instead, and Trent took my cup and balanced it on the arm of the nearby chair as well before pulling me into a passionate hug that lit through me like fire. It was followed by a restrained but tender kiss that left me aching for more.

			“Yes, Madam Demon,” he said playfully as his arms lowered. And then he was gone and I was watching him walk away. Ray held his one hand, Lucy the other. Quen followed behind with Ellasbeth, the woman’s head down as she fumbled in her purse for their tickets. They were the perfect family, and seeing them leave for a week to be surrounded by the over-the-top West Coast elves, I began to worry.

			Leaving Cincy to Constance in order to follow Trent and keep Ellasbeth at bay might have been the better choice.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER
 2

			“The wiring is up to code, Rache,” Jenks said as he hovered before me, a faint rasp coming from his dragonfly-like wings. The sun shining in the big, street-grimed front window glowed in his short blond hair and the silver dust spilling from him, making him look far more innocent than he was. Spiderweb coated the garden sword at his hip, and dust dulled his red bandana, worn to convince any pixy whose territory he might stumble into that he wasn’t there poaching. Considering that such an intrusion was grounds for death, it was an appropriate precaution. “Give me a sec, and I’ll check the plumbing.”

			“Great,” I said, thinking that with their insatiable curiosity and ability to wiggle through walls, pixies could make a fortune in home inspections—if anyone cared to ask. “See if you can track down the source of that smell while you’re at it.”

			“And if it can be removed,” David added, his hands on his hips and duster brushing the floor as he stood with his back to us to watch the light traffic passing outside. His shadow was short on the old oak flooring, but that the sun even made it into the downtown Hollows two-story was somewhat of a miracle.

			Beside him, Sharron clasped her notebook like a fig leaf and smiled. “Remember that everything can be fixed except location. And, Rachel, this property has that in spades.”

			I nodded as Jenks hummed down the short hall to do a more thorough inspection of the tiny ground-floor restroom. Sharron was the epitome of professionalism in her bright yellow suit dress and her Cincy Realty pin, standing in the middle of the empty thirty-by-forty front room. The real estate agent had been working with us for three months. Anyone else would’ve given up by now, but she was just as perky, just as upbeat as the day I’d called her about a flat on the riverfront. It had rented out before I could get down to see it, but Jenks had a good feeling about the big-haired brunette who’d treated him like a person from the instant she beamed that wide-toothed smile and asked what he was looking for in a new property.

			David was actually the one who had tipped us off about the old shopfront. It wasn’t slated to be on the market for a few weeks, but that was exactly why Jenks and I had jumped on it. Everything was selling out from under us as Constance’s people came in.

			The narrow, two-story building faced a moderately busy downtown Hollows street. Even better, the downstairs was already zoned for business with living quarters for one upstairs—two if one of them was a pixy. Cars drove slowly past the big plate-glass window, and metered parking kept things moving. The building had old floors and painted metal tile on the ceiling, but I liked how the thick walls cut the noise, and the ornate, heavily carved moldings gave Jenks lots of places to perch. I’d done a quick look at the residual magic of the place the instant we’d crossed the threshold, and it was surprisingly clean, with only a rudimentary circle etched into the kitchen counter. A ley line wasn’t too far away, either.

			It was a “charmer,” in Sharron’s Realtor-ese, meaning small. It had “lots of character,” which meant the floor plan made little sense and the fixtures were old. It was also in an “up-and-coming” neighborhood, which Jenks said meant we’d be paying top dollar even though the shops to either side were kind of . . . well . . . dumpy.

			“Sharron! Will you turn this on for me? I want to check the water pressure,” Jenks shouted from the second floor, and the woman immediately headed for the stairs. He hadn’t come out of the downstairs bathroom, meaning he’d followed the piping up through the walls.

			“What do you think?” David drew back from the window as two I.S. vehicles tore by, sirens off but lights flashing. “You can’t beat the location,” he added, but I said nothing as I moved behind the oak display case and began opening drawers so old they had to be original. “Price is right for what you’re getting.”

			I struggled with the bottom drawer, finally giving up when I heard him cross the room, boots lightly scraping. “Street seems a little busy,” I said, rising up to see him moving with the confident grace of an alpha Were. Behind him, a FIB cruiser raced past, the human-run police force forever outclassed by their Inderland counterparts. Late to the party again.

			“Busy street, busy business,” he prompted as he leaned one elbow on the counter, his dark eyes on the street as the traffic resumed. There was a hint of gray around his temples, but it only made him look better, in my opinion. Pack life agreed with him. He was his best when taking care of someone, and his pack was growing. Fast. Sometimes I wondered what might have happened if I hadn’t abdicated my female alpha position.

			“You’d have a clear definition of public space and private with the living quarters upstairs,” David continued. “A door that locks between them. The church never did, and it always bothered me.”

			“Who is going to mess with the last living Tamwood heir?” I countered, tucking a stray curl of red hair behind an ear in a show of unease. But Ivy was still in DC trying to convince the long undead that it was a much better thing for her to hold the soul of her undead lover instead of letting it slip away, in essence allowing Nina to sip her own soul along with Ivy’s blood. It gave Ivy a smidgen of control in the traditionally one-sided scion/gnomon pair, and the old undead didn’t like it. At all. Even if Ivy had been in Cincy, she wouldn’t be living with me anymore. All good things, even if they hurt.

			But even I had to admit that this was a great space. I could maybe turn the display counter into a coffee bar, put my desk behind it, make a good first impression. The downstairs storage room would make a serviceable small spelling lab. I could work and man the door at the same time, freeing Jenks to do what he needed to do. Add two chairs and a low table in front of the window for interviewing clients, and a rack of service brochures—maybe lawyers specializing in Inderland issues, morgues, state-licensed day quarters for the poor undead, that kind of thing.

			Leaving the church for good would be hard, though. It had been standing fallow for the last three months, repairs having abruptly halted when the construction crew saw the pentagrams etched on Kisten’s pool table. Apparently word had gotten around, and I couldn’t get a construction company to even take my calls anymore, much less set foot in the church.

			Jenks was ready to sell, which had surprised me until I put it all together: he’d lost his wife there, and with his kids scattered, there was nothing left for him but reasons to leave.

			My shoulders were almost to my ears and, not wanting David to know it bothered me to just . . . abandon the church, I forced them down, took a breath, and tugged my short leather jacket square as I came out from behind the counter. Yes, a locking door would be nice, but I’d have to pay someone to reroute the gas line under the floor to make an area where I could set an unbreakable circle. Not to mention that after the expanse of the church, and then having Piscary’s old restaurant/lair all to myself for the winter, the two tiny rooms, half kitchen, and upstairs cubby bath felt confining. Tight. There was no outside space at all, and trying to do my calisthenics anywhere within the walls was impossible. I’d have to go to the gym.

			Welcome to the real world, I thought as I leaned back against the counter beside David and watched the traffic as we waited for Jenks. But then I frowned, recognizing that same beat-up brown Volvo that I’d seen in the morning at the airport parking. I remembered it because I’d thought it odd that someone would be sitting in their car at the curb, risking the airport police yelling at them, instead of parking it where they were supposed to. A dark-haired living vamp was behind the wheel this time, his black glasses and scruff giving him a rough look. Two blonds dressed like him sat in the back, and a bad feeling crept out from between my soul and reason. I didn’t like it when vamps dressed the same, even if the leather was classy. Unified looks meant unified purpose, and that could be deadly when it came to vamps.

			“That’s the third time around for them,” David said softly.

			“Maybe they’re looking for an open meter.” My eyes went to the three substantial locks on the door. Only one was mundane, the others were spells. They had expired, but I could fix that, and as I gazed out at the world, I decided I could handle downtown Hollows just fine—even if I’d miss the church like the undead miss the sun.

			I forced a smile when Jenks’s wings rasped on the narrow stairs. Sharron was following, going almost sideways in her tall heels. “Roof looks okay,” he said as he alighted on the counter to brush the dust from his head-to-toe black silk. “It’s old and flat, so snow might be an issue. But it’s not leaking, and it gets sun for a good part of the day. We could put some boxes up there. Get something green growing.”

			Which would help take care of Jenks’s needs. It wouldn’t be a garden, but as a widower, he didn’t need much. He was right about the sun. It would be on the face of the building most of the afternoon, making it bright and pleasant.

			“It’s a good neighborhood,” David said, wincing when a fire truck roared past, honking to clear the nearby intersection. “I’ve got a few pack members a block down. They could hear you if you shouted.”

			Hence him knowing about this place, I thought, wondering how I’d become the deciding voice here.

			“Lots of restaurants, shops,” Jenks said, now on David’s shoulder to look right as rain among the man’s long, wavy hair. Distracted, Sharron gazed out the window, eyes following the emergency vehicles. “We’d have living quarters upstairs, and a public area downstairs.” His wings hummed. “New furniture that doesn’t smell like Ivy. With a few pictures on the wall and a rug, this could be a nice place. You could spell in that back room and still hear the door.” He hesitated, and then, as if he was only now checking, he added, “Ley line is pretty near.”

			Again I reached out a thought and found it, agreeing as a soft, welcoming warmth and tingle spread through me and a stray strand of red hair began to float. It was close. Not as close as the one we used to have in the church’s backyard, but not bad.

			But even as I considered it, a feeling of loss took me. Flowerpots and raised beds were not a garden. I’d have to buy everything I used to get for free. There was no view, no space, and the off-street parking that came with the place would hardly hold my tiny MINI. Being right in downtown Hollows might sound good on paper, but maybe I’d be too accessible, spending all my time tracking down straying familiars and telling people I didn’t make love charms instead of finding murder suspects and kicking ass.

			What concerned me most, though, was that my line of work wasn’t always conducive to being a good neighbor. The church was unlivable because of a misunderstanding with Cincy’s resident vamps, made worse when the elven goddess threw a tantrum in my front room. Not both at the same time, fortunately, but imagining that in downtown Hollows? The potential collateral damage was enough to give even Trent pause.

			Jenks’s hopeful expression, though, ate at my resistance. Constance would be in Cincy in two weeks and our rent-free situation in Piscary’s old digs would be over. We had to live somewhere, and the church needed a new kitchen before it could get an occupation permit. Without that, no one would even consider buying it.

			“Could you excuse us for a moment?” I said to Sharron, and Jenks rattled his wings in anticipation as Sharron beamed.

			“I’ll be outside,” she said, heels clicking as she headed for the sidewalk where her bright yellow, big-ass, four-door Cadillac waited at the curb. “This is a good one, Rachel. You could look for a year and not find anything better in your price range. It makes me glad all those others fell through. What did I tell you? Things happen for a reason.”

			David eased himself up to sit on the counter, knees wide in a classic manspread as the dusty door chime clunked and Sharron went outside. His scruff, so different from Trent’s always-smooth cheeks, held my eye. Must be a Were thing.

			“Well?” Jenks prompted as the street noise cut off. His expression was hopeful, and I quashed a rising worry. Jenks would have the funds from the church to cover his side of things, but my share would take everything I’d managed to scrape together. I had to trust myself that the money for the mortgage would come, but even more important, I could trust myself.

			Again I looked out the wide window. Is this the place? I wondered. I’d have a nice view of the river if I put a larger window in upstairs. Maybe the roof was better than I thought, and Jenks and I could make a potted paradise up there. “I like having off-street parking,” I said slowly, and Jenks rasped his wings in agreement.

			“The building is sound,” David encouraged, reaching for his phone when it dinged for his attention. “If you like it, you should take it. You can always sell it later if you change your mind. Downtown property moves pretty fast.”

			I took a breath. Held it. Exhaled. Jenks was right. It was time to let go. I needed a more professional image, and I hadn’t picked out the church in the first place. Ivy had, and the reason for having it—sanctified ground where the undead and demons couldn’t tread—was no longer an issue.

			“I like it,” I said, and Jenks inked a bright silver. “We should put in an offer.”

			“Great!” Jenks darted to hover by the door, waiting for one of us to open it. “I’ll tell Sharron. How much you want to start with?”

			My shoulders slumped as if having decided made everything easier. Gold lettering on the door. Maybe a light over the window. Nice rug . . . “Anything less than the last place sounds good to me. Go for it, Jenks. You’ve got a good feel for our finances.”

			Smiling, David slipped from the counter and went to open the door a crack.

			“Good-bye, stinky pizza place, hello, downtown living. I’m a city pixy!” Jenks exclaimed, and then he was on the sidewalk, making circles around Sharron until she clapped her hands and gave me an enthusiastic smile.

			David lingered by the door as I took one last look to imagine the space with me and Jenks and all our stuff. “Thanks for bringing this to our attention,” I said as I found my phone and took a picture of the old counter, then another of the big front window to show Trent. “I can’t believe how fast property is going right now. This is, like, the seventh place we’ve almost bought.”

			“It’s a great building,” David said, louder since I’d gone to take a picture of the back room. “Nothing weird in the history apart from a lizard issue in the eighties. Still don’t know what that was about.” He chuckled. “I’m surprised you didn’t ask Trent to look at it.”

			“Trent?” I clicked off the light and came out. “And have the owner jack up the price?”

			“I suppose.”

			“Besides”—I stared at the ceiling, wondering if it was higher out here than in the back—“he and the girls left today for the West Coast with Ellasbeth to visit her mom. It’s her birthday, and apparently elves make a big deal about it when it’s got a zero attached to it.” Nose wrinkling, I waved at Jenks that I’d be right there. He’d plastered himself against the window like a highway casualty. Translation: I was killing him. “I would have gone, but I’ve got an appointment with Dali tomorrow.” Annoyed, I ushered Jenks off the window, and he darted back to Sharron.

			“Still, an all-expenses-paid vacation to the West Coast?” David said, and then his expression blanked. “You didn’t get banned from Seattle, too, did you?”

			“No, but being surrounded by Ellasbeth’s family for a week doesn’t sound like a vacation. He’s going to be busy with the enclave elders cementing his Sa’han status. My presence would not help.”

			David put an arm over my shoulders in consolation. The eon-long war between the demons and elves had crusted over, but the scab was new and they both seemed to be looking for a reason to scratch it. “I’d think having a demon on your payroll would be a positive thing,” David said as he opened the door and the sounds of the city at noon rose to soothe me.

			“Sure, if I wasn’t also in his bed,” I muttered, and David laughed.

			Jenks looked up from his hover over Sharron’s shoulder as she gave me a thumbs-up that could mean anything from “I’m on the phone with my mom” to “we cinched the deal.”

			“I’m sure it will work out.” David’s arm fell away as he came to a rocking halt in the sun, his dark eyes scanning the street. “You’ve got a solid in with the elven dewar for saving Landon from the baku. Zack doesn’t have a problem with a demon shacking up with the prince of the elves and, come his eighteenth birthday, he’ll be the head of the dewar.”

			“Trent is not the prince of the elves,” I said, my gaze dropping to my new pinky ring, glinting in the sun.

			“Tink’s tampons, he isn’t,” Jenks said as he abandoned Sharron. “The guy is pure Rachel candy. Vast power and clout—”

			“—on the skids,” David finished, to make Jenks laugh and bob his head, golden hair shining. “Face it, Rachel. You’re kryptonite to the high-powered elites.”

			“Am not.” I fumbled to put my phone in my bag, head rising to follow the sounds of sirens two blocks over.

			Jenks gave David a sidelong look before landing on his shoulder. “You bankrupted Al in three years flat,” the pixy said, raising one finger. “Did the same for Trent in, what? Six months?”

			“Al was trying to own me,” I said in my own defense as David checked his phone and frowned. “And Trent still has money,” I added, but him flying out first class instead of in his jet left me wondering. “Why does everyone think he’s broke?”

			“Maybe it’s the lawsuits,” Jenks smart-mouthed. “Ivy is still trying to recoup her losses after hitching her wagon to you. Paycheck to paycheck doesn’t look good when you’re slated to be Cincy’s master vampire after death. Poor girl.”

			“I didn’t ask her to leave the I.S. with me,” I said, but Jenks was on a roll.

			“I’m the only person who has come out of this better than they went in,” he said proudly.

			“I’m better off,” David said, his head down over his phone. “Ivy is better off by far. Al is, too, for all his complaints. And Trent?” David grinned, showing his teeth. “I didn’t have to kill Trent to prevent another Kalamack from taking over the world.”

			Because of me, I thought, but I was too embarrassed to say it. Because of me, Trent had grown into who he wanted to be, not what his father had made him: frighteningly resolute in his pursuit of a goal and blind to another’s pain.

			“It’s harder to scare people into doing what you want when you don’t have any money,” David said, ruining it.

			Jenks laughed as I put a hand on a hip. “Why do I even listen to you?” I said.

			“Because I look good in leather and scruff,” David replied. “And what would the papers print if Rachel Morgan went out without a boy toy?”

			They were both laughing, but Sharron had finally gotten off the phone, and I pushed past David, willing to ignore it.

			“Good news!” Sharron said brightly. “They like the terms that Jenks offered, and with your preapproval, we’re all set. The place is yours.”

			My God, we are going to do this, I thought, breathless as Sharron locked the front door, beaming as she turned to face us. “I’ll jump back to my office,” she said, eyes bright, “print out the contract, and move this forward before the weekend and everything slows down. Congratulations! If everything looks okay in the inspection, you can be in by the end of the month. I’ve got your good-faith check from the last place that fell through. All you have to do is pick out your furniture.”

			“Month?” I turned to Jenks, wincing. I could probably couch surf for a while, but it wasn’t the image of self-reliance I was trying for, and interviewing clients at a coffee shop would get old really fast.

			“Can we move this any faster?” Jenks asked for both of us.

			Sharron turned, the big key in her hand. “It’s empty,” she said, her eyes distant on the future. “So maybe a few days to line up the inspection.” Her focus cleared on David. “I’m sure you can get proof of insurance expedited, and your mortgage is sitting there from the last time we thought we had something. I’ll keep an eye open for a closing cancellation. They don’t like it when we push for speed, but things have been easier since the Turn.” She hesitated in thought. “Maybe two weeks if nothing goes wrong?”

			I exhaled, and beside me, David seemed to relax. “Two weeks is better,” I said, wondering whether, if I was really nice to Constance, she might let me and Jenks hang out on the boat tied to Piscary’s quay a couple of extra days. Probably not, I thought sourly. I’d downed Pike, her scion, after catching him poking around the boat, and pride meant everything to the undead.

			“Great!” Jenks took flight. “I can still get a late spring garden in if I hustle.”

			Sharron extended her hand first to me, then David, the woman clearly pleased. “This feels good, Rachel,” she said as she backed to her car, her phone still in hand. “I told you we’d find something before you lost your place.”

			“Nothing like waiting to the last moment,” I muttered, and Jenks bobbed his head. Constance was coming. I could see it in the new graffiti and the uncomfortable headlines. Not to mention my new escorts driving around Cincy in a beat-up brown Volvo. “Thanks, Sharron!” I called out as the woman crossed in front of her car and waited for traffic to clear. “I can’t believe it took this long.”

			“Everyone finds their place eventually!” she said happily as she got into her car and slammed the door shut. I could tell she was relieved we’d pulled the trigger on this one so fast. We’d been looking for ages, and her time-invested/commission ratio was probably nearing the break-even point. Not that she would ever complain. She was too professional for that.

			Jenks landed on my shoulder, the barest hint of a sour green dust spilling from him. “It wasn’t as if we weren’t trying,” he muttered, and I nodded. We’d lost the last two places due to miscommunications and a buyer’s market.

			Sharron’s passenger-side window went down with a whine. “I’ll text you when I’ve got the paperwork in hand,” she said as she stretched across her front seat. “Where are you going to be the next couple of hours?”

			Hours? I thought, thinking she must be tired of properties being jerked out from under us, too. “Ah, Junior’s?” I suggested. “It’s close to your office. I could use a coffee.”

			David leaned closer. “She has no idea what you are talking about.”

			I stifled a wince. No, she wouldn’t. Only a handful of people called it that. The why was a long story. “Coffee shop a few blocks from your office,” I added. “The one with the circles on the floor.”

			“You got it. See you in a few.” Sharron’s car window went up, and, after looking behind her, she pulled out and was gone.

			“Congratulations, Rachel,” David said, and I waved for Jenks to go hover by the door so I could get a picture to send to Trent and Ivy. “I’m glad you’re moving out of Piscary’s and a door that half of Cincy has a key to.”

			I looked up from my phone and met his eyes. “Seriously?”

			Jenks zipped closer, and I tilted it so he could see the picture. “Who’s going to bother Cincy’s resident demon?” he said, and I blew his dust away before it blanked the screen.

			“We do okay,” I added, but he was right, and I quashed my nervousness as I pocketed my phone and we started down the sidewalk to where I’d left my car.

			“I know you do.” David took a long step to catch up. “It’s just . . .”

			My unease deepened. His hands hung free and his eyes were on the rooflines. “What?”

			He scrubbed a hand over his bristles sheepishly. “Three idiots tried to jump me this morning on my run. They fled in a brown Volvo.”

			My eyes widened and Jenks’s dust shifted to a surprised red. “Seriously? Are you okay?” I blurted, and David looked at his fist. It was skinned. I hadn’t noticed until now.

			“Me? Fine,” he said, flashing me a thin smile. “They weren’t much of a threat. Besides, I needed the workout. All this domestic bliss is making me flabby.”

			Flabby? I eyed his flat stomach.

			“They told me,” he said, his expression becoming angry for the first time, “to look to Constance instead of you. That she’s the law in Cincinnati, and that if I knew what was good for me, I’d put a leash on my people and give her the room she needs.”

			“David . . .” This wasn’t good. First Trent, and now David? It was almost the same threat. Look to her, or else.

			But he was grinning, his eyes on his knuckles again. “I told them where they could lick themselves. Rachel, relax, it will take more than three living vampires to scare me. I handled it. They won’t be back. Vampires are homebody cowards. Once they find out they can’t bully you, they leave you alone.”

			Maybe, but in two weeks, Constance would have more than a handful of vampires at her beck and call, she’d have her entire camarilla.

			“I wouldn’t have even told you, except that a little warning goes a long way. If you have a new lock instead of being six feet under the ground or on a boat where you can’t reach a ley line, I’ll feel better.”

			I smiled, finding a compliment in there. “You’re right, but as you say, it’s a mistake they’d only make once.”

			“True, but why bust heads when you don’t have to?”

			Because a little tussle now prevents a big misunderstanding later, I thought, but he’d scuffed to a slow halt, and I stopped. His car was one way, mine the other. If he offered to walk me to mine, I was going to punch him. Escorting people through the bad guys was my job.

			“This is a nice neighborhood,” he said, but the way he was scanning the rooftops was disconcerting. “I’m glad you got it. Let me know when you’re moving and I’ll bring the pack.”

			“Deal,” I said. Exchanging pizza and beer for an afternoon of companionship and a fast move was a win-win. “Thanks again, David.” I reached out, tugging him closer for a quick hug to say thanks for more than the tip on the property, but also for letting me be me. Jenks flung himself back off my shoulder, swearing as I breathed in the delicious scent of Were: woodsy, spicy, and earthy. “Tell me if Constance’s chipped-fang thugs bother you again.”

			“Will do.” His eyes were crinkled in worry when he dropped back, but his smile was warm. “Always a pleasure,” he said as his phone rang. He reached for it, and my eyes went to the ambulance coming up the street, hitting its siren for a quick brupp to clear the intersection. Something was going on. I could hear angry shouting a few blocks away.

			“You need to take that?” I said as David frowned first at the number, then the ambulance as it slowly wove through the stopped traffic.

			“Excuse me,” he said, shoulders hunched as he hit the connect key and turned away.

			“Jenks,” I called so the curious pixy wouldn’t eavesdrop, and he jerked to a short stop, dust spilling gold in annoyance. “This is okay, right?” I said as he came back and we looked at the store front. Most of the closing costs were coming from him and the probable sale of the church—if we ever got it into saleable condition.

			“Absolutely,” he said, but a hint of depressed blue showed in the dust spilling from him. “I never liked living where dead humans were rotting in the ground.”

			I’d heard his complaint before, but I wasn’t sure I believed him.

			“And I can always gather stuff from the garden before we sell it,” he added, making me doubly unsure. It would be great having a downtown office, but I couldn’t help but wonder if I would miss the church more: the solitude, the cool quiet of the street, the solstice bonfires in the back, the noise of the kids riding their bikes on the walk in the dark, the garden I never seemed to have enough time to work in but which somehow gave me everything I needed.

			The belfry where Bis had lived, I thought, head dropping to the new ring Trent had given me. Jenks had raised his kids there, lost his wife among the tombstones. Maybe . . . maybe it was better this way. Time to let my baggage sit on the curb for the trashman.

			“Be right there,” David said as he ended his call. His face was creased in concern as he turned to us. “You can get to your car from here okay, right?”

			I followed his gaze to the ambulance vanishing around the corner. “Want some help?” I asked, and David fidgeted, clearly eager to be gone.

			“If you say no, she’s going to sulk for the rest of the afternoon.” Jenks rose up, hands on his hips in his best Peter Pan pose. “Don’t do that to me, Mr. Peabody.”

			But David was inching away, the mildly irksome nickname not even noticed. “It really is a nice street, Rachel. I gotta go.” Turning, he ran off after the ambulance, duster furling and hat falling off his head.

			He didn’t stop to pick it up.

			I frowned, and from beside me, Jenks said, “I don’t know if I should say something about him being an ambulance chaser, or just cars in general.”

			“He forgot his hat,” I said, striding forward to scoop it up.

			Jenks took off his bandana and stuffed it in a back pocket, telling me he was working. “Maybe you should take it to him.”

			Nodding, I started off in a slow jog, then jerked into a faster pace when someone screamed and the small pop of a handgun echoed against the stone buildings.

			Nice neighborhood? I thought as I began to run in earnest.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER
 3

			I skidded to a faltering halt in the street, lips parting as I gazed up at the low-slung, two-story apartment building. All the windows were open with their screens pushed out, and shadows of people were chucking clothes, tables, books, anything that would fit and a few things that wouldn’t down to hit the patchy front lawn. I stood at the back of a small crowd, jostling shoulders until someone either recognized me or felt the tingle of our internal ley line energy levels trying to balance and pushed back to give me room. Yep, I had that kind of a rep.

			I moved forward, arms over my middle as I stopped at the “do not cross” tape stretched between the gangly street trees. Three people, Weres by the look of the tattoos and general hippie/free-spirit clothes, were facedown on the front lawn, spread-eagled with their hands clasped behind their heads. Two I.S. agents stood over them, yelling their rights at them. A third held a rifle, presumably the one that had gone off and was now confiscated. No one was at the ambulance, so the situation looked contained.

			In addition to the EMS, there was a total of six I.S. cars, one FIB cruiser, the fire truck, and a news crew training their cameras on the distressed people gathering their stuff off the lawn. A second line of I.S. officers milled about, to keep the crowd from testing the line.

			“That doesn’t look legal,” Jenks said from the safety of my shoulder, and the crowd oohed when an entire bookcase came tumbling out, hitting the ground to break into three pieces and scatter paperbacks everywhere.

			It might be understandable if the building was on fire, but despite the fire truck at the curb, it wasn’t. This had all the earmarks of a mass eviction, one done without the usual painstaking legalities and paperwork, and my face burned. The I.S. wasn’t doing anything about it except crowd control.

			“You want me to tell David we’re here?” Jenks said, and I scanned the crowd until I found the man standing beside one of the cruisers.

			“That’s bull!” I heard him say faintly as he gestured to the building. “You can’t evict someone because you want the property. They’re paid up. The property is in repair.”

			“Sir, if you don’t get behind the tape, I’ll detain you for obstruction,” the officer said, one hand on his cuffs, the other reaching to push David back.

			My breath caught as David shifted, the motion so fast the I.S. officer hesitated in surprise.

			“I wouldn’t.” David almost growled the words, and the displaced Weres within earshot hesitated, turning from their growing piles. They were looking to him for direction, and a chill dropped down my spine. “I really wouldn’t.”

			This was bad, but it could clearly get a whole lot worse. “Tell him I don’t have bail money for this,” I whispered, and Jenks darted away, ignored as he broke the “do not cross” line.

			I lost his sparkle of dust in the sun, but I knew the instant he reached David, as the Were suddenly backed off, his posture shifting from aggression to worry. He turned right to me, frowning when I gave him a little wave. If they took him down, I’d get involved, and apparently he didn’t want that.

			“I won’t tell you again,” the officer said, bold now that David had retreated. “Behind the line!”

			David raised a hand in acquiescence, but his anger hung with him as he went to help one of the former residents carry a chair to the moving van that had pulled up to the curb.

			My shoulders slumped, stiffening back up when I spotted that same brown Volvo cruising the outskirts. My eyes met the driver’s, my lip twitching when he smiled mockingly at me and drove on.

			Which made me wonder if this had been a ploy to lure David away and get me alone, or just general harassment. The people collecting their things were frustrated and angry, prevented from going upstairs to get their belongings by three I.S. officers standing at the door. They were protecting Constance’s vampires, and my fists clenched.

			Eminent domain? I thought, eyes narrowing. This was unicorn crap. City master vampires sucked. But without them, everyone would be prey, not simply one small group of vampires who thought it was a privilege to be the undead’s next fix. In return, Constance was taking what she wanted. And the I.S. was going to help because as the city’s master vampire, she was basically their boss.

			“She’s not going to be here for another two weeks,” I muttered to myself. “What kind of legal loophole did they find to justify this?”

			“One they made up this morning,” a familiar voice said at my elbow, and I jerked, my anger shifting a little closer to home as I saw it was Captain Edden of the FIB looking both confident and apologetic in a light gray shirt, his black pants hoisted high above his slightly spreading middle. No tie.

			Grimacing, I turned away, but not before I caught a hint of pleading in his eye. Too bad I was still mad at the balding, stubborn-as-nails, honest-to-a-fault, loyal, trustworthy, middle-aged former military man who only wanted to make the world a better place.

			“The eviction date was moved up due to the courts going on vacation next week,” he added, shifting closer. The “do not cross” tape was between us, which I thought was fitting. “My backlog is already killing me. We don’t have the jail space for what this is going to cause.”

			Ticked, I looked at him, words failing me. I had trusted him, and he had bitch-slapped me without even knowing it.

			“Rachel,” he said with a pained, forced joviality. “I never expected to see you here. Come on in. I could use your help. None of the former residents are human, and the I.S. is ready to kick me out.”

			He lifted the tape for me to pass under. Arms over my chest, I stared at him.

			“If you’re with me, they won’t make me leave, and I’m trying to help someone,” he added. Forehead wrinkling, he dropped the tape. “Rachel?”

			I didn’t move. My breath was shallow and my gut hurt. Behind him, a potted plant hit the ground and shattered.

			“Okay, I’m an ass,” he said, and I exhaled, almost tearing up in the relief that he wasn’t going to pretend nothing was wrong. “You have every right to be mad at me. But this is an Inderland matter, and if you don’t vouch for me, I’m going to get kicked out. What’s going on isn’t fair. Someone needs to hold them accountable, and the I.S. won’t do it.”

			“That you admit to being an ass isn’t admitting you were wrong,” I said, voice low so it wouldn’t shake. The hurt had been that deep.

			Edden slumped. Pulling himself straight, he faced me directly, with more than tape hanging between us. “I was wrong to assume it was a demon causing the baku murders,” he said. “And even more wrong to not stop that kind of prejudicial thinking right at my desk. Thank you for pointing out that my attitude was that of a xenophobic pig. I’m trying to fix that. Please tell me if I’m ever dumb enough to do it again.”

			Jenks hovered behind him, and I hesitated as he shrugged. The pixy would know if Edden was lying by way of his aura. I didn’t need to see Edden’s aura to know he was sincere. The older man was one of my favorite people, which was why it had hurt so much. But I could forgive him. We all made mistakes, and our upbringing was sometimes hell to overcome. “What can you tell me?” I said, almost breathing the words.

			Edden exhaled, knowing what I was really saying was that I forgave him. Motions fast, he lifted the tape again. I slipped under it, feeling everything change as I accepted his apology. He had acknowledged my feelings were legitimate, taken ownership of his actions, apologized, and promised to be aware of it. If I was going to live in this world, I had to let go of the hurt and move on.

			“They’re being forcibly evicted,” he said as we turned to look at the building, our shoulders almost touching. “They were given four weeks’ notice, but something shifted and everything was moved up.”

			Jenks hovered between us, clearly glad things were getting back to normal, and the two men gave each other a head nod. “What do you mean, everything?” Jenks said, and Edden’s worry turned to a frown.

			“Constance Corson is taking possession this week,” he said, and I started.

			“Crap on toast, this week?” I said, squinting at him. But that explained the new, excessive vamp graffiti blotting out the traditional Were territory signs.

			“Are you sure?” Jenks asked, his wing pitch lowering in worry.

			Edden gestured to the building. “So far she’s been smart and is harassing only Inderlanders.”

			“So why are you down here slumming in the Hollows?” Jenks asked for both of us, and Edden inclined his head, a new smile on his face. He had made it his goal to make a path for Inderlanders to come to the human-run FIB for help, but tradition was hard to break. Clearly someone finally had.

			“Could you . . . She’s over here,” Edden said in answer. Hands in my jacket pockets, I followed him across the lawn to where a woman in hospital scrubs was trying to organize her things into a sad pile. My interest piqued at the candles and chalk. She was probably a witch since an elf wouldn’t be living in a middle-class neighborhood.

			“Stephanie came to me about a week ago,” he said as we walked, and I hustled to catch up with his long strides. “The entire building filed a complaint at the I.S., but when their paperwork landed on a carousel of death, she got desperate enough to try the FIB.” He frowned at the open windows, his mustache bunching up. “This might be my fault. I was close to having the eviction notice declared illegal, so they moved it up.”

			I glanced at Edden, wondering how a witch coming to him for help had gone down with his superiors, but there was a good chance that no one in the system had known she was there until it was almost done—the I.S. handled Inderland matters, the FIB everything else.

			Jenks landed on my shoulder as Edden stopped beside the woman, now staring up at the top floor as a slew of books began shooting out like cannon fodder.

			“Would you just let me come up there and get my stuff?” she shouted, then snatched up one of the thick medical textbooks and brushed the grass clippings off it. “This cost me eight hundred bucks, you pathetic, cowardly, chip-fanged excuse of a bloodsucking mosquito!”

			Jenks made an impressed sound, adding, “I think I like her.”

			Edden cleared his throat. “Stephanie? I want you to meet Rachel Morgan,” he said, and the woman looked up, clearly not seeing me.

			“Nice to meet you,” she said by rote, then turned to drop the book on the others already assembled. Her straight auburn hair was darker than mine, framing her long face in a professional cut. She stood about my height. Her curves were ample and she was an attractive early-thirty-something. Her nose wasn’t small, but it wasn’t big, either, and she wore no makeup and a pair of wire-rimmed glasses that probably saw through spells. A veritable plethora of tiny ring piercings down the arch of her left ear gave her a witchy vibe, the black ringlets looking like a charm of some sort. There was a smallish, silvery black stone embedded in her earlobe as well. Metal was the go-to for ley line amulets, but stone could be used if it had a high enough metal content, and something about it said magic. Where did she get a stone amulet? I wondered.

			A hospital badge hung around her neck and a radiation card was clipped to her lapel. I guessed nurse or tech by her angry, no-nonsense look combined with the obvious strength in her arms and a little extra weight from sitting in a chair too many hours in the day. And she was a witch. The slight scent of redwood lifting from her confirmed it if her piercings and that stone in her earlobe weren’t enough. It wasn’t much, though, so maybe she was just a warlock, able to invoke a charm or spell, but lacking the know-how to make one.

			Feeling for her, I scooped up one of her books, brushing it off before handing it to her. She blinked, the small show of kindness hitting her hard as she held it close, clearly struggling to keep it together. “Ah, everyone calls me Stef,” she said, eyes going to Jenks on my shoulder. “Edden,” she complained as she set the book—on skin fungi and charms to eliminate them—on the pile. “Can’t you do something? I’ve got two more weeks. We all do.”

			But Edden shook his head. “I’m sorry. It’s been signed by a judge. By the time we get it revoked, they will have taken possession.”

			“One on Constance’s payroll, I bet,” Stef muttered, then jumped when her TV came crashing down. “What the hell is wrong with you! Let me up there so I can get my stuff!”

			“I wouldn’t advise it,” I said before Edden could do more than take a reluctant breath.

			“Why not?” she blurted aggressively, and I pointed to the three big I.S. agents at the complex’s door.

			“The entire building is full of vampires hyped up on themselves and the joy of I.S.-sanctioned illegalities,” I said. “Even if you could get past them, you’d be hard-pressed to get back out without a bite, much less with your stuff. You can buy more stuff. It takes years to get over a bite. If ever.”

			“Which is why,” Edden interrupted, clearly uncomfortable, “I’m glad you are here.” He hesitated. “Why are you down here, anyway?”

			“Looking at property,” I said, unwilling to open up that far to him just yet. “Stef, I’m sorry this is happening to you, but my advice is to pack up what they chuck out and find a new place.”

			The woman’s lips pressed together. “Do you know how hard it is to find anything in Cincinnati or the Hollows right now? The nearest place I could find is out at Hamilton, which would give me an hour commute instead of a ten-minute trip by bike or bus.”

			“I do, actually,” I said, letting some of my own frustration show. “I’ve had eight properties jerked out from under me in the last three weeks. I’ve got my own eviction notice pinned to my chest like a big, red A.”

			Stef’s eyes met mine, her entire attitude shifting as she saw us for the first time. Hazel, I thought, then I jumped when an end table hit the ground with a loud crack. Jenks darted from me in surprise, hands on his hips as he stared at the destruction. “Petty,” he said.

			“My cat is up there,” she said, her fear hitting me like a slap in the face.

			Damn it all to the Turn and back. . . . Jaw clenched, I looked at Jenks. I didn’t have to say a word.

			Spilling a bright silver dust, Jenks hovered closer. “I’ll find it. What’s its name?”

			“His name is Boots,” Stef quavered, blinking fast as she tried not to cry.

			Of course it is, I thought, and after giving Edden a dark look to stay put, I headed for the door, arms swaying. “Anything else you want?” I called over my shoulder.

			“That vampire bitch’s head on a platter,” she said, and Jenks laughed.

			“I knew I was going to like her,” he said as he came even with me.

			But I wasn’t anywhere near amused. I hadn’t been embellishing the situation when I told Stef getting in and out without a bite was chancy. Peeved, I looked over the taped-off lawn to find David talking with a group of five Weres in cuffs. “Jenks, how long would it take for you to get David if I need him?”

			The pixy flew beside me, fiddling with his bandana as he considered it. “Right now? About thirty seconds. If he gets himself cuffed?” Jenks hesitated. “Three to five minutes.”

			I didn’t think David was going to get himself in trouble. Still . . . “Tell him I’m going in for a cat. I’ll be nice about it, but if it gets sticky, I might need backup. Then meet me at the front door.”

			“You got it.”

			The three I.S. officers had noticed me coming, and as Jenks swooped over to David, they pulled themselves together into a unified front. I gave the guys, two skinny and one muscle-bound, a fake smile, artfully pulled a strand of hair from my braid, and went over what I had. Splat gun. Fists. My feet. Attitude, I thought as I slowed to a halt, staying one step down to give them a brain-dead smile.

			“I’m going in to get a cat,” I said pleasantly, immediately pegging the skinny guy with the bad shave as the ranking officer. He was a living vamp, obviously, because they wouldn’t send a witch or Were I.S. agent to sanction Constance’s will. “Are you going to give me a problem, or will we all go home tonight the way we came in?”

			“You’ve been evicted, witch,” the heavier guy said. Doyle, according to his badge. “You had your chance.”

			I put a hand on my hip, head cocked. “Seriously, I just want the cat. Five minutes. In, out, gone,” I said, a hint of redhead attitude showing.

			“And that was your warning,” Doyle said, reaching.

			It was a stretch because I was a step down, but I blocked him. Impact sang through my arm, and I used the pain to jab at his throat. He choked, predictably bending to put his ears in my reach. I gave them a good box as I brought my knee up, barely tapping his groin.

			Doyle’s breath exploded from him. His eyes widened, and I grabbed his shoulders, taking his weight and easing him off the step and to the ground. Sure, I felt for the guy, but what I really wanted was my hands on him in case his friends decided to do something and I needed him to take it instead.

			But they didn’t, both watching with wide eyes and a new reluctance to get involved.

			Jenks dropped to the panting man. “Bad life choice. Breathe shallow. It will get better.”

			Not before I get that cat, I hoped as I rose, hands in the air in a show of innocence. “He touched me first,” I said loudly. “Everyone see that?”

			No one said anything. Smile back in place, I stepped over him and took my splat gun out of my bag. “Five minutes,” I promised as I inched past the remaining officers, stifling a shudder as I went into the narrow foyer and the vamp pheromones hit me.

			Damn, it was Mardi Gras and trick or treat all in one, the pheromones so thick I felt as if I had to brush them out of my way. Stuff lined the hallways, skinny vampires in jeans and tees perusing the piles as if shopping. Calls and shouts rang out as others claimed apartments, rooms, or floors. It was pathetic. And illegal. And it pissed me off that no one would do anything about it because the incoming city master vamp needed space for her camarilla. The people she was stealing from could do nothing, and the rest wouldn’t say anything lest they find their home next on the list.

			Breath shallow, I headed for the stairs. No telling what I might find in the elevator, and it was only two stories.

			“Doyle is up,” Jenks said as he flew backward ahead of me, his eyes on the bright patch of light through the open door at the bottom of the stairs.

			“Is he following, or just bitching?”

			Jenks sighed, his dust thinning. “Following. Sorry.”

			I grimaced and walked faster. “See if you can find Boots,” I directed. “Check under the bed, the closet. You know where cats hide.”

			“You want me to put a bow on him and carry him out for you, too?” Jenks said sarcastically. Behind me, Doyle was yelling at everyone to leave me alone. I was his. Right. Slow learner.

			Three steps from the landing, I stopped. “You look like a cat toy,” I said, seeing Stef’s open door amid the clutter. “Entice him out.”

			“Cat toy?” Jenks said indignantly. “That’s exactly what he thinks you are,” he added, chin lifting to indicate the angry vamp standing at the bottom of the stairway, glaring at me with narrowed eyes. “The thing is, I’m faster than any old cat. How fast are you?”

			I went up another step, not so sure anymore. “I guess we’ll find out,” I said, and Jenks hummed off, just below the ceiling, to vanish inside Stef’s apartment.

			“You!” Doyle bellowed, and I turned, glad I had the high ground this time. “You have been evicted,” he snarled as he came up, halting a good six feet away, wary now. “And I have every right to throw your ass in jail for assault and trespassing.”

			I shook my head, drawing this out to give Jenks time to work. “You reached for me. I’m within my rights. And you want to talk about illegal? Fine. Constance pushing up the eviction date isn’t legal even if the I.S. is sanctioning it. And besides, I don’t live here. I’m visiting. Anything in that eviction notice against visiting?” I shifted my foot side to side, balancing it on a toe. If I flung it out, either it would hit his jaw and knock him backward or he’d catch it and jerk me right into his arms.

			“Visit,” Doyle said, the first inklings of thought spilling through him as he looked behind him to where Edden stood on the stoop, chatting with the two I.S. agents as he kept my escape open. “You’re Edden’s witch,” he added derisively, and my face burned.

			“She’s nobody’s demon, fang boy,” Jenks said as he rejoined me. “Get it right.”

			If Jenks was back, he’d found the cat. Thinking that I might pull this off, I found a pretend confidence. “You really want to do this?” I said, hoping to talk my way out rather than fight and risk the lawsuits that would soak up my time and bank account. “Just let me get the cat, okay? I’ll be out of your hair, your life, and your report if you’re smart. Deal?”

			The thick-chested vampire backed down a step, clearly thinking about it. His ears were red where I’d hit him, and he had his weight on one foot. Yes, I had scored on him, but he wouldn’t be so slow the next time.

			“While you’re thinking that over, I’ll get Stef’s cat,” I said, and, breath held, I turned my back on him and took the last two steps, ready to react. “Is he following?” I whispered.

			Jenks shook his head. “Not yet.”

			“Where’s the cat?” My tension spiked as I picked my way through the clutter.

			“Under the bed like you said.”

			“Swell.” I could feel Doyle watching from the stairs as I checked my splat gun. I stocked it with sleepy-time charms so it would do no real damage, but it was embarrassing to have to be doused with salt water to wake up, and vampires hated to be embarrassed.

			“There’s two guys in there,” Jenks said. “How do you want to play it?”

			I hesitated at the doorway when I saw two raggedly dressed vamps at the window, enthusiastically throwing Stef’s heavy-duty mixer out onto the lawn. The place already smelled like a bordello, and a tingle went all the way to my groin before rising back to where my vamp scar lingered under pristine, unmarked skin. Damn vamp pheromones.

			“Ah, let’s go with plan B,” I said, and one of the vamps turned at my voice.

			“Grab the cat and run like hell,” Jenks said, head bobbing. “Keep them busy. I’ll see if I can get Boots to come out so you aren’t on the floor with your ass in the air, dragging him out.”

			“Thank you so much for that,” I muttered sarcastically as he darted away, and the second vamp turned, beaming to show his small but sharp canines. “Good afternoon, gentlemen,” I said, making sure they saw my splat gun and attitude. “I’m here for the cat.”

			“Who the hell are you, beautiful?” the first one said, and I inched deeper inside as I heard Doyle in the hall. “Not that it matters,” he added, eyes flicking behind me as Doyle filled the doorway. He wasn’t coming in, though, and I took the center of the room, ready to move.

			“Right here, baby,” the other said, gesturing. “Let me show you what teeth are good for.”

			I stifled another shudder, shoving the compulsion he’d put in his voice down deep. “Just don’t,” I said, and Doyle grunted in surprise. I had practice saying no to vampires. I had practice saying yes, too, and my entire side was tingling because of it. Crap on toast, it had been a long time since I’d put myself in such a chancy position, noon or not, and my stance grew provocative, daring them to try.

			They hesitated, glancing back at Doyle as if for instruction, but he was content to watch, and somehow, that made me more nervous.

			“Come on, you stupid cat,” I heard Jenks say, and then the tinkle of wind chimes as he rubbed his wings together. “O-okay . . .” he added, and then a startled “Hey!” before he shot out the door, a gray tabby in fast pursuit.

			Jenks darted for the ceiling, inches ahead of the jumping feline. I sprang forward, snagging the cat and thanking all that was holy that the killing machine was partially declawed as he struggled. I gripped him tighter, clamping him to my body and refusing to let go. I’d never had much luck with cats though I liked them well enough. Al said they sensed the demon in me.

			“Hey, Boots,” I said as I fought for control, my gaze going from vampire to vampire as I held the struggling cat. “Let’s go see your mom.”

			But Doyle wasn’t moving from the threshold.

			“You’re Rachel Morgan, right?” he said, still hunched and hurting.

			I turned my back on the other two, confident that Jenks would tell me if they moved. I didn’t think they would. Doyle was interested in me, which meant hands-off to subordinate vamps. Clearly I’d misread who was in charge downstairs. “Yep,” I said, forcibly petting the big-eyed, frantic cat. “Sorry about the throat. It was either that or your nose, and I figured you didn’t want to bleed in front of everyone.”

			He nodded a slow thanks, but he didn’t move, either toward me or away, and Jenks hovered closer, the snick of him easing his sword from his scabbard dropping a chill through me. “I’m trying to leave,” I said, using my court-useful words. “Are you preventing me from leaving? Hey, you all see that he’s barring my egress, right?”

			Doyle glanced at Jenks, and then, with a smile that wasn’t nice at all, he shifted into the room so I could pass. “You may leave,” he said, and my gut tightened.

			“Thank you.” Back stiff, I walked past, breathing in both his anger and his interest. Vampires were weird like that, attracted to anyone who said no, especially when they had the strength to back it up.

			Jenks hummed a warning, and I jerked when Doyle grabbed my biceps. I was in the hall, and I tensed, eyes darting to his, hating that he saw my flash of fear. His smile grew even more nasty, and he almost whispered, “You should leave the city.”

			“Because I hit you?” I said, holding the cat between us like a shield, almost.

			“No.” He looked me up and down, smile widening. “Because Constance likes to play with her food.”

			I stumbled back, almost falling, when he let go.

			“That’s your real warning,” Doyle said, chin flicking to tell me to leave.

			“Great. Thanks.” I backed to the stairway. Wary gazes tracked me silently from around doorjambs. I shifted my grip on the cat, hardly breathing as I found the stairs. “Is he following?” I asked, and the pixy landed on my shoulder despite the cat’s face being five inches away.

			“No. He’s throwing Stef’s couch out the window.”

			I glanced over my shoulder at the sound of a hefty groan. “It fits?” I asked, then jumped at the sound of splintering wood and grunt of anger.

			“It does now,” Jenks said sourly.

			My eyes went to the bright spot of light at the end of the stair, drawn by the crack of the couch hitting the lawn and the rising awe of appreciation from the rubberneckers. Edden was still on the stoop. His mood was casual as he talked to his I.S. counterparts, but his relief was obvious as he saw me heading down.

			“Nice talking to you,” he said to them as he took control of the threshold, halfway in as he held a hand out to me. “Hey, if you want tickets to the FIB fundraiser for Bikes for Kids, let me know. I’ve got a pair for both of you. Lots of food, fun, novelty bike races.”

			“Uh, hey!” I exclaimed when Edden grabbed my elbow and yanked me out the door and down the three steps and back into the mid-March sun.

			“Sweet Jesus,” Edden muttered, grip hard on my elbow as Jenks grinned and flew circles around us. “I don’t think I’ve ever been more scared for a person. I can’t believe you went in.”

			“Someone had to get her cat,” I said. “And if you didn’t want me going in, why did you introduce me to her, knowing I’d do it?”

			“I didn’t know about the cat,” he said, finally slowing as Stef rushed forward. Behind me, her dresser came crashing down. They were emptying out her apartment in an ugly show of privilege and bad manners, but she didn’t seem to care as she reached for Boots and cuddled him close.

			“Boots, oh, baby! Did they scare you?” she crooned, and the cat settled into the woman’s arms, his eyes wide and black.

			Crap on toast, I thought as I brushed the cat hair from me. I’m rescuing familiars.

			“Thank you so much,” Stef gushed as she caressed the unhappy cat. “Thank you, Edden,” she added, eyes bright, though he’d done nothing but keep open my way out. Which actually was a tremendous help. “I’m not much of a witch, but he means the world to me.”

			Stef’s clothes came down next in an eerie flutter, her shoes hitting the grass in ominous thumps.

			“I’m glad it worked out,” Edden said. Then he turned to me and my smile faded. “Can I have a word with you?”

			He hadn’t wanted to introduce us so I’d get her cat. That left one thing.

			“Oh, no!” Jenks said, figuring it out when I did. “Rachel, say no,” he insisted. “We can’t take in two strays. We already have a cat. Rex and Boots won’t get along.”

			But Edden was tugging me away, turning me so I was sure to see Stef, poor, homeless Stef and her cat with nowhere to go. “What he said,” I told Edden. “This is your problem, not mine. She came to you, not me. You take her in.”

			“I can’t take her in, Rachel,” he coaxed, hunched and plaintive. “Think how that would look. And I can’t put her in any of the FIB’s safe houses.”

			“I’m facing eviction in two weeks, too,” I said, and he leaned closer, agitated.

			“She’ll have found something by then,” he said with a forced brightness. “Maybe you could room together. Eh? I’d feel better if it was more than you and Jenks. You need people, Rachel, and she’s good people. Give her a break.”

			“Stay out of my life, Edden,” I said, then lowered my voice. “I can make my own friends, find my own roommates. Besides, being my roommate isn’t good for anyone’s health.”

			But I could see her behind Edden, trying to hold her cat and get her shoes at the same time. Her forehead was creased, and I could tell she was thinking about where she was going to sleep tonight. If I didn’t take her in, she’d be living at the hospital, trying to hide her cat. “I suppose she and Boots could stay in the boat for a couple of weeks,” I said, and Jenks smacked his forehead to make sparkles fall from him like rain.

			“Great!” Edden beamed. “That’s just great.” Arms swinging, he strode to Stef. “Stephanie!” he called jovially. “Good news. I’ve got a place for you to stay. Short term,” he added when Jenks faced him, dusting an ominous black. “Down by the waterfront. You like boats, right? Nice place in the Hollows.”

			I frowned. David had just said the same thing about the street our new place was on. Unfortunately I was still wearing the frown when Stef looked up, and I quickly forced a smile.

			“Ah, thanks,” she said, eyes darting. “I can’t impose. Boots and I will find something.”

			But I remembered what it was like being kicked out, all your stuff ruined by the I.S. and on the curb. “Sure you can,” I said, coming to take the cat so she could handle everything else. He settled into my arms with a token growl, and I beamed at her, tightening my grip so he wouldn’t jump away. “Jenks and I could use the company. I’ll introduce you to my real estate agent. If she found us something, she can find you something. I guarantee it.”

			“Sure,” Jenks said, wings a low hum. “Rachel can tell you all about how the I.S. screwed her over. Cursed all her stuff. She had to live in a church with a vampire for three years, but look at her now!”

			I stifled a wince, sending a pleasant surge of ley line warmth through Boots when Stef’s plates and flatware came falling down like silver rain.

			“Thanks.” Stef’s expression became tired as she cataloged the mess. “I really appreciate it. Word is, even the hotels are full.”

			“Damn junior baseball tournament,” Jenks said, but it was too early for that. It was Constance. How many people was she bringing, anyway?

			Boots finally stopped jamming his back claws into my gut, and I looked across the parking lot to see David standing guard over a group of Weres, overseeing them as their handcuffs were removed and they began carrying things from the lawn to the three small moving vans at the curb. He turned as if feeling my eyes on him, and I gave him a wave, getting one in return. We were good.

			Apart from Doyle still chucking Stef’s things out the window, it seemed to be over. “Let’s get Boots settled. Edden can get your stuff in a van.” I turned, smirking at his sudden alarm. “Right, Edden?” I said pointedly, and he nodded, knowing he owed me. Owed me big. “My car is three blocks down,” I continued as I began to lead her away. “Edden will bring your stuff by the boat when they get done throwing it out the window. You’ve got your phone, right?” I said as I ducked under the tape.

			She nodded, a numb look on her as reality set in. People parted before us, wary after seeing what I’d done to Doyle, and I gave her the cat, as she seemed to need something. The crowd thinned fast until it was just us and normal foot traffic, and I valiantly tried to keep the conversation going about her job (she was a nurse), Boots (a rescue from a few years back), anything to distract her, but finally I let her subside into a miserable quiet. Jenks was silent as well, his dust all but nonexistent as he sat on my big hoop earring and sulked. But I couldn’t walk away. The I.S. was abusing their power and acting like a bully. Ignoring that wasn’t who I was.

			And as I spotted the three vamps in that brown Volvo following us a block behind, I hoped it wasn’t going to get me killed.
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